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Council: Wollongong 

Delegate: Mike Allen  

Venue: Sage Hotel, Wollongong 

Date: 2 February 2016 

Time: 3:00pm 

 

Facilitator: We are currently at 3 o’clock and it needs to finish in 2 hours at 5 o’clock.  My 

name is ****and my job is to make sure that the proceedings this afternoon 

are effected efficiently and promptly.  So, I might be a bit annoying from time 

to time but it’s my job to make sure that you stick to time and that we get 5 

through agenda.  Could I please ask you, just before I introduce you to the 

Delegate, Mr Mark Allen, if you could please sign in at the register at the front.  

It’s very important that everybody who is here at the inquiry is actually 

registered and also, if you are registered to speak you need to actually go and 

make sure that you sign in and you get a number and that the number is 10 

displayed on your jacket or your dress.  There’s a few housekeeping matters 

that I’d like to go through before I actually start the formal process and ask 

Mr Allen to start the formal process.  I would like you all to turn your mobile 

phones to silent or at least turn them off would be even better.  The toilet 

facilities are located to the right of the front entrance where you came in.  The 15 

emergency procedures are that you should follow the green lit signs above 

those doors and also to obey all instructions from the staff. 

As a final point, I would like to ensure that you know that these proceedings 

are being recorded so please be aware of that.  So, that has an impact on the 

way we behave throughout the proceedings and that includes making sure 20 

that any speakers who come to the podium here, speak very closely to the 

microphone and also that we treat every speaker with respect because the 

point of the proceedings is that each speaker addressing their issues, 

concerns and ideas directly to the Delegate, Mike Allen, so it’s very important 

that he can hear and that we all treat that process with an enormous amount 25 

of respect.  So, that means please don’t create a disruption.  Please move 

quickly and quietly through the area and allow people to have their say 

without interruptions.  I would like to begin the formal part of the process and 

to remind you again not to interrupt people.  I would like to introduce you to 

Mike Allen who is your Delegate for this inquiry.  Thank you. 30 

Mike Allen: Thank you very much, ****.  Good afternoon and welcome everyone.  Can 

someone at the back wave if you can hear me okay.  Thank you very much.  

Obviously, my name is Mike Allen.  I am the Delegate appointed by the Acting 

Chief Executive of the Office of Local Government to examine and report on 

the Minister for Local Government’s proposal for Shellharbour City Council 35 
and Wollongong City Council.  I’d like to formally welcome you to this public 

inquiry this afternoon which is part of the examination and reporting process 

into the merger proposal.  Before beginning I would like to acknowledge the 

traditional custodians and their ancestors of the land on which this public 
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inquiry takes place this afternoon and also to pay my respect to elders past 

and present.  There’s some technical information that I need to go through 

with you now so bear with me.  This public inquiry is being conducted in 

accordance with Section 263 of the Local Government Act 1993.  My role as a 

delegate is to examine and report on a proposal that’s being referred to the 5 

Acting Chief Executive of the Office of Local Government by the Minister for 

Local Government under Section 218F1 of the Act.  This proposal is for a 

merger between Shellharbour City Council and Wollongong City Council. 

I have been appointed to conduct an examination of the proposal and to 

provide a report to the Minister and to the Boundaries Commission.  I would 10 
like to stress that my role is an impartial one and I am not an advocate for or 

against the proposal.  Sections 2632A and 218F2 of the Local Government 

Act requires me to hold a public inquiry into the proposal to merge 

Shellharbour City Council and Wollongong City Council.  The main purpose of 

this public inquiry is to provide members of the public with an opportunity to 15 

provide their views on the proposal directly to me.  As members of the public 

you have been invited to attend today’s public inquiry and should you choose, 

you may speak about the proposal under examination.  We have asked all the 

speakers to register their desire to speak first.  I hope you’ve done that.  If you 

haven’t, you still may do that at the registration desk outside the hall door.  20 

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

Council Boundary Review website.  It’s an easy one.  It is 

councilboundaryreview.nsw.gov.au. 

In summary, I will conduct a public inquiry, call for written submissions which 

has been done and prepare a report on the proposal having due regard to the 25 

factors in Section 2633 of the Act.  I will just go through those for you fairly 

quickly so that you know.  It’s very important.  These are the only factors I can 

consider in preparing my assessment report.  I appreciate there may well be 

lots of emotion around this particular council merger issue for some people 

but I can only stick to the facts.  The factors I must consider in my report are 30 

the financial advantages or disadvantages of the proposal to the residents 

and ratepayers of the areas concerned. 

The community of interest and geographic cohesion in the existing areas and 

in any proposed new area. 

The existing historical and traditional values in the existing areas and the 35 

impact of change on them. 

The attitude of residents and ratepayers in the areas concerned. 

The requirements of the area in relation to elected representation for 

residents and ratepayers at the local level. 

The desirable and appropriate relationship between elected representatives 40 

and ratepayers and residents and other such matters considered relevant in 

relation to the past and future patterns of elected representation for the area. 



 3 

The impact of the proposal on the ability of the Council to provide adequate, 

equitable and appropriate services and facilities. 

The impact of the proposal on the employment of the staff by the Council. 

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

The desirability or otherwise of dividing the resulting area or areas into wards. 5 

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 the existing and proposed new areas. 

At the conclusion of the examination process I will prepare a report to the 10 
Minister and to the Boundaries Commission.  They go concurrently.  The 

Boundaries Commission will review and provide comment on my report and 

provide these comments, or their comments rather, to the Minister for Local 

Government.  The Minister will then consider the report together with any 

comments from the Boundaries Commission and may or may not recommend 15 

to the Governor of NSW that the proposed merger be implemented with or 

without modifications. 

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

will be structured with a schedule of speakers and time limits on speakers so 

that everyone has an opportunity for their views to be heard.  Our Facilitator 20 

for the day, **** who you have already met, will provide a more detailed 

rundown of today’s proceedings in a moment. 

The other members of my team particularly that are here today are Scott 

Forsdike, the Executive Officer who is assisting me in this process and the 

team that you will have met on your entry to the hall this afternoon. 25 

Importantly, my duty today is to listen to all submissions and to consider them 

along with other material gathered through the course of the examination 

process in the preparation of 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 any 

particular complaints that an individual or organisation may have about the 30 
proposal or the local government reform process today. 

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

of the public, as you may be aware, can provide their views on the merger 

proposal by making a written submission.  Written submissions will be one of 

the most important ways to gather information during the examination process 35 

as well as verbal submissions.  If you wish to make a written submission, you 

are encouraged to focus on one or more of the factors I have mentioned and 

which are listed in the Act and are shown on the website.  These factors are 

the ones that I am required to deal with. 
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My final report with all submissions will be made public.  They will be 

published at the end of the proposal examination process unless an author of 

a submission has previously requested that their submission remain 

confidential.  So, what that means is that the submission will be published but 

the author of the submission will remain confidential and again, a reminder, 5 

it’s a hard close.  Written submissions must be received by 5:00pm Eastern 

Standard Time on Sunday the 28th February and there is much more 

information on the Boundary Review website and the details I have already 

read out but you can find it fairly easily by Googling. 

Now, we haven’t got a map that I can show you up on the wall behind here, of 10 
the two local government areas concerned but I’m sure given the interest of 

all of you being here this afternoon, you will be fairly familiar with both the 

Wollongong and Shellharbour local government areas and their relevant 

boundaries. 

So, I hand back to ****.  I’m also going to turn the lectern this way.  That’s 15 

important because I’m going to be sitting over there and I want to hear very 

directly what people have got to say because with all due respect, the 

speakers this afternoon are speaking to me not to the rest of you, but I say 

that most respectfully.  Thank you. 

Facilitator: Thanks Mike.  I just want to make sure that everyone knows that they should 20 

make the microphone match their height.  What I would like to do is again 

reinforce the fact that we have until 5 o’clock only and so on that basis, the 

time limit of approximately 5 minutes has been set because of the number of 

speaker registrations received across the whole public inquiry, that’s the three 

different sessions.  So, what that means is that apart from the Lord Mayor, 25 

Gordon Bradbery and the MP for Kiera, Ryan Park, everyone will have 

5 minutes.  The Lord Mayor will have 15 and the MP will have 10.  What I will 

do is that I will say you have one-minute left.  I’ve got a handy timer behind 

me here and I’ll say you have one-minute left and so I would appreciate for 

you to conclude your remarks within that minute. 30 

What I’d also like to suggest is that Mike is very keen to hear all your ideas as 

expressed personally or on behalf of the organisation that you’re representing 

and if you feel that you’re repeating things that have already been said then 

please do consider deleting that from your speech because it’s very important 

that we get through as many ideas as possible.  Could you speak directly into 35 

the microphone as I just said because we want everyone to hear what you 

have to say and as I mentioned earlier, these proceedings are being 

recorded.  When you actually come and stand up here do please sate your 

name and your local government area.  That’s a very important part of the 

proceedings as well. 40 

So, it’s now time for me to start the inquiry so we’d like to start with the Lord 

Mayor.  If he could please come to the microphone.  This will be a 15-minute 

presentation and I’ll give you a warning at 14 minutes and again, I just remind 

you of the ground rules that we set at the beginning.  Please allow people to 
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speak and also move quickly and quietly through the room.  Thanks very 

much Lord Mayor. 

Gordon: Gordon Bradbery, Lord Mayor of Wollongong.  Since this Council was elected, 

we’ve looked into better ways of doing things.  To lead our community to 

improve the efficiency of the organisation and in doing so, provide better 5 

services and facilities and resources for our community.  We are committed to 

working with all levels of government to improve the ways we service our 

community.  We have participated actively in the NSW local government 

reform process and in 2013 when the independent panel recommended a 

joint organisation model for the Illawarra region we were happy to work with 10 

our neighbouring Illawarra Council to pioneer this.  

In 2014 our efforts on behalf of our community over the past 5 years were 

recognised when IPART determined that we were Fit for the Future.  This is 

further backed up by community feedback measured in our biannual 

community satisfaction survey conducted by IRIS which in 2014 had the 15 

highest every levels of community satisfaction with Council.  As a result, the 

announcement in December by the state government of a merger proposal 

was not one that we were prepared for. 

In 2013 this Council resolved that it did not support amalgamations in our 

region unless first, there was demonstrated economic efficiencies and 20 

financial benefits for ratepayers. 

Two, there would be an improvement in community services resulting from 

financial benefits. 

Three, there is a maintained community of interest. 

Four, there was a degree of public support for the proposal. 25 

In the light of the merger proposal received in December, last night we 

resolved 15 points.  First of all, Council received a report on the proposed 

merger of Wollongong City Council and Shellharbour. 

Two, I be authorised to present this afternoon. 

Three, Council prepare a comprehensive written submission to the Delegate 30 

to be approved at a future Council meeting. 

Four, Council welcomes the opportunity to further work with state government, 

our local community and other local government areas to continue to improve 

the strength, capacity and reputation of local government.  Council recognises 

that a renewed and reformed local government sector has potential to better 35 

deliver services to residents and ratepayers while strengthening the economy 

and protecting our area’s natural and cultural assets. 

Six, Council urges state government to continue to explore a significant 

review of the roles and responsibilities of state and local government to avoid 

duplication or conflict of roles and to assign these functions to the best level 40 

able to deliver outcomes for our communities. 
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Seven, Council believes the major issues of alternatives for Council’s 

financing should be reconsidered and options be further explored by all 

stakeholders. 

Eight, Council has supported the proposed joint organisation, the JO model, 

for local government and invested significant effort into building a pilot JO for 5 

the Illawarra.  Council believes that many of the efficiencies suggested for the 

proposed amalgamation could be realised by cooperation within a JO 

structure. 

Nine, Council is concerned that the proposed merger between Wollongong 

and Shellharbour was a late inclusion in the 4-year process for local 10 

government reform and believes the local communities have had insufficient 

time to fully assess its implications. 

Ten, Council is proud of being declared Fit for the Future as this has followed 

several years of rigorous examination of our finances and significant 

engagement with our community to strengthen the city’s capacity. 15 

Eleven, the Council is unable to confirm the quantum of purported financial 

benefits of the proposed merger which has advanced as the prime reason to 

merge councils.  In any case, Wollongong Council has found similar 

efficiencies by internal processes. 

Twelve, Council recognises that the factors for merger consideration under 20 

Section 2633 of the Act can lead to either a supportive or oppositional case 

for the merger.  However, in totality they do not show a major benefit for the 

residents of Wollongong. 

Thirteen, Council notes the IRIS community survey that shows no 

overwhelming trend in support or opposition to the amalgamation proposal or 25 

the importance or perceived impact of it. 

Fourteen, Council affirms that regardless of the outcomes of the merger 

proposal, it is committed to be supporting of making the existing or any new 

Council a success and looks forward to help shaping its future. 

Fifteen, a meeting be requested between Shellharbour City Council staff and 30 

Wollongong City Council staff to share information required for a comparative 

cost analysis which will enable both Councils to remove the restrictions 

imbedded in the current report. 

In coming to this opinion, we have considered the KPMG assumptions on 

which the state government merger proposal is based as well as publicly 35 

available data from Shellharbour Council.  We do not have and have 

therefore not included in our consideration any detailed or confidential 

information on major infrastructure projects being undertaken by Shellharbour 

Council.  On the basis of the information to hand, we are not overwhelmingly 

convinced than an amalgamation in our region would deliver significant 40 

benefits to the residents and ratepayers of Wollongong. 

I wish to share with you some of the factors we have considered in coming to 

last night’s resolution.  The state government believes a merged Council 
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would deliver a number of financial benefits.  Some of the areas they have 

identified include, one, reductions in purchasing costs due to greater 

purchasing power. 

Two, reduced staffing costs across two organisations. 

Three, reduced Councillor costs across the two LGAs. 5 

Four, improved ability to manage the infrastructure backlog. 

We have already achieved savings by working with joint purchasing 

agreements with other Councils for large value items such as waste services 

and library resources.  While a merger would provide some additional 

purchasing power and create efficiencies in administering the purchasing 10 

process, we do not anticipate further large gains in this space. 

If our two Councils were to merge there would be an initial saving in wages 

both in terms of a reduction in the senior management roles and some 

administrative positions.  However, Wollongong City Council is a great place 

to work.  We know this because we have a low staff turnover rate which has 15 

typically ranged from 2 to 4 percent per annum and with significantly higher 

levels of long-term employees than most other Councils and based on this, 

our redundancy cost would be higher than those suggested in the state 

government’s merger proposal.  The merger proposal also assumes that we 

are a regional Council when in reality we are much more like a metropolitan 20 

Council. The Illawarra Shoalhaven Regional Growth and Infrastructure Plan 

does identify us as a metro Council and the merger proposal itself proposes 

the same level of transition funding as a metro Council.  The difference 

between the regional and the metropolitan, impacts on potential organisation 

structure and a number of directors.  The regional model in the proposal has 25 

one general manager and two directors.  We currently have three directors.  

The merger proposal suggests that there is potential for reduced Councillor 

costs across two local government areas.  Given a final number of Councillors 

for a merged Council has not been confirmed and that Councillor 

remuneration is also under review, it is too early to identify what levels of 30 

savings may be obtained. 

The merger proposal implies that Wollongong has a large infrastructure 

backlog and that a merger would provide greater capacity for that to be 

managed.  Due to the city’s age, Wollongong does have a higher level of 

aging infrastructure than Shellharbour.  However, this Council has found 35 

savings of $27 million in operational funds to ensure that our community’s 

valued roads, paths, playgrounds and pools are renewed.  We have been 

assessed as financially sustainable and we are able to do the necessary work 

on our infrastructure when it is required.  We do not need to merge in order to 

continue to provide our community with a higher level of service in this area. 40 

There are other financial considerations that the merger proposal does not 

provide sufficient information to fully understand.  There is the potential for 

some financial benefits to be achieved in the long-term as a result of the 

merger.  However, there is simply not enough detailed information available 

to understand the level of benefit and if it is sufficient to justify the proposal.  45 
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Statistically and demographically our local government area, we do look 

similar.  Many organisations based in Wollongong identify themselves as 

providing services to the region covering both Wollongong and Shellharbour.  

Some examples of this are the Illawarra Retirement Trust, the 

[indecipherable] and Peoplecare Health Insurance. 5 

Wollongong also acts as an employment hub for the region with 44 percent 

Shellharbour workforce travelling to Wollongong to work.  Wollongong is the 

home of the regional Art Gallery and the Illawarra Performing Arts Centre, the 

region’s premiere venue for the performing arts.  We also share a love of 

sport and join together competitively across a range of codes.  We also 10 

mostly cheer together, the Illawarra Hawks, St George Illawarra Dragons and 

the Wollongong Wolves.  We have a world class university that serves the 

education needs of the local community as well as being a centre of learning 

for students from across the country and around the globe.  Perhaps one of 

our differences is our high student population and a thriving small bar scene.  15 

While there are some differences in diversity, our communities on the whole, 

we are neighbours who share many interests. 

In Wollongong our community has told us they value the connections between 

the escarpment and the sea.  They want us to protect our natural environment 

and be leaders in building an educated, creative and connected community.  20 

The relationship with the coast and the escarpment is something our 

communities share and Lake Illawarra provides a key point of connection 

between our cities. 

We share concerns around issues such as community safety and youth 

unemployment.  While there are some differences in terms of diversity of 25 

values, we share many similarities including the love of our home between 

the mountains and the sea and its history. 

The merger proposal doesn’t provide Council with any mechanism other than 

a public inquiry to understand the attitudes of our residents and ratepayers 

with respect to the proposed merger.  Unlike other Councils who haven’t been 30 

found fit or have received early indications that a merger might have been 

proposed, we have had no suggestion that the state government would 

consider a Wollongong Shellharbour merger.  As such, we have no reason to 

discuss this proposition with our community, to hear their thoughts or their 

concerns and input.  To help us understand this, last week we commissioned 35 

a telephone survey of 500 residents to get a better understanding of our 

community’s views.  Fifty-five per cent of our residents surveyed disagreed 

with the state government’s proposal to merge Wollongong and Shellharbour 

Councils.  The merger proposal suggests the savings generated by the new 

Council will allow investment in improved service levels and help address 40 

what it sees as a current information backlog across the two Councils.  What 

is does not recognise is Wollongong’s achievements to date.  In recent years 

not only have we saved more than $27 million which has been redirected into 

asset renewal, we have been improving the range of services including 

commissioning the Thirroul Library and Community Centre, reopening the 45 

Wollongong Town Hall and creating a centralised customer service centre.  

Even IPART confirm that we have a good revenue base. 
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Facilitator: That’s 1 minute to go Mr Lord Mayor, thank you. 

Gordon: A good revenue base and ability to undertake new major projects.  There 

would be opportunities for a larger Council to plan for assets on a large 

regional scale.  A regional sporting hub could be one of those regional assets.  

However, the merger would also require significant effort to balance the 5 

service levels across the newly formed local government area and in many 

cases this may involve raising the service levels to match the high standards 

offered pre-amalgamation.  There would be some benefits for a merger in 

Council having a more cohesive approach to planning with key urban growth 

areas like the West Lake Illawarra urban land release. 10 

Both Councils are major employers in our own communities and given that 

both areas suffer from high unemployment than the state average, we have 

grave concerns about the ability of the area to absorb further job losses. 

Facilitator: Can I ask you to finish up with one or two sentences please? 

Gordon: I think that’s where I can leave that particular one.  So, with the opinions of all 15 

the people in our community, I do not believe the merger proposal has been 

demonstrated and with the opinions in mind and the facts that I have 

presented today, Wollongong City Council considers the merger proposal 

does not have overwhelming support.  I’ll leave it at that.  Thank you. 

Facilitator: Thank you very much.  Could I now ask Mr Ryan Park to come to the 20 

podium?  I’m sorry, but I’ll do the same thing at 9 minutes if that’s okay. 

Ryan: You won’t need to. 

Facilitator: Okay. 

Ryan: I won’t take my full 10 minutes, I would rather trade that and give that to other 

people here.  I acknowledge the traditional owners of the lands and gather 25 

and pay my respects to elders past and present.  Those in the community 

from various organisations, work in various organisations, when change is 

needed it’s normally justified.  We call it evidence based.  There is no way in 

any circumstances you would say this is evidence based.  The proposal put in 

by Wollongong Council found them to be Fit for the Future.  That was the 30 

government’s benchmark.  They put up the hurdle.  The hurdle was passed.  

No one, including my colleague, the Parliamentary Secretary for this area, 

was given any sense that this was on the cards so there was no opportunity to 

discuss this type of proposal with the community.  It happened just before 

Christmas conveniently, some would say suspiciously.  I will leave that up to 35 

others.  Just before Christmas and we’re now in the process after Australia 

Day where we’re finalising our submissions and opinions about this.  It was 

made clear at the start of this by the Delegate that one of the areas that the 

Council will need to look at is the financial advantages.  Well, that’s been 

clearly articulated that there is no evidence to suggest that there are financial 40 

advantages to this merge, none at all.  So, let’s be very clear about that.  

There is no evidence to suggest that we as a community will be better off 

financially under a merger proposal.  
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The second thing I want to emphasise is the Councils down this area are 

already doing this, as the Mayor articulated through the joint organisational 

model.  This is not something where we are operating in silence.  Can things 

be done better?  Of course, no problems about that.  Can some of the things 

that perhaps the efficiencies that the government is looking at be looked at 5 

through that model?  Without a doubt, no problems with that but having 

spoken to representatives from right across those Councils there is without a 

doubt, a sense of cooperation that perhaps is not happening in some of the 

Sydney Councils where we originally thought that this was going to be the 

focus. 10 

I do want to articulate my concerns about employment and reduction in 

employment.  We are facing, and everyone in this room will know better than 

most, that we have faced a very, very difficult 18 months to 2 years.  We have 

seen some major employers contract significantly.  Our local government 

organisations are major employers and I think all of us need to think long and 15 

hard about the impact that job losses will have on our economy because if the 

government is to take in the savings they get through the merging of 

Councils, the alleged savings, then they must also look at the flip side in what 

that does economically in terms of reduction of wages from our local 

community.  You can’t have it both ways and I do want to emphasise my 20 

concern very clearly about job losses under this proposal. 

Finally, it’s quite clear that the attitude of residents, do not support this.  That’s 

been made very clear.  There’s no evidence to this and it is simply not 

justified given the current state of Wollongong and Shellharbour Councils and 

their financial decisions.  They’re not dysfunctional.  We have seen, in years 25 

gone by, dysfunctional Councils.  We have all observed with great angst, 

dysfunctional Councils here that have been removed and rightly so.  These 

are not Councils that are operating in that way and by financially and I think 

through their representation, they are not doing that.  We already have a joint 

organisation model that can be used and I would urge the government to 30 

have a look at that model as to what savings can be delivered through that 

rather than artificially trying to join two Councils together that there is no 

evidence to do, that it is not justified to do and certainly the community 

doesn’t want to do. 

Facilitator: Thank you.  Could I ask speaker number 3 to come to the podium please and 35 

whilst that’s happening, could I just remind you of a couple of things.  If you 

would like to speak and you haven’t yet registered, you can go out the 

registration desk and pick up a number out there.  The second one is just to 

make sure that the microphone is working for you and make sure that you 

address the Delegate, Mike Allen.  So, thanks very much.  Please also say 40 

your name and your Council area.  

Speaker 3: Thank you.  ****.  I’m here on behalf of the Dapto Neighbourhood Forum 

Wollongong City Council.  I guess my summary is I’m opposed to the Council 

merger amalgamation proposal recommended by the NSW government and 

request that the joint organisation recently established by Wollongong, 45 

Shellharbour, Kiama and Shoalhaven Councils be authorised to continue to 

develop and operate.  My reasoning behind that is I’m opposed on the basis 
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that the four Councils have already responded to the Graham Sansom Report 

by establishing the joint organisation as a means of improving financial 

outcomes for their residents and ratepayers.  This joint organisation should be 

authorised to continue and develop as a model to demonstrate the benefits it 

can bring to the community over a 20-year timeframe.  It is suggested in the 5 

documentation provided that 95 jobs can be redeployed with a significant 

financial benefit.  I’d certainly question that issue but the concern that our 

group would have is our region is experiencing significant loss of employment 

and I do not support the staff reductions in Council back office and 

administration as these staff will become unemployed and will have the skills 10 

to be employed in other roles within the organisations. 

There are significant disadvantages to a merger including the costs 

associated with the change in electronic records, mapping and management 

systems and the diversion of staff time and the disruption to achieve a 

changed structure.  I would rather see the $20 million proposed to support the 15 

merger being allocated to the joint organisation. 

I support the continuation of a joint organisation for the following reasons.  

Joint organisation is one of the structures recommended by the Graham 

Sansom Report and has already been established.  The continuation of this 

organisation should be supported and monitored over a 20-year period to 20 

determine the financial benefits to the Councils and communities.  The joint 

organisation still allows each community to retain its identity which is a 

significant local issue while still working towards improving financial and 

operational outcomes.  Employment levels will be maintained and with 

improved financial and operational performance through the joint organisation 25 

there will be additional funds to increase operational staff over time and add 

to maintenance expenditure. 

Currently electronic records, mapping and management systems will not need 

to be replaced or amalgamated, saving significant costs.  The two Councils, 

Wollongong and Shellharbour employ and train both office and operational 30 

staff which benefit our local economy in the long term. 

As I say, I oppose the merger.  There was one other issue I wanted to raise 

and it’s one about the financial situation that local governments find 

themselves in isn’t necessarily of their own making and they’re certainly 

improving over time, particularly with the way things are being addressed 35 

currently but the issue of rate pegging is still one, I think, which is important.  

It’s been imposed on Councils since the 1980s.  New South Wales is the only 

state which has continued with this discredited process and no amount of 

boundary or merger amalgamation will address this major flaw in NSW local 

government financing process.  The NSW government should case rate 40 

pegging and monitor rate increases another way.  That’s my presentation. 

Facilitator: Thank you very much.  Could I ask speaker number 4 to come to the podium 

please and just a reminder about saying your name and your Council area 

please. 
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Speaker 4: Thank you.  My name is ****.  I appear as a resident and a ratepayer for 

40 years who has twice contested Council elections and I’m here to express 

my concern about the process followed today.  Firstly, we had a review 

involving Professor Graham Sansom and other distinguished people.  

Secondly, an IPART review Council by Council and thirdly, totally from left 5 

field, the current proposals before us and as a result, I consider there is a 

case for amalgamation of some Councils in Sydney, a larger City of Sydney 

Council and for joint organisations but I submit that the NSW government 

should reconsider its proposed requirements for any mergers of Councils 

outside the Sydney area.  This includes Kiama for one, Oberon for other and 10 

in particular, Wollongong and Shellharbour. 

This Council has a number of challenges to deal with.  As ratepayers and 

residents we sat through a Council in administration, the Council has 

emerged from that and they’re trying to the best and it’s got a huge number of 

challenges.  To merge them will impose additional costs starting with the 15 

computer systems talking to each other and to bring in a common IT system 

wouldn’t be cheap. 

This city has a number of transport challenges including completion of the 

Maldon-Dombarton Rail Link which started 33 years ago to allow the Port 

Kembla to grow without totally clogging up the roads to Sydney, more and 20 

faster passenger trains to Sydney, grade separation at the foot of Mount 

Ousley, the busiest intersection on the Princess Highway and we need some 

more footpaths on major through roads including next to our fast growing 

university.  None of this will be helped with a Council merger and I can’t even 

see development of an airport, a regional airport being helped by this 25 

process. 

The other thing to take in mind, if you look at the Australian Bureau of 

Statistics figures, guess which, in 2011 and up to last year, was the third 

largest city in the state of NSW.  It was Wollongong.  After Blacktown and 

Sutherland comes Wollongong.  In other words, we have more population 30 

than the City of Sydney and they’re not asked to be merged and we’ve got 

population than Newcastle.  We’re big enough already. 

So, comparisons with Queensland and Victoria have to be made with care 

and arguably Queensland, about 5 or 6 years ago they went overboard and it 

was so bad they had to re-amalgamate or sorry, de-amalgamate some of 35 

them later.  The Victorian ones, again after the result of these amalgamations 

the only thing that will be bigger than Wollongong and Shellharbour put 

together would be Geelong and I think another one, Casey.  So, we’re big 

enough as we are and so in summary, I think we’ve got a Sydney centric 

government at the moment.  Look where all the investments go for 40 

infrastructure.  Great, Northwest Metro, 8.3 billion.  WestConnex 16 billion 

and it’s sucking it out of the regions like us.  We got our port privatised.  We 

got $100 million for an asset worth $800 million.  We paid off a bit of debt and 

where did the balance go?  Up to Sydney and then Sydney turns around and 

gives us this.  Give us a break.  We have Maldon-Dombarton. 45 

Facilitator: Can I just remind you it’s 1 minute to go thanks. 
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Speaker 4: Thank you very much.  We had it put out the private sector last year.  One of 

the proponents had the gall to suggest we can take it on if you divert all the 

freight traffic onto the line and put a cap on road haulage and coal, two 

community benefits and that was too much for the government.  That was late 

Spring and then before Christmas begins.  So, please give us a break and 5 

whilst we’re at it, I’d love to see some federal recognition of local government 

and I think it’s up to the – if we’re going to put the cleaners through NSW local 

government why don’t we don’t we put them through the state government as 

well? 

Facilitator: Thank you very much.  Could ask speaker number 5 to come to the podium 10 

please? 

Speaker 5: Mr Allen, ladies and gentlemen, I’m ****.  I am the director of Neryl East 

Communications.  I’m a ratepayer of Wollongong but I’ve also been employed 

at different times as Communications Manager of both Wollongong and 

Shellharbour City Councils and I continue to consult to Shellharbour on 15 

various projects.  So, I’ve seen life on both sides of the current Council 

boundary and those insights cause me to speak strongly against the merger 

today. 

The government’s merger proposal says a merger would bring a financial 

benefit of between $75 million and $95 million over 20 years depending which 20 

page of the proposal document you read.  These figures don’t stack up and 

there’s not enough detail to understand how exactly this money could be 

saved and I’d echo the Lord Mayor’s comments that you’ve heard this 

afternoon, if the Council that represents me, Wollongong, has in fact been 

unable to reach a definitive public position on the merger because they simply 25 

don’t have enough information so what hope do the rest of us have in making 

informed comment. 

The small portion of the KPMG report that has been made available indicates 

they were only engaged in late November which suggests all the analysis was 

done in 4 weeks or less given the merger proposal was announced on the 30 

18th December.  Considering the momentous potential consequences of a 

merger, any reasonable person would consider this hasty and it also appears 

that the figures relied on were 2013/14 Office of Local Government data 

2 years out of date. 

The merger proposal says a large portion of the projected savings are 35 

expected to come from redeploying back office staff, streamlining senior 

management roles and reduced spending on Council fees but I’m wondering 

how will such a huge saving be made on staff.  There will be the same total 

number of beaches needing lifeguards, the same total population will still 

need planners, engineers, building inspectors and so on with administrative 40 

staff to support them.  The only way big savings could be made is if services 

are to be slashed. 

In terms of streamlining senior roles, I’ve seen firsthand that with the 

complexity and diversity of the services they provide, both Councils have 

three very busy directors supporting an equally busy general manager.  The 45 
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figures appear to allow for one general manager and two directors to manage 

a much larger Council.  It’s hard to see how that could be achieved.  I don’t 

believe the savings in executive positions will be anywhere near what’s 

estimated. 

A merger would reduce the overall number of Councillors but there’s an 5 

assumption that all newly elected Councillors will receive a fee of $30,000 

which is higher than the current Councillor fee in both Councils.  

Shellharbour’s is just over $18,000.  So, the savings are not so compelling 

there either. 

The proposal allows a relatively modest cost for merging the two Councils’ IT 10 

systems.  This is a gross underestimation.  Apart from staff, the wheels of 

local services are driven by technology from rates, records management, 

facilities booking, mapping, DA lodgement and processing, asset 

management and the list goes on.  I know from firsthand experience there are 

vast differences in the systems operated by the two Councils and bringing 15 

them together will be very costly. 

Under the merger proposal figures residents of both Shellharbour and 

Wollongong would lose local representation.  Wollongong was found to be Fit 

for the Future yet as a reward we go from having one Councillor to under 

16,000 residents to 1 Councillor for 21,000 residents.  The figures for 20 

Shellharbour are much worse of course.  Now, the proposal says our 

numbers would be similar to those of other NSW Councils such as Blacktown.  

Tom compare us to Blacktown, the largest Council by population in the state, 

and say what works for them will work for us, makes no sense and takes no 

account of our geography as a long thin coastal strip.  Blacktown City has a 25 

land area of 247 square kilometres.  Wollongong and Shellharbour combined 

have a total land area of around 870 square kilometres give or take 

depending which website you look at.  To travel form Otford in the north to 

Dunmore in the south via the shortest possible route is 67 kilometres. 

Facilitator: That’s 1 minute to go thank you. 30 

Speaker 5: To travel from Riverstone to the north of Blacktown to Huntingwood in the 

south is 17.9 kilometres.  So, it’s comparing apples with oranges.  So, fewer 

Councillors covering a large geographical area, population of more than 

275,000 will mean less say in local decision making and a subsequent on 

communities. 35 

Finally, the proposal claims a new Council will bring together communities 

with similar interests.  It’s probably easy for somebody outside the region to 

look at our coastal stretch and think we’re all pretty much the same.  From my 

experience of working in both Councils, I know that isn’t the case.  There are 

big differences between these communities.  Shellharbour City in fact is now 40 

quite self-contained and you’ll commonly hear people say that they rarely go 

into Wollongong and on the other side, when I’ve worked with organisations in 

Wollongong, I’m surprised by their lack of awareness of what’s going on south 

of Windang Bridge.  It’s just not part of their world. 

Facilitator: That’s time thanks.  If you could finish up. 45 



 15 

Speaker 5: To suggest they have common ground is failing to understand the true 

essence of the region and the dramatic impact of wiping out their identities 

with a stroke of a pen which is what this proposal would suggest. 

Mr Allen, I know you will carefully consider all this information.  I urge you to 

recommend that the merger not proceed.  Thank you for your time. 5 

Mike Allen: Thank you. 

Facilitator: Thank you very much.  Could I ask speaker number 6 to come to the podium 

and don’t forget to say your name? 

Speaker 6: Yes.  ****.  I live in Wollongong but have property in Shellharbour as well so I 

don’t know if that helps or hinders the debate.  I work at a company called 10 

Cardno.  We are a large international consultancy and I run a large office in 

Wollongong.  I also work in local government and continue to consult to them.  

Let’s see is that’s the case after this presentation.  I have held, and continue 

to do so, many positions on boards and committees for my passion of 

regional development for the Illawarra.  So, today I speak as an individual and 15 

don’t profess to represent any of the groups that I’m associated with although 

I would like to think we sing off the same page.   

Why I’m here is because I’m hearing a lot of noise from the anti-merger group 

and I think that’s understandable given it comes from three loud sources.  

Local government workers who perhaps have had their first taste of economic 20 

rationalisation and it’s something that myself and many of our clients and 

many of my friends, deal with as a daily threat, particularly in the Illawarra.  

Two, elected representatives who will no doubt lose their power base and 

importance and three, local residents who fear an erosion of personal amenity 

and onslaught of intruders.  So that’s what I’m here, to put a bit of balance in 25 

the debate.  

So, my sentiments, I hope, are representative of the many developers, 

entrepreneurs, business people, investors, regional organisations who have 

to deal with a myriad of local government Councils across New South Wales; 

150 things doing it 150 ways.  30 

I’ve held the view, and this is a personal view that I’ve always held, that the 

Illawarra will be best served by one entity.  I’m hearing a lot of opportunities 

for an alternative to the model but we’re only here dealing with the model 

that’s been proposed which is a bit unfortunate and I can’t help but reflect on 

a lot of the haste that’s come out in the current debate. 35 

So, whether it’s a mega-council or something else, I always think it will be 

best served by a strong regional organisation, be that a regional organisation 

of Council or something else but we certainly don’t have it in our region at the 

moment.  The system works incredibly well in the UK, Canada, New Zealand, 

why can’t it work in Australia? 40 

Many business leaders, as was intimated before, hoped 3 or 4 years ago 

when both Councils were dismissed, that was the opportune time to merge 

the forces but it didn’t happen.  It would be a unique point of difference for our 
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region where we struggle to compete, often poorly, with other regions for 

attentions on the bigger picture.  As I’ve said, New South Wales has never 

really had an effective system of regional governance and it continues not to 

have that and it desperately needs one.  We have so much to offer in the 

Illawarra.  A classic region by anyone’s measure defined by an almost 5 

impenetrable escarpment that governs our housing stock, the position of our 

roads and railways, the deployment of education, the deployment of our 

health service, how we spend our dollars, how we have commercial and how 

we recreate.  It even limits our view, our sunlight and our weather.  There are 

few road and rail linkages beyond the region and for many of our region, as 10 
the previous speaker mentioned, they don’t even venture beyond the 

escarpment.  They wouldn’t know what was there.  It’s fine if you have place 

to live but it’s fine if you also have a job and that’s where my thrust goes 

today. 

So, within this regional convocation we have our cities neatly arranged with a 15 

hierarchy, we have our suburbs that meet our commercial needs, secondary 

health and education.  It’s that simple.  I don’t know why we need to slice and 

dice this more with local government boundaries. 

Paradoxically, the future of our prosperity of our region lies over the 

escarpment and over the sea in a physical or virtual world and we need to 20 

step outside our comfort zone and nurture interdependency with Sydney, the 

rapidly expanding areas of the south west, the Sydney Canberra growth 

corridor, our international trade from Port Kembla, trade through the 

International Regional Airport and higher order education and services and 

that‘s something that I’m engaged in daily and often local government is 25 

missing in the debate here.  We need to transform traditional manufacturing, 

our mining base, grow higher order health services and we need to form true 

partnerships with industry, educators and innovators. 

Facilitator: Just a minute to go thanks. 

Speaker 6: We need courageous leaders and commit to a more strategic plan with a 30 

10-year time price.  We still don’t do this effectively in the Illawarra.  I’m 

wondering when we ever will.  So, these are not the tasks that we normally 

assign to local government but it’s something that as local government grows 

and gets out of its own comfort zone, it needs to tackle and a larger Council, a 

larger regional organisation of Councils is the only place that we can do this.  35 

We work with small and large Councils alone.  Every time I deal with a small 

Council it’s always about resources, it’s about efficiency and it’s about their 

ability to transform and get into the debate.  Bigger is not enough.  We don’t 

want more of the same.  We need to be smarter, more accountable, more 

entrepreneurial and more effective, more open and transparent. 40 

So, my aim for today is to push the case but rewiring local government and 

focusing on the bigger picture not the inside stuff.  Thank you. 

Facilitator: Thank you very much.  Could I ask speaker number 8 to come to the podium 

please?  Can I just ask everybody, is it a bit warm in here now because I 

asked them to take the air conditioning off? 45 
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??Female: Turn the sound up please. 

Facilitator: The sound?  Okay.  What do we think about the heat?  Is everyone okay?  It’s 

fine?  Everyone okay?  Yes. 

Speaker 8: My name is ****.  I’ve previously have been working in the property and 

development industry.  I have done so for a considerable period, nearly 5 

25 years.  I started in local government so I understand how local government 

works.  The last 10 years I’ve been a customer of both Wollongong Shire.  

The Councillors and I have literally weekly if not daily contact those 

organisations and I’m in a reasonable position to judge I suppose, the 

differences and how they work and I can say that in some respects across a 10 

broad range of areas, town planning, building, property etcetera.  

Infrastructure, I find that some do things better than the other but in general, it 

is also clear to me that there are inefficiencies built in that are clearly a 

possibility for things to be more efficient. 

Over time I’ve also had a long interest in running for Council myself.  I say this 15 

only because of people who know that have taken the liberty over the last few 

weeks to make sure they inform me as to their views and I’ve got to say that 

in terms of Wollongong, which is where I come from and the northern suburbs 

and particularly around the Thirroul area, I think people are generally 

different.  Most people are probably reserving their view because they simply 20 

don’t have enough information at this stage perhaps to make a view one way 

or the other. 

In reality local government administration in New South Wales is generally 

mediocre.  It’s primarily challenged by a lack of resources.  In particular, 

effective elected human resources.  Wollongong and Shellharbour know only 25 

too well, the crippling impact that corruption or grossly incompetent elected 

Councils can inflict on the community and I remind you of course of this 

Council as with Shellharbour Council both being in administration recently. 

As we’ve understood for decades, by many erudite observers of the 

government process in Australia, local Councils generally but in New South 30 

Wales in particular are in need of real reform.  The administration of service 

delivery is desperately required.  I won’t overwork the point by referencing in 

detail a plethora or reports, enquiries and highly regarded opinions including 

those of people like Sir Ninian Stephen, that all conclude that less 

government is more.  Surely now the debate is no longer about if 35 

amalgamation is sure to go across the state but how, when and where that 

should take place.  Please do, to be here and that premise is now under way. 

Clearly Wollongong and Shellharbour Councils are obvious candidates and have been for a 

long time.  My view is that when they were both in administration, that would 

have been the ideal time to do it but we are here now. 40 

Any cursory glance of a map of both Councils would reveal a homogenous 

community sitting neatly upon the coastal flood plain with Lake Illawarra at the 

centre and being naturally bounded by the coast to one side and the 

escarpment to the other.  The area now largely covered by Wollongong 

Council was actually born from an amalgamation of small Councils is now 45 
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unnecessarily only divided by these last two.  These competing political 

administrations have caused the community to suffer in many ways for many 

decades and I just want to reiterate that point.  The history of this city has 

been amalgamation.  There was a Bulli Council once, there was an Illawarra 

Council once, you can see the old Council Chambers if you want to go out 5 

and have a look at them.  So this is nothing unusual.  This is just an organic, 

natural progression of the history of this city. 

As I said, the competing political administrations of Shellharbour and 

Wollongong have caused the community to suffer in many ways and for a 

long time.  If you take mismanagement of the lake as an example, this is a 10 
major physical structure in this city, and the Illawarra Regional Airport that 

was mentioned and of course, [indecipherable] fiasco of the [indecipherable] 

Valley development to name a few of these failures that have directly resulted 

because of the present poor political organisation and the administrative 

inefficiencies, then you can see by those examples alone, that there can be 15 

proper change made that would be a benefit the community. 

I point out the Councillor Moran from Shellharbour is quoted as saying that the 

Lake Illawarra was the resource for tourism, industry, environment, it’s very 

important that the government be made aware of it.  We have an example 

where the development of where that is occurring in the Wollongong LGA, it’s 20 

overseen by the Wollongong Council and various other agencies yet the 

impacts of urban run-off is felt as much in Shellharbour as they are in 

Wollongong is correct. 

Facilitator: That will be 1 minute to go, thanks. 

Speaker 8: The point being there that what we had once was the Lake Illawarra Authority.  25 

So, we had the lake being managed by an Authority, a Council one side and a 

Council on the other.  Now, that there resulted in nothing at all of benefit 

occurring in terms of management of the lake and that one example can show 

you that the removal of, or the combination of these two Councils for the first 

time, will give us an opportunity in bringing together this last little piece in the 30 

historic jigsaw puzzle after the teething problems of course.  It will provide a 

renewed impetus, a clearer focus and the opportunity to set an 

all-encompassing positive future, a strategic course under the direction of a 

single leadership group.  In terms of how the group is reproduced, a group 

best delivered by way of a four ward system, three Councils per ward and a 35 

publicly elected Mayor.  Preferably not a Lord Mayor, just a Mayor.  Thank 

you very much. 

Facilitator: Thank you.  Thank you.  Could I ask speaker number 9 to come to the 

podium please and could I just remind everybody, you probably don’t realise 

but the room has got quite bad acoustics and so we can hear you when 40 

you’re chatting amongst yourselves and it is quite distracting.  So, thank you 

very much.  Don’t forget name and organisation. 

Speaker 9: Yes.  My name is **** and I am here as part of the United Services Union 

Delegation and I have been asked to make a presentation on their behalf.  I 

am the secretary of the South Coast Labour Council which is the umbrella 45 
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organisation for the USU and the trade unions in the region.  I’m not going to 

go over much of what has already been said.  I want to maybe pull back a 

little bit and look at some basic principles.  The United Services Union and the 

South Coast Labour Council and in our case, as late as our meeting last 

week, has resolved to oppose forced amalgamations where they are not 5 

supported by the people who they’re meant to represent.  The guiding 

principle we believe, is a democratic outcome.  If it is indeed the case that an 

amalgamation is to the advantage of the people who actually pay rates and 

sustain that level of government, then it should be incumbent on the 

government, the State Government of the day to afford the democratic 10 
process where the people indicate their preference.  In other words, they 

shouldn’t be trying to convince yourself, with all due respect, or myself or the 

Councillors, frankly.  They should be trying to convince the ratepayers who 

after all, sustain these organisations.  So, to eliminate that issue about self-

interest, let’s just say that if you were going to, let’s just say, create the 15 

Commonwealth of Australia as they did in 1901, it was by a popular vote.  

We’ll amalgamate the states into a federation.  They didn’t do it by 

proclamation or just by some sort of direction from the crown.  They did it by 

popular vote and from our perspective, we don’t think that local government 

should be treated differently.  It is after all, a level of government.  That’s the 20 

first point. 

The second point is that much has been said perhaps bout some self-interest 

in terms of the union movement and jobs.  We plead guilty.  I’m told there’s 

1,700 plus jobs if you look at both, say the Wollongong, Shellharbour end.  

Yes, we are here to defend those jobs.  Someone has to.  Someone has to do 25 

it and we’re unapologetic about it and for your benefit perhaps and I think 

everyone in the room, we’ve just come off the back of a very big steel 

campaign.  Almost lost our steel industry and we’ve still got some work to do 

and that was, three, three and a half directly, contractors and others.  

Seventeen hundred is a pretty big whack.  Now, I’m not saying, nor are we 30 
suggesting that all of those jobs are at risk.  That would be – It would be 

irresponsible to say that they’re all up for grabs.  However, reading between 

the lines and historically, if you look at Queensland and other areas where 

this has happened, clearly much of the savings have been in the form of job 

cuts.  Let’s be honest here and call a spade a spade.  That’s the first point. 35 

The second point is surely the whole amalgamation process should be driven 

about improving the services.  Much has been said about whether it’s going to 

cost more or cost less.  Very little is actually focused on the responsiveness 

of the Council to its people and if that level of analysis was included, I’d argue 

maybe there would be more credibility I think, in terms of that push where 40 

they’d be able to say to the people ‘Well, it’s going to cost this, the savings 

are going to come from here and your services are actually going to improve’.  

I’m yet to see much convincing evidence at this point of where that is coming 

from.  So, but once again, if that exists, if that exists, and if there are 

arguments against what is historical fact about what’s happened in other 45 

places, and I note in Queensland some Councils are actually 

de-amalgamating after some disasters.  So, clearly it’s not a one-way street in 

terms of efficiency and outcomes.  The question is, the real question is, when 
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is amalgamation good and beneficial to the people and when is it not and in 

order to make that assessment, surely the issues of services and how it is 

that they’re going improve, as well as the costs and let’s not forget 

employment, have to be factored in. 

Facilitator: And that’s 1 minute thank you. 5 

Speaker 9: And if you factor all of those things in and you come with a net positive 

outcome economically and socially for your region then you’d think, you’d 

think that we can trust the ratepayers to actually vote for the deal but if 

governments are not prepared to do that we submit that is a problem because 

it tells us that there might be another agenda that may be has probably got to 10 
do more with the numbers and with politics as well as perhaps the money, for 

them, as opposed to the services for us.  Thank you. 

Facilitator: Thank you very much.  Just whilst speaker number 10 is coming to the 

podium and just before you start, just a couple of points of process is we have 

three speakers left who have registered.  If there is anyone here who would 15 

like to speak this afternoon then please go and put your name out the front 

and we’ll get your number and we’ll make sure that you get a good chance 

because as I said, we do have to finish at five and we do have some space 

for some more speakers.  The second thing is that it’s very important that 

people, that you understand that these three sessions, there was one this 20 

morning at Shellharbour, one – this one and then another one tonight, that 

they’re about making a representation to your Delegate, to Mike Allen and so 

across those three there is only an opportunity for organisations and 

individuals to speak once to Mr Allen. So, I just wanted to emphasise that.  

So, thank you very much.  Speaker number 10. 25 

Speaker 10: Thank you.  Thank you Mr Allen.  My name is ****.  I am a resident from 

Figtree in the Wollongong LGA and I’m also a Councillor on Wollongong City 

Council and just to clarify, I’m just speaking as a resident and not as a 

representative of Council or people in a community setting or organisation. 

Firstly, I want to thank you for genuinely and warmly welcoming me and I’d 30 

like to bring to your attention the difficulties I’ve had in registering online, then 

during phone calls after discovering and rediscovery my name kept being left 

off the list.  My experience is not isolated and other residents from our LGA 

have experienced the same in trying to register to attend and speak at this 

public hearing.  I’m not surprised not to see many residents here today under 35 

such registration difficulties and that’s a concern. 

I’m not pro or con merger.  I do want efficiencies but I want the best process 

starting from the assessment and analysis to ensure best outcomes.  I simply 

cannot support the merger at this stage because I don’t’ have the necessary 

information, empirical evidence or transparency.  Unfortunately, as a resident 40 

of Wollongong, I am unable to speak or respond on the merits either, of the 

merger proposal or give you any considered or thoughtful response because 

like many residents, I feel left in the dark and could only make assumptions 

not based on evidence. 
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This is what residents know about the merger.  TV marketing adds have been 

hypnotically played over and over and over on commercial radio and 

television stations saying “Local government is broken and their government 

is going to fix it”.  “Local government is not sustainable and their government 

is going to make them Fit for the Future”.  Up until December we thought this 5 

fixing did not involve a merger.  “Local government is broken”.  “Local 

government is broken”.  “We are going to fix it” and the mantra continued with 

intensity. 

Up until Friday last week, we had no facts, figures or discussion paper 

etcetera from Council.  We still do not have access to the KPMG Report that 10 
is supposed to provide evidence that this is going to be the fix and all we have 

is a summary sheet based on assumptions that we now know has been 

justifiably criticised by our Council and leading academics. 

Last night was the first night since the shock announcement of the merger 

over Christmas and summer holiday period that we saw and heard our 15 

Council discuss, deliberate and make decisions.  Last night we have heard 

that more information is certainly needed for Council to enable cost 

comparisons to the proposal prior to them even being able to make a formal 

submission.  Our Lord Mayor has been quoted in the media as saying he is 

underwhelmed by the silence of our community.  The silence does not 20 

surprise me because as residents we have to date been kept in the dark.  No 

facts, no figures, no comparative of costs, no information of how this may 

impact on us in our neighbourhoods, beaches and hip pockets.  As I resident I 

am concerned that while the community remains in the dark at the moment, 

that within the not too distant future, if the merger goes ahead, we residents 25 

will have the lights of reality shining brightly in our eyes.  Backyards, beaches, 

pools and hip pocket.  When our services decrease, when services or things 

we currently enjoy are taken from us or we are left to fight for in a merger 

proposal.  We will no longer then, when it really does impact us, when we are 

feeling the facts and the figures, we will not be kept silent and we will see a 30 

community attacking a Council needlessly, not being a part of a merger. 

I read with interest recently, the New Zealand assessments, 5 years on and 

one of the main points that stuck out for me was the flaw, the cracks that are 

starting to show, could have been avoided if the process right from the 

beginning was done right. 35 

Facilitator: That’s 1 minute thanks. 

Speaker 10: I call on you Mr Allen, to right this wrong, to put in place mechanisms now to 

inform residents like me with facts, with evidence, with the likely pros and 

cons in simple, real English.  I ask you to provide genuine opportunity to 

inform and to empower our residents and myself as a resident, to participate 40 

and have the ability to represent ourselves in public hearings and 

submissions on this merger proposal because it’s this merger proposal that at 

some point in the future, the facts and reality will be made known and will be 

very real to us.  So far, the public hearing, we haven’t been able to genuinely 

come.  We don’t know the facts and as I said, we’re kept in the dark.  I hold 45 
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the State Government responsible to date on that but you have the power as 

our Delegate to ensure the assessment process is undertaken the best it 

possibly can for the best outcome.  Thank you. 

Facilitator: Thank you very much.  Could I ask please Delegate number – sorry, 

Delegate.  Sorry, Mike.  Could I ask speaker number 12 to come to the 5 

podium please? 

Speaker 12: Hello.  Thank you for the opportunity.  I’m speaking as a resident of 

Wollongong Council.  I don’t think I have got any particular vested interest in 

this issue.  I do get involved in some environmental campaigns and I am on a 

couple of Council committees.  And, I do know that the political system in 10 
Australia is very weighted against local government and to me that’s the 

absolute fundamental issue here.  That local Councils are totally at the mercy 

of the State Government and I think that that’s the issue that we’re dealing 

with.  I am also aware of the stormy history of Wollongong Council but from 

my observations, that’s – those days are long gone.  I’ve also been aware of 15 

the tremendous community response to the proposal that Kiama merge with 

Shoalhaven and I have been a bit puzzled as to why we haven’t seen quite a 

comparable up swell here but there may be explanations. 

Anyway, it was only when I actually looked at the government proposal that I 

did become very concerned.  I was quite shocked to realise that the process 20 

had been so rushed, that there was no warning, it was just put out there that 

Wollongong and Shellharbour should merge right before Christmas.  The 

modelling wasn’t released.  There was only an emphasis on the financial 

aspects, these wild claims about efficiencies and financial savings that, as 

other people have said, and I support the concerns of the people who are 25 

opposed to the merger and there’s no emphasis on the benefit to the 

residents and ratepayers and I really think that that’s a crucial thing for you to 

address. 

So, I looked at the figures and I was quite shocked to find the amazing 

disparities in the sizes of Councils in New South Wales and some people 30 

have eluded to this already.  So, Wollongong is at the very large end of the 

Councils and here the government is arguing that Councils like Woollahra and 

Randwick or whatever, should merge and they’ll actually become smaller than 

we are already and they will have a lower resident to Councillor ratio than we 

have already and I thought why?  I don’t understand.  You’re proposing that 35 

we are already at the end of the spectrum and you’re proposing that we get 

even bigger and you say, and you’re even – you won’t be as big as Blacktown 

then and then I realised that every merger is compared with Blacktown.  You 

won’t be as big as Blacktown and I thought, what is it about Blacktown?  I 

think we need to know more about Blacktown.  Why is it such a successful 40 

Council?  It is?  That’s the implication of your emphasis on Blacktown.  So, I 

would really like, I would like that information to be released.  Wollongong, as 

I think, **** pointed out, is much, much bigger or maybe it was **** – is much 

bigger and we have a very different geography and a very diverse population.  

So, I just ask, what is the justification for the present situation.  I can see that 45 

there might be some issues there.  I can’t see that these proposed mergers 
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are going to solve the problem.  It seems to me yes; we do need a boundary 

review.  I would like to see a genuine boundary review process that 

addresses things like what is an optimal size for a Council?  What sort of 

geographic area should it be expected to cover?  What sort of environmental 

challenges should it cover?  What kind of size of population?  What ratio 5 

should there be of Councillors to residents because it seems to me that our 

Councillors on Wollongong Council have got to work enormously hard for 

their pittance really, if they’re going to be responsible representatives of 

15,000 people.  That’s enormous compared with Woollahra where they 

represent three. 10 

Facilitator: Can I just say there’s 1 minutes left, thanks.  So, if you want to wrap up. 

Speaker 12: Okay, and also in this review process, which I do think is in order, I would like 

to see consideration of measures to prevent corruption and dysfunction in 

Councils and undue influence of developers which has plagued Wollongong 

and other Councils and I would like to see some kind of statement of what 15 

services are required of a Council so that we know.  You just can’t keep 

cutting.  You can’t say ‘Okay, well we’ll eliminate a whole lot of staff’ without 

acknowledging that that means cutting services.  There should be a minimum 

of necessary services for all residents.  Thank you. 

Facilitator: Thanks very much.  We have one more registered speaker and we have 20 

another three quarters of an hour so if anyone else would like register please 

go and do so.  Otherwise, could I ask for speaker number 13 to come to the 

podium? 

Speaker 13: Thank you Mr Allen for allowing me to speak.  I am **** and I have been a 

long term resident in this district.  I have been here for many decades and this 25 

is very – I’ll probably only take a minute because I’ve only arrived home and 

I’m not very prepared but I will do a very extensive written submission at the 

end of the month. 

My gut feeling is that I strongly oppose the amalgamation.  With a city the size 

of Wollongong, it’s the third largest city in New South Wales.  It just doesn’t 30 

make sense for it to amalgamate with another big area the size of 

Shellharbour.  And, also the topography of this region is a long, narrow strip 

of land which is very spread out.  The two areas, both Wollongong and 

Shellharbour have very different dynamics and I just can’t see the reasoning 

why this should ever, ever be happening.  And, also the costs involved.  It 35 

looks like a very costly exercise and instead of spending that money so 

unwisely on amalgamation, we’re desperate for certain infrastructure.  The 

university is expanding rapidly, very rapidly and we need footpaths, cycle 

tracks, better roads, we need – Mount Ousley Road needs upgrading, we 

need – and also, mainly, we’ve been knocked back for decades on the 40 

Maldon Dombarton Rail Link and this would be a great saving to our industry 

and it would also enable rail to upgrade the passenger link from Wollongong 

to Sydney. 



 24 

The university in particular is – needs a lot funding and it’s up to Wollongong 

City Council to fund that infrastructure.  The university are going to put some 

moneys in but it’s the Council’s responsibility. 

Premier, I think you’ve had a dream run.  Please listen to your communities.  

They know what is best for them and their needs and I strongly suggest, 5 

leave Wollongong alone and there’s another – we need money desperately in 

education and health.  We’ve now got the demise of TAFE and this is 

absolutely catastrophic for our region, for fee paying students it is just so, so 

wrong.  And, also I would like much more information regarding this whole 

deal of amalgamation.  Thank you. 10 

Facilitator: Thank you very much.  Is there anybody else here who would like to speak?  

Mike – just to explain the process.  As I said, this is a formal process so what 

needs to happen is that your Delegate, Mr Mike Allen any myself and his 

Executive Officer, we all need to stay here until 5 where the formally 

proceedings will be formally closed down at 5 o’clock and as I said, this is all 15 

being taped but that doesn’t mean that you can’t sneak off if you want to and 

the other thing is that it’s really important, and I know Mike’s going to say a 

few words to you about this, but it’s – a number of people have left their 

submissions on the front desk and that’s really, they really have to be formally 

submitted and so it’s very important that you formally submit your submission 20 

but I’ll let Mike emphasise that to you I think.  Would you like to sit up? 

Mike Allen: I’ll come out.  Thank you.  Thank you ****.  As **** explained, I’ve got some 

remarks that I will be making at the close of this enquiry which isn’t due for 

another 35 minutes.  Now, I don’t expect that you should all necessarily sit 

here for the next 30 odd minutes waiting for me to make a 5 minute close.  25 

So, I’m going to make my closing remarks now and I may well make them 

again because we are required under the Act to stay here until 5 o’clock and 

there may well be some people who, for whatever reason, might not be able 

to get here until sometime perhaps after 4:30.  So, I’ll make my closing 

remarks now.  I will make them again later but it’s up to you as to whether you 30 

wish to stay in case there are any other people that come along this afternoon 

that might want to say a few words or you can head off as best suites you.  

Firstly, just a reminder that I’m not an advocate for or against this proposal.  

My role is to assess the proposal that’s being presented to me by the 

government.  A number of speakers made some very general comments in 35 

regard to their concerns about process.  I can’t manage or respond to those 

things, I can only respond to those criteria that I read out to you at the outset 

under that section of the Act that I am required and limited to comment on.  I 

have listened very actively this afternoon to all of the speakers and so I thank 

all of the speakers for presenting me with their views and with their 40 

comments.  I thank all of the other people in the audience this afternoon who 

haven’t spoken but who have been interested enough to come along to this 

public enquiry, so I thank both of you for that. 

As **** mentioned at the outset, this afternoon’s enquiry proceedings have 

been audio – or are being audio recorded.  A transcript of today’s 45 
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proceedings will be generated to provide a formal record of the proceedings 

and particularly to help inform me in my deliberations, that I can go back and 

both refresh my memory and refer in more detail to the comments that people 

have made.  These transcripts will be made publicly available at the 

conclusion of the examination and reporting process.  So, after my report and 5 

those of my fellow Delegates have been completed and lodged with the 

Boundaries Commission and with the Minister. 

I would like to remind everyone again, 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 this examination process.  The written 10 
submissions give you an opportunity in much more depth in detail, to go into 

the issues or concerns that you may have and wish me to be cognisant of in 

undertaking my assessment.  Again, the written submissions close promptly 

at 5:00 pm on Sunday the 28th February and as I’ve mentioned a couple of 

times, and **** has as well, via email or via the post.  They are the only two 15 

ways we can receive the submissions, via the email through the website or 

through the surface mail in the post.  And, again, the Council Boundary 

Review website also provides more detail about the merger proposal process 

more generally as well as a copy of the proposal itself and some of the other 

related information. 20 

They’re the concluding comments I would have made about five to five but I’m 

making them now for your benefit if you choose to go.  So, I just want to thank 

you again for your interest, for your attention and your attendance and 

participation this afternoon and I wish you well for the rest of your day should 

you choose to leave now.  Thank you very much. 25 

[BREAK] 

Facilitator: Ladies and Gentlemen, it is now one minute to 5 o’clock.  There have been no 

additional ratepayers or residents or other interested citizens come along to 

this afternoon’s public enquiry either to listen or to seek to speak.  So, that 

being the case, I won’t repeat my conclusion comments but I will thank you 30 

again for your attendance and your presence this afternoon, your participation 

and for staying around until the concluding time for the public enquiry.  So I 

will now declare the public enquiry closed for this afternoon.  Thank you very 

much. 

END TRANSCRIPT 35 


