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CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION 
 

In August 2011, local councils from throughout NSW gathered for a summit, Destination 2036, to 
plan how local government could meet the challenges of the future.  As a result, councils agreed that 
change was needed and that they wanted to be strong and sustainable and to make a positive 
difference in their respective communities.  However, there were various views as to how this could 
be achieved and in April 2012 the State appointed an independent expert panel to carry out a review 
of the sector.  That Independent Local Government Review Panel (ILGRP) consulted widely in 
developing its final recommendations which were presented to the Government in late 2013.  
 
The Panel concluded that for councils to become strong and sustainable, both the NSW Government 
and the local government sector would have to play a part.  The State indicated its preparedness to 
change the way it works with councils and to support them through meaningful reform.  Local 
councils would also need to be prepared to consider new ways of working and new structural 
arrangements.  The Fit for the Future program was developed by the State Government to bring 
these changes together and lay the foundations for a stronger system of local government and 
stronger local communities. 
 
The Fit for the Future program required councils to actively assess their scale and capacity in 
achieving long term sustainability and for councils to submit proposals to the Government indicating 
how they will achieve these objectives. 
 
The NSW Government asked the Independent Pricing and Regulatory Tribunal (IPART) to undertake 
the role of the Expert Advisory Panel in assessing local government Fit for the Future proposals.  The 
starting point for its analysis was the review of the sector undertaken by the ILGRP in 2012 and 
2013.   
 
Each council was required to submit one of the following types of proposals for assessment after 
considering the ILGRP’s proposed reform options:  
 

1. Merger Proposal - for councils proposing to merge with one or more other councils to 
achieve sufficient scale and capacity.   

2. Council Improvement Proposal - for councils that currently have sufficient scale and capacity 
without any structural change, or are proposing improvements to achieve scale and capacity 
without merging with another council.  

3. Rural Council Proposal - for councils with ‘Rural Council Characteristics’, who need to 
demonstrate plans to achieve real change and improve their capacity and sustainability.  

  
Council proposals were required to be submitted to IPART by 30 June 2015. 
 
IPART assessed each proposal in relation to whether the Council had the scale and capacity to 
engage effectively across community, industry and governments. It also assessed proposals against 
three financial criteria: sustainability; effectively managing infrastructure and delivering services for 
communities; and efficiency. 
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IPART assessed 52 proposals as being fit for the future, which represented 37% of the proposals 
received. To be assessed as fit, councils must have demonstrated they had sufficient scale and 
capacity and were financially sustainable.  
 
Four Merger Proposals were received and were assessed as fit because they would deliver 
substantial benefits to their local communities when compared to the councils standing alone, and 
were generally the best available options for the relevant councils as neighbouring councils did not 
elect to join the Merger Proposals.  87 proposals were assessed as not being fit for the future, which 
represents 63% of the proposals received. Of the 87 proposals assessed as not fit, 60 were assessed 
as not having sufficient scale and capacity, but did meet the financial criteria, 18 were assessed as 
having sufficient scale and capacity, but did not meet the financial criteria, and 9 were assessed as 
not having sufficient scale and capacity and not meeting the financial criteria. 
 
Following consideration of the IPART report, the Minister for Local Government (the Minister) 
prepared 35 merger proposals involving 77 councils and referred them to the Acting Chief Executive 
of the Office of Local Government for examination.  The proposals were referred under section 
218(F) of the Local Government Act 1993 (the Act) and the Acting Chief Executive delegated the 
examination of those proposals to 18 delegates. 
 
Subsequently, a number of other proposals have been lodged by councils themselves and they are 
also being examined by Delegates.  Included in those additional proposals is one the subject of this 
examination and involves Armidale Dumaresq Council (Armidale Dumaresq), Guyra Shire Council 
(Guyra), Uralla Shire Council (Uralla) and Walcha Council (Walcha). The examination and reporting 
on this proposal has been delegated to me by the Acting Chief Executive of the Office of Local 
Government.1 
 
It needs to be acknowledged at the outset that the Guyra, Uralla and Walcha oppose Armidale 
Dumaresq’s merger proposal. 
 
It should also be noted that as I was the Delegate examining the Armidale Dumaresq / Guyra 
proposal there will be commonalities between the two reports in so far as those two councils are 
concerned. 
 
Following a thorough examination of this proposal I am recommending the merger of the 
Armidale Dumaresq, Guyra Shire, Uralla Shire and Walcha Councils. 

                                                           
1
 See Appendix 1for Instrument of Delegation. 
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CHAPTER 2 THE PROPOSAL 
 
The Minister has referred a proposal under section 218E (1) of the Local Government Act for the 
merger of the Armidale Dumaresq, Guyra, Uralla and Walcha local government areas (LGA).  The 
proposal was made by Armidale Dumaresq to the Minister on 1 March 2016.2  At that time, the 
proposal did not contain any justifying commentary or detailed analysis.  The council subsequently 
published, on 5 April 2016, a document outlining what the council saw as the benefits of the 
proposal. 
 
Armidale Dumaresq currently covers an area of 4,231 square kilometres and has a population of 
slightly more than 25,000.  It has an annual operating budget of $33 million (2015-2016) and 
manages community assets valued in the order of $448 million. 
 
Guyra currently covers an area of 4,390 square kilometres and has a population approaching 4,600.  
It has an annual operating budget of $10 million (2015/2016) and manages community assets valued 
in the order of $116 million. 
 
Uralla currently covers an area of 3,227 square kilometres and has a population of slightly more than 
6,400.  It has an annual operating budget of $17 million (2015/2016) and manages community assets 
valued in the order of $121 million. 
 
Walcha currently covers an area of 6,261 square kilometres and has a population of slightly more 
than 3,000.  It has an annual operating budget of $10 million (2015/2016) and manages community 
assets valued in the order of $410 million. 
 
Guyra has existed, in its current form, since 1907 while Armidale Dumaresq was formed following a 
merger of the Armidale City Council and the Dumaresq Shire Council in 2000.  Uralla and Walcha are 
both the result of an early amalgamation of a municipal council with its surrounding shire in 1948 
and 1955 respectively. 
 
IPART determined that none of the four councils, Armidale Dumaresq, Guyra Uralla or Walcha 
satisfied the scale and capacity benchmarks under the Fit for the Future program.  IPART assessed 
that Armidale Dumaresq and Guyra also did not meet key financial benchmarks however, Uralla and 
Walcha were assessed as meeting the financial benchmarks overall.  However, as scale and capacity 
was a threshold benchmark set by Government, all four councils were assessed as ‘not fit’ to deliver 
on behalf of residents and meet future community needs. 
 
A merged council would service about 39,500 residents in an area of 18,108 square kilometres; 
would have an operating budget (by 2019/2020) of $76 million and more than $1 billion in 
community assets under management.3 
 
All four councils subject to this merger currently have an infrastructure backlog; estimated at 5% of 
assets managed in Armidale Dumaresq’s case, 16% in Guyra’s case, 6% for Uralla and 6% for Walcha.  

                                                           
2
 Armidale Dumaresq Council’s proposal is attached at Appendix 2. 

3
 KPMG, Financial Analysis: Armidale Dumaresq Council, Guyra Shire Council, Walcha Council, March 2016, 

(KPMG Analysis of ADGUW Councils), p 1. (Based on councils’ Long Term Financial Plans) 
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Any new council would be estimated to have a ratio of 6% on commencement with a value of work 
required to bring the asset base to a consistent satisfactory standard of $54 million (2014-15). 
 
The analysis provided by KPMG, commissioned to inform this examination, identifies potential net 
financial savings of $19 million to a merged council over 20 years.  The KPMG estimates have been 
the subject of much conjecture and comment and will be dealt with in more detail in Chapter 6. 
 
In previous Ministerial merger proposals the NSW Government has also offered a significant funding 
package to support merging councils, should the merger proceed.  The package offered is $5 million 
for merger transition costs and a further $15 million for infrastructure backlog works in the case of a 
merger of more than two councils.  At the time of writing, there has been no commitment by the 
NSW Government to extend that funding package to this proposal. 
 
The proposal also comes with a policy position of freezing rates on councils’ current paths for four 
years from any merger. 
 
Maps of the proposal area are as follows: 
 

Map 1: Existing boundaries 

 

 

Source: embedded Google Maps image 

https://www.councilboundaryreview.nsw.gov.au/proposals/armidale-

dumaresq-guyra-shire-uralla-shire-and-walcha-councils/ 

Map 2: Proposed merger boundary 

 

 

Source: embedded Google Maps image 

https://www.councilboundaryreview.nsw.gov.au/proposals/armidale-

dumaresq-guyra-shire-uralla-shire-and-walcha-councils/ 
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CHAPTER 3 PREVIOUS PROPOSALS 

 
The concept of a major merger of the district surrounding the city of Armidale has been explored on 
a number of occasions in the past.  For the purposes of this review I will deal only with the three 
most recently completed reports:4 
 

 the Vardon Review, December 2003 

 the NESAC Restructure Review by Forsyths, July 2009 

 the Kibble Review, May 2010. 
 
The report by Chris Vardon OAM, commissioned by then Minister for Local Government the Hon 
Tony Kelly MLC was delivered in December 2003 and recommended a New England Regional 
Council incorporating Armidale Dumaresq, parts of Guyra and Uralla and Walcha.  Some remote 
areas of Guyra and Uralla were to be ceded to Inverell Shire Council.  The Boundaries Commission 
endorsed the recommendation however, in the face of strong lobbying by the four councils and the 
local Member of Parliament, the amalgamation was deferred to allow a trial of a “strategic alliance” 
between the four entities.  The New England Strategic Alliance of Councils (NESAC) was formed 
under a non-binding shared services charter.  The New England Weeds Authority, a county council, 
was incorporated as a non-voting member. 
 
Forsyths is a respected regional firm, based in the Northern Tablelands, with extensive experience in 
local government auditing and advising.  The firm was commissioned by the NESAC Advisory 
Committee to undertake a review of the NESAC operational and governance structures following 
failings and withdrawals from the alliance.5  The review concluded that the voluntary amalgamation 
of Armidale Dumaresq, Uralla and Guyra and the New England Weeds Authority would be the 
most beneficial vehicle for providing an economically sustainable and feasible long term solution.  It 
should be noted that as Walcha had withdrawn from NESAC prior to this review it was excluded 
from the recommendation.  The review’s recommendation was not adopted and NESAC eventually 
collapsed. 
 
In January 2010 the then Minister for Local Government, the Hon Barbara Perry MP, commissioned 
Mrs Gabrielle Kibble AO to examine the current and future arrangements for improving local 
government service delivery in the area.  Mrs Kibble recommended the amalgamation of Armidale 
Dumaresq, Guyra and Uralla into a New England Regional Council.  The review found that Walcha 
had unique community of interest factors and apparent long term viability, and therefore considered 
it best placed to remain as a stand-alone entity. 
 
In January 2016 the current Minister for Local Government, the Hon Paul Toole MP, initiated 
proposals to examine the merger of Armidale Dumaresq with Guyra and Tamworth Regional Council 
with Walcha.  The reports on those proposals are currently with the Minister.  The current four- 
council proposal has been made by Armidale Dumaresq and is the subject of this report. 
 

                                                           
4
 Noting that examinations of Armidale Dumaresq/Guyra and Tamworth/Walcha are currently pending. 

5
 NESAC Restructure Review, July 2009, p.2 
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CHAPTER 4 THE EXAMINATION PROCESS 
 
The examination process consists of three principle elements: 
 

1. conducting a Public Inquiry 
2. calling for written submissions, and 
3. preparing a report on the proposal, having due regard to the factors in section 263(3) of the 

Act. 
 

The Public Inquiry 

Sections 263(2A) and 218(F) of the Act require the holding of a Public Inquiry into the proposal.  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 the Delegate. 
 
In the case of the proposal in respect to Armidale Dumaresq, Guyra, Uralla and Walcha, one Public 
Inquiry was conducted.  The inquiry was held on Thursday 7 and Friday 8 April 2016 and comprised 
four hearings held at: 
 

 Walcha Ex Services Memorial Club from 2pm to 5pm on Thursday 

 Uralla Bowlo from 7pm to 10pm on Thursday 

 Armidale Ex Services Memorial Club from 9am to 12 noon on Friday, and 

 Guyra Bowling & Recreation Club from 7pm to 10pm on Friday. 
 

Approximately 1,350 people attended those hearings and 102 people made verbal submissions 
during the inquiry period including the four council representatives.  The Member for Northern 
Tablelands, Adam Marshall MP, Member for Tamworth Kevin Anderson MP and Scot McDonald MLC 
also made verbal submissions.     
 
Councillor Janelle Archdale, Mayor of Walcha and Councillor Michael Pearce, Mayor of Uralla made 
formal presentations at the afternoon and evening sessions of the hearing on 7th April respectively.  
Councillor Herman Beyersdorf, Mayor of Armidale Dumaresq and Councillor Hans Hietbrink, Mayor 
of Guyra made formal presentations at the morning and evening sessions of the hearing on 8th April 
respectively. 
 
All of the hearings at the inquiry were conducted with a structured approach, a schedule of speakers 
and time limits on speakers.  Each hearing was audio recorded and a written transcript created. 
 

Written Submissions 

Written submissions were invited from 15 March 2016 and closed at 5pm on Friday 15 April 2016.  
Submissions could be made online via the Council Boundary Review website or by mail.  In several 
cases, submissions were handed up at the Public Inquiries and were registered by mail. 
 
A total of 352 written submissions were made and the content will be discussed in Chapter 5. 
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Procedural Matters 

In addition to submissions either supporting or opposing the proposal, a number of representations 
were made in relation to various practical aspects of the proposal examination process.   
 
There were representations that a poll be undertaken to assess the views of the community on the 
merger question.  Armidale Dumaresq sought a poll in its initial representations to the Minister in 
making the proposal.  In considering these requests, I was mindful that the capacity to conduct a 
survey or poll pursuant to section 265 of the Local Government Act 1993 exists and that that 
capacity is discretionary. 
 
I determined not to conduct a poll for the following reasons: 
 

1. the difficulty in determining the nature of the question(s) to be put to electors 
2. the need to ensure that appropriate background material was available to electors in order 

for them to make informed decisions 
3. acknowledging that a poll is not a decision tool but an advisory mechanism 
4. acknowledging that voting at a poll is not compulsory 
5. the fact that some councils had conducted some sample-based polling of its residents 

already 
6. the timing implications of conducting a poll 
7. the expense of conducting a poll. 

 
In summary, it is my belief that a poll would not add significantly to the body of information on 
community attitudes that was becoming available through the Public Inquiry and written submission 
processes.  Further, that it would involve additional time and expense that was unwarranted under 
the circumstances. 
 
It is noted that Guyra, Walcha and Uralla had all undertaken some form of recent consultation with 
their residents on matters including the community’s attitude to a merger proposal. 
  

Preparation of this Report 

Following the receipt of all materials and submissions, both written and verbal as a result of the 
processes outlined above, a thorough analysis of the evidence was undertaken having due regard to 
the factors set out in section 263(3) of the Act.  Those factors are: 
 

1. the financial advantages or disadvantages (including the economies or diseconomies of 
scale) of the proposal to the residents and ratepayers of the areas concerned 

2. the community of interest and geographic cohesion in the existing areas and in any 
proposed new area 

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

4. the attitude of the residents and ratepayers of the areas concerned 
5. the requirements of the area concerned in relation to elected representation for residents 

and ratepayers at the local level, the desirable and appropriate relationship between elected 
representatives and ratepayers and residents and such other matters as considered relevant 
in relation to the past and future patterns of elected representation for that area 
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6. the impact of the proposal on the ability of the council to provide adequate, equitable and 
appropriate services and facilities 

7. the impact of the proposal on the employment of the staff by the council 
8. the impact of the proposal on any rural communities in the resulting area 
9. the desirability (or otherwise) of dividing the resulting area or areas into wards 
10. the need to ensure that the opinions of each of the diverse communities of the resulting 

area or areas are effectively represented, and 
11. any other factors relevant to the provision of efficient and effective local government in the 

existing and proposed new areas. 
 
During the examination process a range of enquiries were initiated to secure clarified, additional or 
more detailed information on issues raised in submissions or on my own initiative.  The detail of 
these matters will be discussed in Chapter 6. 
 
The evidence, and my views of that evidence, has been compiled into a report to be provided to the 
Minister and the NSW Boundaries Commission.  This is that report. 
 
The Boundaries Commission will now review and provide comment on this report and provide these 
comments to the Minister. 
 
The Minister will then consider the report, together with any comments from the Boundaries 
Commission, and may or may not recommend to the Governor of NSW that the proposed merger be 
implemented with or without modifications.   
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CHAPTER 5 SUBMISSIONS 
 

As noted in Chapter 4, from the opening of the submission period on 15 March 2016 until its closure 
at 5pm on Friday 15 April 2016, a total of: 

 102 speakers were heard at the public hearings held on 7 and 8 April 

 352 written submissions were received.   

Table 1 provides a summary of the number of attendees and speakers heard at each public hearing. 

Table 1.  Overview of attendance and speakers at Public Hearings 

 Attendance Speakers 

Walcha 2-5 pm, 7 April 600 32 

Uralla 7-10pm, 7 April 587 31 

Armidale Dumaresq 9am – 12noon, 8 April 57 17 

Guyra 7-10pm, 8 April 113 22 

Total 1,357 102 
 Note: Attendance numbers are based on a ‘clicker’ count undertaken of all individuals that entered the venues to attend 
the hearings. In some cases, attendees did not formally register their attendance or stay for the duration of the meeting.  

 
While all council representatives addressed some or all of the s 263(3) factors, the factors most 
commonly addressed by the speaker in the general communities related to: 

 attitudes of opposition to the proposed merger 

 the financial costs and flawed KPMG methodology 

 the perceived loss of/ reduction in services that would result from the merger 

 the impact on elected representation of the proposed merger. 
 
Written submissions were received either online, by mail, by email, or were handed up at one of the 
Public Inquiry sessions. Of the 358 submissions received: 

 6 submissions were duplicates or had corrupt files attached 

 352 submissions that remained were considered in relation to the s263(3) factors. 
 
Overall, the factors most commonly addressed were similar to those noted above for the public 
hearings.  However, the written submissions tended to be more considered in their representation 
and all factors were addressed to varying degrees: 

 Service delivery (56%) 

 Finance (55%) 

 Attitude (55%) 

 Elected representation (52%) 

 Communities of interest (41%) 

 Employment impacts (26%) 

 Rural impacts (15%) 

 Historical and traditional values (10%) 

 Diverse communities (9.5%) 

 Other issues (7%) 

 Wards (5%). 
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Figure 1 further illustrates the number of times each factor was addressed in the written 
submissions. (It should be noted that as each submission might identify several issues, the total will 
not balance to the total number of submissions received.) 
 
Figure 1:  Overview of factors addressed in written submissions 

 
 
In order to gauge the level of activation in each LGA, the total number of attendees and submissions 
received as a proportion of the LGA population was calculated as shown in Table 2.  The results 
should be treated with some caution as there is likely to be some double counting of people who 
made a submission and who attended the hearing. As well there would have been a number of 
people who may have attended one or more hearings outside their area instead of or in addition to 
a hearing in their own LGA.  In addition, the most consistently raised factors by LGA were reviewed. 

Chapter 6 expands on these issues further, but some preliminary conclusions can be drawn: 

 The residents and ratepayers of the three smaller rural councils were far more activated and 
engaged in the proposal process than Armidale Dumaresq residents and ratepayers.  In 
particular, around 25% of Walcha’s residents participated in the process by either attending 
a hearing or providing a written submission or both.  This was followed by Uralla at 10% and 
Guyra at 3.6% with Armidale Dumaresq at only 0.4%. 

 The issues most relevant to section 263(3) of the Act and most consistently raised related to: 
o Changes in levels of service or types of service [s263(3) (e1)] 
o Financial advantages/disadvantages [s263(3)(a)] 
o Attitudes of residents and ratepayers [s263(3)(d)] 
o Potential loss/reduction of elected representation [s263 (3) (e)]. 
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Table 2. Levels of Activation and Factors most commonly addressed by LGA 

 Armidale 
Dumaresq  

Guyra  Uralla  Walcha  
Outside 

LGA 
Total 

Total Submissions 
lodged 

40 51 54 187 20 352 

Attendees at public 
inquiries 

57 113 587 600 Unknown 1,357 

Total 97 164 641 787 Unknown 1,689 

Total population of 
LGA 

25,327 4,619 6,408 3,098 NA 39,452 

Proportion of 
population active in 
Delegate’s process 
(%) 

0.4 3.6 10.0 25.4 NA 4.3 

Factors most 
commonly 
addressed as a 
proportion of total 
times all factors 
were addressed  

Finance (19%) 
Service 
Delivery (17%) 
 

Finance 
(19%) 
Service 
Delivery 
(19%) 
 

Finance (18%) 
Attitude (16%) 
Representation 
(16%) 

Attitude 
(17%) 
Services 
(17%) 

Attitude 
(21%) 
Services 
(19%) 

NA 

 
As indicated earlier, the clear majority of submissions were in opposition to the proposal.  However, 
it is only fair to point out that with the exception of Walcha; the total number of submissions 
received represents only a minor proportion of the populations involved as seen in Table 2.  

Each of the submissions has been read and assessed as part of the examination process and notes 
were made of each of the speaker presentations during the public inquiry.  These have, similarly, 
been considered in the analysis of the proposal. 

As a general rule, however, it is not proposed to comment on individual submissions or 
presentations, but rather to group issues into areas of commonality and to address them broadly in 
that manner.   

Each sub section of Chapter 6 dealing with each of the section 263 factors contains a list of “Matters 
Raised in Submissions” representing those broad themes. 

The exceptions will be those submissions received from the four councils themselves, major 
representative organisations and those that provide an especially pertinent or unique perspective on 
the issue being considered. 

In Chapter 6, where each of the Section 263 (3) factors are discussed, the word “submission” is used 
as a collective term to refer to written or on-line submissions, verbal presentations at Public Inquiry 
hearings or any other means of communicating views to the Delegate. 

It is also noted that all submissions made to the examination process, with the exception of those 
specified by the submitter as confidential, will be made publicly available at the conclusion of the 
process, together with the transcripts of each of the Public Inquiry sessions. 
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CHAPTER 6 EXAMINATION OF THE PROPOSAL 

6.1 Financial Advantages and Disadvantages 

Legislative Description 

Section 263 (3) (a) – the financial advantages or disadvantages (including the economies or 

diseconomies of scale) of any relevant proposal to the residents and ratepayers of the areas 

concerned, 

Matters Raised in Submissions 

The principal matters raised most commonly in submissions include: 
 
KPMG’s financial modelling 

 Inaccuracies and limitations of modelling 

 Financial benefits overstated 

 Costs of merger understated 

 Existing savings of shared services not recognised 

 Savings not significant enough to justify loss of autonomy 

 Availability of Government funding package 
Performance benchmarks and impacts 
Impact on Financial Assistance Grants 
Rating 

 Rating differentials between areas 

 The rates freeze – longer term impacts 

The Key Issues - Analysis 

The KPMG Modelling and Its Methodology 

The financial aspects of the proposed merger generated more comments than almost any other 

factor with the exception of service delivery.   

As a starting point for my examination, and given that the proposal from Armidale Dumaresq was 

not accompanied by any supporting information, an assessment of this proposal was sought from 

KPMG along similar lines as those provided with previous Ministerial proposals. 

The KPMG analysis and modelling of the potential financial elements of the proposed four-way 

merger of Armidale Dumaresq, Guyra, Uralla and Walcha has attracted a considerable amount of 

public criticism.  Much of that criticism is based on the view that the modelling has inaccuracies, is 

superficial and lacks detail.  In particular, it does not take into account the individual circumstances 

of the four councils    

While the assessment of the depth of the analysis may be true, the criticism is largely unwarranted 

as the modelling was only ever intended to be a high level assessment, at least to my observation 

and following discussions with representatives of that firm. 
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My own assessment of the modelling leads me to believe that it has been derived utilising generic 

(industry level) assumptions and the published data of the individual councils.  Regardless of the 

detailed veracity of the modelling outcomes, the results provide a starting point for a more specific 

analysis of this particular proposal. 

In some ways, the assumptions within the modelling are quite conservative in nature.  The discount 

rate employed, for example, is 9.5% (a rate mandated by NSW Treasury for such exercises).  Current 

commercial assessments might use the weighted average cost of capital, which is considerably lower 

than the 9.5% rate used.  Higher discount rates adjust for risk and other factors.  Therefore, given 

the high discount rate, it is likely that the potential net benefits provided in the modelling are 

somewhat under estimated.  This applies to the assumptions and does not reflect the current 

situation in the case of Armidale Dumaresq, Guyra, Uralla and Walcha.   

The KPMG analysis of the proposed merger estimates net financial savings of $19 million over 20 

years comprising: 

 $12 million from streamlining senior management roles 

 $9 million from redeployment of back office and administrative functions 

 $1.4 million from efficiencies generated through increased purchasing power of materials 
and contracts.6 
 

Additionally, the analysis estimates the implementation costs (eg, information and communication 

technology, office relocation, workforce training, signage and legal costs) would be surpassed by the 

accumulated net savings generated by the merger within a four-year payback period.7 

Regardless of the broad assumptions there will usually be an identifiable variance between estimate 

and or similar actual position.  It is difficult to accept that the full quantum of KPMG’s projected 

savings could be realised in this area.  Each council raised doubts about the savings being achievable 

with the exception of Armidale Dumaresq. Guyra provided a high level critique by Morrison Low 

which suggested that the benefits were overstated and the transition costs understated.8 However 

the assessment did not provide a view on whether there was a net benefit or cost if the proposed 

merger were to proceed. 

If the merger proceeds it is likely that the costs of up to three General Managers could be saved. 

However, whether savings from other senior staff positions could be realised in the combined entity, 

is not clear.  KPMG noted that no net staffing reductions were assumed for regional councils. Its 

                                                           
6
 KPMG, Financial Analysis: Armidale Dumaresq Council, Guyra Shire Council, Walcha Council, March 2016, 

(KPMG Analysis of ADGUW Councils), p 2. The savings represented in the bullet points are gross savings and 
therefore do not add to $19 million. 
7
 Ibid. 

8
 Guyra Shire Council, Submission to the Delegate for Chief Executive of the Office of Local Government, NSW 

Merger Proposal: Armidale Dumaresq, Guyra Shire, Uralla Shire, and Walcha Councils, April 2016 (Guyra 
Submission), Appendix 1: Merger Business Case – Armidale Dumaresq, Guyra Shire, Uralla Shire, and Walcha 
Councils, Morrison Low, March 2016, p 1. 
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estimated efficiencies are generated by allowing re-allocation of duplicated back-office, 

administration and corporate support roles to frontline service provisions.9   

Given the four councils combined currently have 33 councillors, it is expected that the costs of 22 

councillors would be saved if a new entity is instituted with 11 councillors.  The recommendation of 

11 councillors to serve a population of around 39,450 residents does not seem unreasonable given 

larger councils such as Tamworth Regional are served by only nine councillors. 10  This is discussed 

further in Chapter 6.7. 

Currently the 33 councillors across the four Councils incur a total expense of $495,000 per annum in 

Mayoral and Councillor fees.11  The four General Managers have total remuneration packages 

totalling $799,928 per annum.12  A conservative saving of 60% of councillor fees and 70% of General 

Manager remuneration would save in the order of $850,000 per annum in direct fees and 

remuneration. 

Some submissions noted that the KPMG analysis did not account for savings already being achieved 

through shared services and joint purchasing arrangements in which the councils participate. It is 

noted that KPMG’s estimates in this area are conservative totalling only $1.4 million over 20 years.13 

KPMG analysis does not specifically identify any potential diseconomies of scale.  It does indirectly 

by more conservative assumptions in regional areas compared to metropolitan areas.  In the 

absence of the capacity to conduct a detailed expert analysis it is not possible to be certain that 

none would arise. This is particularly so due to the distances involved in administering such a large 

area. 

In any case, even if the full extent of the projected savings was to be realised, this represents only 

around 2% of the General Fund (2015) combined operating revenue of the four councils. 

It is my view, however, that merging the four councils would lead to some savings and efficiencies as 

a result of improved scale and the existing shared services arrangements in the long term.  There 

may be significant costs of integrating IT and systems between Armidale Dumaresq and Uralla and 

Walcha, but these may be offset by the minimal costs in integrating Guyra due to the existing 

arrangements between Armidale and Guyra.   

It was noted at a Public Hearing by the Member for Northern Tablelands, Adam Marshall MP that 

the KPMG modelling is predicated on a $20 million NSW Government Funding Package, which is not 

available.  A number of submissions raised concerns about this issue.  The KPMG analysis noted that 

consideration would be given to funding a council initiated merger proposal that proceeded instead 

                                                           
9
 KPMG, Outline of Financial Modelling Assumptions for Local Government Merger Proposals, Technical Paper, 

January 2016 (KPMG Technical Paper), p 3. 
10

 Tamworth Regional Council has a population of around 61,000 residents.   
11

 2014/2015 reporting from each council’s Annual Report 
12

 Ibid. 
13

 KPMG assumed only 80% of items reported under ‘materials and contracts’ are subject to scale efficiencies 
and capped savings at 2% for regional councils reflecting wider geographic dispersion and small scale impacts 
in regional areas. KPMG Technical Paper, p 2. 
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of an original Government proposal.  In a conversation with KPMG it was confirmed that its 

estimated savings are net financial benefits and do not include a Government incentive.  In any case 

decisions about funding incentives for the four-way merger will be a matter for the Government.  

Previous Assessments 

There has been a considerable body of work carried out over recent years on the sustainability of 

individual councils in New South Wales. 

Set out below in Table 3 is a summary of the reviews undertaken since 2012 and their findings in 

relation to Armidale Dumaresq, Guyra, Uralla and Walcha. 

 
Table 3: Summary of Review Findings 

Review Indicator 

Finding 

Armidale 
Dumaresq 

Guyra Uralla Walcha 

Independent Local 
Government Review 
Panel (2013) 

Grant Dependency Not stated High Very High 
Not 

stated 

Merger Potential High High High High 

NSW Office of Local 
Government – Local 
Government 
Infrastructure Audit 
(2013) 

Infrastructure 
Management Assessment 

Moderate 
Very 

Weak 
Very Weak Distressed 

NSW Treasury 
Corporation– Financial 
Sustainability of the NSW 
Local Government Sector 
(2013) 

Financial Sustainability 
Rating (FSR) 

Moderate Moderate Weak Weak 

Outlook Neutral Negative Neutral Negative 

IPART –Assessment of 
Council Fit for the Future 
Proposals (2015)

a
 

Overall Not Fit Not Fit Not Fit Not Fit 

Scale and Capacity 
Does not 

satisfy 
Does not 

satisfy 
Does not 

satisfy 
Does not 

satisfy 

Sustainability 
Does not 

satisfy 
Does not 

satisfy 
Satisfies Satisfies 

Infrastructure and Service 
Management 

Satisfies Satisfies Satisfies Satisfies 

Efficiency Satisfies 
Does not 

satisfy 
Satisfies Satisfies 

Source: ILGRP, Revitalising Local Government, October 2013 pp 114-115; NSW Office of Local Government, Local 
Government Infrastructure Audit, June 2013, pp 141-144; NSW Treasury Corporation (TCorp), Financial Sustainability of the 
New South Wales Local Government Sector, April 2013, pp 17-18; Independent Pricing and Regulatory Tribunal (IPART), 
Assessment of Council Fit for the Future Proposals, pp 119, 223, 367 and 375.  
a: IPART’s Fit for the Future assessment allowed longer timeframes eg 10 years for rural councils to meet the sustainability 
benchmark compared to 5 years for metropolitan/regional councils, p 97. 
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Current financial position and viability of the councils 

The Fit for the Future performance and sustainability benchmarks have been publicly available for 

some time and the four councils’ ratings are now common knowledge.  It is not my intention to 

revisit any of that work other than to identify that I believe them to be generally fair assessment 

tools.  The only exception that I make for the purpose of this exercise is the 10,000 population 

benchmark used for the scale and capacity criterion which is not relevant to the financial aspects of 

this discussion.14 

Table 4 sets out each council’s General Fund financial position over the four years to 2014-15 and 

shows that:15 

 Armidale Dumaresq Council recorded a deficit of $4.1 million in 2014-15 despite a successful 
application and adoption of a special rate variation (SRV) of 10% (above the rate peg).  This is 
part of a pattern of General Fund deficits over recent years.  The Council’s water and sewer 
funds generally return significant surpluses (for good and proper reasons).  Continued 
deficits in a General Fund are not sustainable.  
 

 Guyra also recorded successive deficits albeit its position improved in 2014-15, largely due 
to a 32% increase in operating grants and contributions.16  Again, a position of ongoing 
operating deficits is unsustainable in the long term.   
 

 Uralla Council has similarly recorded successive deficits but showed an improvement in its 
financial position in 2014-15 largely due to a 7.4% increase in operating grants as well as a 
4% decrease in total employee benefits and on-costs.  
 

 Walcha Council reported a surplus of $1.1 million in 2014-15 following successive operating 
deficits in previous years.  The council stated it undertook an organisational restructure and 
rewrote its Asset Management Plan.17 However, this result is also assisted by an 81% 
increase in user charges and fees, mainly from RMS contributions which is likely to be a one-
off fee and not ongoing.  
 

                                                           
14

 IPART stated that a number of councils in non-metropolitan areas were assessed as not having scale and 
capacity where population is declining or static and is forecast to be below 10,000 by 2031 as a population of 
this size would be likely to affect a council’s efficiency and strategic capacity to meet the future needs of its 
community. IPART, Assessment of Council Fit for the Future Proposals, p 3. 
15

 The General Fund is used to isolate councils’ general income from water and sewer activities which are 
included in the Consolidated Fund.  The net operating result before capital allows consideration of trends in 
revenues and expenses without the influence of capital grants which can be lumpy and variable over time. 
16

 Guyra Shire Council also successfully applied for and adopted a SRV in 2014-15, however as this was to 
replace an expiring SRV the impact on general income was negligible. 
17

 Walcha Council, Proposed Merger of Walcha Council with Armidale Dumaresq, Guyra Shire & Uralla Shire 
Councils, April 2016 (Walcha Submission), p 5.  The Council’s stated figure of $1.2 million surplus differs 
because it is based on the Consolidated Fund and does not exclude capital. 
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Table 4: Net operating result - General Fund 2011-12 to 2014-15 

 
Net operating result/net operating result before capital ($’000) 

2011-12 2012-13 2013-14 2014-15 

Armidale Dumaresq (2,325)/ (3,756) (4,094)/ (5,620) (5,320)/ (6,872) (1,524)/ (4,088) 

Guyra 93/ (433) 318/ (485) (1412)/ (1797) 188/ (275) 

Uralla (306)/ (1,399) (33)/ (284) 582/ (1,006) 3,548/ (604) 

Walcha (2524)/ (3095) (2,073)/ (2,797) 41/ (974) 1,393/1,116 
Source:  Armidale Dumaresq, Guyra, Uralla, Walcha Financial Statements 2011-12 to 2014-15 (General Fund - Note 21). 

 
A key measure of financial sustainability that councils should aim to meet over time is the operating 

performance ratio.  Financially sustainable councils are better able to generate sufficient funds to 

meet expenditure requirements for the delivery of services and infrastructure for their community. 

Armidale Dumaresq, Guyra and Uralla’s operating performance ratio is below benchmark in 2014-15 

as seen in Table 5 below.  

Walcha achieved an operating performance ratio of 8.2% in 2014-15 which is a significant 

improvement relative to 2013-14 when this ratio was -4.8%.  However, as noted above the test of 

financial sustainability is sustaining the benchmark over the long term.   

Both Guyra and Uralla’s’ own source operating revenue is below benchmark.  This measure reflects 

fiscal flexibility and robustness as it quantifies the percentage of ordinary income that councils can 

directly control as opposed to external funding such as grants. 

With the exception of Uralla each council has significant General Fund infrastructure backlogs.  In 

the case of Armidale Dumaresq current estimates to bring assets to an acceptable standard is $16.1 

million, while Guyra’s requirement is $7.7 million.  Walcha has a backlog of $16.6 million with the 

bulk of this accounted for by sealed roads and aging timber bridges.18 

Uralla submitted that, as part of its response to the Fit for the Future process it developed an action 

plan to ensure sustainability and improve asset management which has already seen the elimination 

of its infrastructure backlog (which currently stands at $533,000).  Table 5 shows Uralla is the only 

council that meets the benchmark for the infrastructure backlog ratio of <2%.   

While each council appears to be either meeting or close to meeting its asset maintenance 

requirements, underspending on infrastructure backlogs can have detrimental effects on service 

levels in the long run.  

 

 

 

                                                           
18

 As reported in Special Schedule 7 for each council in the 2014-15 Financial Statements. 
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Table 5: Key Performance Measures – General Fund – 2014-15 

Performance Measurement 
Armidale 

Dumaresq  
Guyra Uralla Walcha 

Indicator Benchmark     

Operating performance 
ratio (%) 

> (0) % -12.12  -8.61 -3.48 8.18 

Own source operating 
revenue ratio (%) 

>60% 75.07  47.29 49.41 66.95 

Debt service cover ratio (x) >2 2.43 5.15 11.54 23.21 

Infrastructure Backlog 
ratio (%) 

<2% 7.72 6.74 0.62 9.21 

Asset maintenance ratio 
(%) 

>100% 98.00 99.00 100.00 106 

Building and Infrastructure 
Renewals Ratio (%) 

>=100% 31.98 82.27 228.52 98.55 

Capital Expenditure ratio 
(%) 

>110% 113 58 242 102 

Source:  Armidale Dumaresq 2014-15 Financial Statement, p 59 & Special Schedule 7, p 21; Guyra 2014-15 Financial 
Statement, p 59 & Special Schedule 7, p 21; Uralla 2014-15 Financial Statement, p 48 & Special Schedule 7, p 22, Walcha 
2014-15 Financial Statement, p, 4 & Special Schedule 7, p 21.  Benchmark: Code of Accounting Practice and Financial 
Reporting #23 as reported by councils in their Financial Statements. 

 
Uralla asserts that if the merger were to proceed, it would bring to the new entity, 21.6% of the 

income, only 8.4% of the debt and almost none of the infrastructure backlog.19  

Walcha Council raised concerns about the other three councils’ debt levels arguing that in addition 

to the impacts of the costs of the merger, if the merger is approved, its ‘community will be lumbered 

with the enormous debt burden of the other three councils’.20  It noted that on a General Fund, per 

capita basis, current debt levels are: 

 $966 for Armidale Dumaresq 

 $826 for Guyra Shire 

 $505 for Uralla Shire 

 $213 for Walcha. 
 

On this basis, the calculated debt per capita of a new entity would be $823. 

Guyra claims that there are inherent risks in the merger as it is likely to produce long term costs 

rather than benefits and it is not convinced a successful implementation would ensue.21 

Armidale asserts that: 

 Like other councils of its size it delivers a wide range of services which require large amounts 
of expenditure on social improvement areas (museums, art galleries, community services, 

                                                           
19

 Uralla Shire Council, Submission – Proposed Four Council Merger (Uralla Submission), p 4. 
20

 Walcha Submission, p 7. 
21

 Guyra Submission, p 21. 
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tourism, parks and sporting infrastructure etc).  This draws finances away from traditional 
expenditure areas such as roads and drainage. 

 As a regional centre it funds a range of higher order facilities and services that the smaller 
councils are not required to fund.  The regional airport is a case in point. 

 It was better off financially without the Dumaresq Shire Council due to the high asset costs 
associated with roads and drainage.22 
 

 It acknowledges that in the four council merger, there is ‘little net financial advantage and 

that when a true assessment of current finances, asset backlogs and debts is undertaken, 

this may identify that a regional council is unviable in the first term or two of a council’.23  

It argues that a merger of councils is a long term consideration, and cites the examples of the 

Clarence Valley, Armidale Dumaresq and Tamworth Regional Councils where the ‘finances, staff 

resourcing and ability to address long term asset depreciation costs are slowly becoming a reality’ 

after 12 to 16 years of being merged. 

Financial Assistance Grants  

Non-metropolitan councils are generally more reliant on grants revenue than metropolitan councils.  

Additionally, Financial Assistance Grants (FAGs) which are a major component of operating grants, 

provide a large source of relatively stable and reliable income for small rural and regional councils. 

Table 6 shows the level of operating and capital grants and contributions received by Armidale 

Dumaresq, Guyra, Uralla and Walcha in 2014-15.  

 
Table 6: Grants Revenue – 2014-15 

 
Armidale 

Dumaresq  
Guyra Uralla Walcha Total 

Grants and contributions for operating 
purposes ($’000) 

6,669 4,972 5,805 3,663 21,109 

Grants and contributions for capital 
purposes ($’000) 

2,564 463 4,152 277 7,456 

Total Income ($’000) 37,124 10,885 19,683 12,088 79,780 

Operating and capital grants and 
contributions/total income (%) 

24.9 49.9 50.6 32.6 35.8 

Source: Armidale Dumaresq, Guyra, Uralla and Walcha 2014-15 Financial Statements and internal calculations.   

 
Given the limited revenue streams of the four councils, the four-year rate freeze as discussed below 
and employment protection considerations (discussed in 6.7), it is likely that if the proposal goes 
ahead, the combined entity will continue to be heavily reliant on grant funding.  This was also 
identified by Armidale Dumaresq in its submission.24  

 

                                                           
22

 Armidale Dumaresq Council, Report to Delegate, Merger Proposal Armidale Dumaresq, Guyra, Uralla and 
Walcha Councils, April 2016 (Armidale Dumaresq Submission), pp 9-10. 
23

 Armidale Dumaresq Submission, p 8. 
24

 Armidale Dumaresq Submission, pp 10 and 12. 
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In 2014-15, the combined FAGs received was $10.3 million comprising a $6.2 million general 

component and a $4.1 million roads component.25  The total FAGs received represents almost 50% 

of the total operating grants and contributions of $21 million received by the councils.  

It is anticipated that the roads component will not be materially affected by the proposed merger.  

However, concerns were raised regarding potential reduction to the general component based on 

the methodology for calculating this component and a potential loss of around $1 million annually in 

FAGs for the merged entity.26 

Grants and particularly FAGs will be an important issue for the councils if the merger proposal is 

implemented.  Councils will be aware of the Commonwealth Government’s freezing of FAGs 

indexation, maintaining funding at 2013-14 levels.  The Government may also be considering a 

further review of the FAGs methodology as part of the local government reform process.  

This will have implications for how FAGs may be allocated to councils going forward regardless of 

any merger impacts.  However this is again a matter for Government and outside the scope of this 

review. 

Rating Issues 

Rates  

Table 7 provides a comparison of average rates for Armidale, Guyra, Uralla and Walcha against their 

peers based on Office of Local Government groupings.  Armidale is a Regional/Town City (Group 4) 

council, Guyra and Walcha are Rural (Group 9) councils and Uralla is a Large Rural (Group 10) 

council.27  A comparison of average rates in each rating category against the average for its peers in 

2013-14 shows that.   

 with the exception of its farmland rates, Armidale Dumaresq’s average rates are below that 
of the average for Group 4 in each rating category 

 Guyra, Uralla and Walcha Council’s average residential rates are above the average 
residential rate for peer councils in Groups 9 and 10   

 Walcha and Uralla’s average farmland rates are also above the average for peer councils in 
Groups 9 and 10 respectively, however Guyra’s farmland rates are below the average for 
Group 9 councils 

 all councils’ business and mining rates are below the average for peer councils.  
 

                                                           
25

 Thomas O’Connor Submission, 28 February 2016, p 4. 
26

 Ibid. 
27

 There are 31 Group 4 councils in addition to Armidale, for example Albury, Clarence Valley, Great Lakes and 
Tamworth.  There are 19 Group 9 councils in addition to Guyra and Walcha, for example Boorowa, Gundagai, 
Lockhart and Tumbarumba.  There are 26 Group 10 councils in addition to Uralla, for example Cootamundra, 
Gloucester, Kyogle and Tenterfield. 
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Table 7: Average Rate Comparison (2013-14) 

 
Average 

Residential Rate ($) 

Average 
Farmland Rate 

($) 

Average 
Business Rate 

($) 

Average 
Mining Rate 

($) 

Armidale 901.36 2,515.59 3,262.89 2,100.00 

    Average Group 4 923.93 1,932.14 3,364.03 157,847.34 

Guyra  423.81 2,235.29 680.56 600.00 

Walcha 411.96 3,458.50 707.48 333.33 

    Average Group 9 377.32 2,493.22 726.05 37,520.00 

Uralla 577.32 3,302.93 597.48 N/A 

   Average Group 10 560.12 2,349.66 1,239.31 185,744.02 
Source: Office of Local Government, Time Series Data, 2013-14. 

 
A number of submissions have argued that rates in the smaller rural councils would increase due to 

the rating differentials between them and Armidale Dumaresq Council and lead to financial 

disadvantage to their communities.   

The examination considers it unlikely that rates will substantially increase because: 

 There are differential rating systems already in place in Armidale Dumaresq to account for 
the communities that merged in 2000  

 The Government has announced that a four year rating freeze would apply for all councils 
affected by a merger  

 The Government has commissioned IPART to review the current rating system and 
recommend a way forward for harmonising rates to ensure an equitable rating burden for all 
ratepayers.28 

 
Despite the above, Armidale Dumaresq identified that the greatest difference is in the rural rate 
category and suggested that the four rural rate categories be retained for a four year period.  As all 
four councils’ rating structures are similar with a base rate and an ad valorem rate component, a 
rate harmonisation exercise could be relatively straight forward. However, Armidale Dumaresq 
further suggested that this should be phased in over a ten-year period with gradual increases to the 
base rate.  It argues that this would gradually increase the lowest rates whilst lowering rates applied 
to higher rateable properties that become disproportional over time.  It notes further that this 
would advantage farm land producers who are generally more adversely impacted by the ad 
valorem component of the rating system due to high land values.29 
 
I note however that a transition to harmonised rates will need to be undertaken in the context of 
any legislative changes that may be adopted as a result of IPART’s rating review. 

 
 
 

 

                                                           
28

 http://www.ipart.nsw.gov.au/files/sharedassets/website/trimholdingbay/terms_of_reference_-
_review_of_local_government_rating_system_-_december_2015.pdf 
29

 Armidale Dumaresq Submission, pp 12 & 22. 

http://www.ipart.nsw.gov.au/files/sharedassets/website/trimholdingbay/terms_of_reference_-_review_of_local_government_rating_system_-_december_2015.pdf
http://www.ipart.nsw.gov.au/files/sharedassets/website/trimholdingbay/terms_of_reference_-_review_of_local_government_rating_system_-_december_2015.pdf
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Flagged SRVs vs Rate Freeze 

Each of the four councils has either recently sought or indicated it may seek approval for a SRV to 

increase revenue in the future:  

 Armidale Dumaresq was approved an SRV of 10% for a one-year period in 2014-15 to be 
retained for seven years and indicated it may seek another SRV of 10% in 2022-23 

 Guyra was approved an SRV of 5.7% for a one-year period in 2014-15 and indicated it may 
seek an SRV of 27.5% for a one-year period in 2016-17 

 Uralla previously indicated it may seek an SRV of 15% over a one-year period in 2016-17 

 Walcha previously indicated it may seek a cumulative SRV of 10.5% over a two-year period 
from 2016-17.30 
 

In each case, the councils sought to increase rates in order to fund asset renewals and/or improve 

financial sustainability.  Importantly, Guyra, Uralla and Walcha relied on the successful application 

for and adoption of an SRV in 2016-17 to demonstrate they could meet the Fit for the Future 

financial sustainability criteria.31  

Due to the Government’s announced four-year rate freeze, councils subject to a merger will not be 

able to apply for an SRV that was flagged during this period. It is possible however that if the four 

council merger is approved, the new entity may require an SRV to address revenue shortfalls.  This 

however would be a matter for the new council in consultation with and consideration of its 

community’s capacity to pay.  

If KPMG’s estimated savings from the merger are realised, the councils’ reliance on rate increases to 

address financial sustainability and fund community infrastructure may be reduced.  

Economies and diseconomies of scale 

Population growth is one factor that influences a council’s ability to increase revenue from rates 

which in turn impacts its ability to realise efficiencies in service delivery over the long term.   

The projected increase in the population of Armidale Dumaresq seen in Table 8 would provide the 

council with additional revenue and if economies of scale are available, enhance the financial 

viability of the council.   

On the other hand, the populations of Guyra, Uralla and Walcha are projected to remain relatively 

static or even decline. 

                                                           
30

 KPMG, Financial Analysis: Armidale Dumaresq Council, Guyra Shire Council, Uralla Shire Council, Walcha 
Council, p2. 
31

 IPART assessed that Uralla and Walcha satisfied the financial sustainability criterion based on the councils 
obtaining the proposed SRVs for 2016-17.  Notwithstanding Guyra’s proposed SRV, IPART assessed the council 
as not satisfying the financial sustainability criterion partly as the magnitude of the proposed SRV was not 
considered reasonable. 
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Table 8: Population projections 2011 - 2031 

 2011 2031 
20 year 

Change (%) 
Annual 

Change (%) 

Armidale Dumaresq 25,150 31,650 25.8 1.3 

Guyra  4,500 4,850 7.8 0.4 

Uralla 6,250 6,550 4.8 0.2 

Walcha 3,100 2,750 -11.3 -0.6 

Total 41,011 47,831 16.6 0.8 

Source: NSW Planning and Environment, NSW State and Local Government Area Population, Household and Dwelling 
Projections: 2014 Final. 

 
Based on each council’s reported 2014-15 General Fund expenditure and current resident 

population, the cost of local government is already high at approximately: 

 $1,442 per capita for Armidale Dumaresq 

 $2,325 per capita for Guyra Shire Council 

 $2,541 per capita for Uralla Shire Council, and 

 $3,506 per capita for Walcha Council. 
 
The cost per capita for maintaining the existing level of service is likely to increase for Guyra, Uralla 

and Walcha given their population projections.  This will create upward pressure on rates which may 

be unsustainable in the long term for the residents and ratepayers of the areas concerned. 

Economies of scale are the cost advantages that may be obtained due to size, output or scale of 

operation, with cost per unit of output decreasing with increasing scale.   

While not many submissions addressed the issue of economies or diseconomies of scale, some 

arguments and examples were provided including that: 

 There are significant diseconomies of scale in the proposed merger due primarily to the 
distances between population centres - this will necessitate the continued operation of at 
least administration centres of the existing councils, in Armidale and Walcha.32  

 The existing shared service and provider arrangements between Armidale Dumaresq and 
Guyra could be utilised to develop a Regional Joint Organisation model for achieving 
efficiencies rather than a merger.  However, Guyra noted that the Information Technology 
platform developed by Armidale Dumaresq has provided economies of scale and depth of 
experience to both local government areas.33 

 Having more roads to maintain in a larger council area may reduce the ‘per unit cost’ of road 
repairs (as identified in a Regional Development Publication).34 

                                                           
32

 Walcha Submission, p 6. 
33

 Guyra Submission, p 30. 
34

 Op cit, Appendix 8, Regional Development Australia Northern Inland, Issues Report No.9: The Economic 
Impacts of Local Government Amalgamation, June 2015. 
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 Regional management of sewage, water supply, waste, energy bargaining and the region 
working as one to address employment business and investment strategies rather than 
individually by the four existing councils could provide opportunities for scale economies.35 

Conclusion 

In my assessment, while Walcha Council appears to have begun addressing its financial sustainability 

in 2014-15, each council will require substantial rating increases over time to address one or more of 

the following issues: 

 returning to or maintaining financial sustainability 

 funding infrastructure backlogs 

 maintaining or enhancing existing service levels to meet community expectations. 
 
If the full quantum of the net benefits estimated by KPMG of $19 million over 20 years is realised, 

this may go some way towards off-setting the need for rate increases for the residents and 

ratepayers of the area.   

With the exception of Armidale Dumaresq, the councils and a majority of individuals that 

participated in this process expressed strong doubts that these savings were achievable.  It is my 

view, however, that merging the four Councils would lead to some savings and efficiencies. There is 

potential for savings through extending the existing shared service agreements, streamlining senior 

management and councillor expenditure ($850,000 per annum) and opportunities for scale 

economies in road maintenance and sewage management. 

However, it is likely that any financial advantages will be a long term outcome rather than being 

achievable in the short or mid-term.  Armidale Dumaresq suggested that the merged entity may be 

unviable in the first term or two of a council but could have positive outcomes in 12 to 16 years.36 

In this regard, the availability of a Government assistance package will be a critical factor in the 

overall advantages or disadvantages of this proposal.  The $20 million assistance could be utilised 

effectively to address some of the infrastructure backlog while enhancing the common activities and 

expense of other harmonisation requirements. 

It is my view that there is a financial advantage to the proposed merger, if a Government assistance 

package is provided. 

                                                           
35

 Armidale Dumaresq Submission, Annexure 5: Community Information Document, April 2016, p 10. 
36

 Armidale Dumaresq Submission, p 8. 
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6.2 Community of Interest and Geographic Cohesion 

Legislative Description 

Section 263 (3) (b) –   the community of interest and geographic cohesion in the existing areas and in 
any proposed new area, 

Matters Raised in Submissions 

The principal matters raised most commonly in submissions include: 

Disparate Demographics 

 Age 

 Economic 

 Education 

 Indigenous 

 Employment 
Rural –v– Urban focus 

The Key Issues - Analysis 

The city of Armidale performs the function of a regional centre for much of the southern New 

England region of New South Wales.  It has the educational, medical, retail, governmental, service 

and transport facilities and capacity to serve the wider catchment of the New England region and it 

is clear that many of the residents of surrounding rural areas, outside of the current Armidale 

Dumaresq Council area, utilise the services and facilities in the LGA. 

However, this is not to say that there is a uniform or consistent community of interest across the 

proposal area. 

All of the councils identify that they each have small communities within their boundaries that 

identify with centres in adjoining local government areas. 

Guyra concedes that the town of Guyra does, indeed, have a community of interest with Armidale, 

though a number of its outlying villages have stronger ties with other regional centres.  Tingha is 

only 25 kilometres from Inverell yet is 65 kms from Guyra and 102 kms from Armidale.  Ben Lomond 

is proximate to Guyra (23 kms) but closer to Glen Innes (40 kms) than to Armidale (61 kms).   

The submissions lodged by the Glen Innes Severn and Inverell Shire Councils reflect these issues in 

their desire to undertake boundary variations (discussed in Chapter 6.11 – Other Relevant Matters). 

As pointed out by Armidale Dumaresq some of its existing localities are quite distant from Armidale 

and have practical linkages to other centres.  An example is the Lower Creek and Carrai Plateau 

localities in the eastern portion of the existing Armidale Dumaresq area.  It is closer to Kempsey than 

to Armidale in distance and significantly closer in travel time because of unsealed roads to Armidale.  

It also shares the Kempsey postcode. 
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Equally, Uralla localities such as Bundarra are roughly equidistant from Armidale as from Uralla itself.  

Certainly the Uralla locality of Invergowrie functions, to all intents and purposes, as a satellite rural 

suburb of the Armidale city area as it is only 15 kilometres by direct road to Armidale’s western 

suburbs. 

The proximity of Walcha to Armidale is different however.  The town of Walcha is some 69 

kilometres from Armidale, certainly not as close as Guyra (38 kms) or Uralla (28 kilometres) but is 

still within a reasonable driving distance of the regional city.  Gabrielle Kibble’s 2010 report comes to 

the conclusion that Walcha’s communities of interest were significantly different to those of 

Armidale Dumaresq, Guyra and Uralla. 37  I don’t hold the same view in 2016.  There is clearly a level 

of dependence for services on the regional city and while it may be fair to say that Tamworth is 

equally strong in this respect, I believe that Armidale’s relative proximity (69 kms –v- 90 kms) and 

direct road access mean that it would be viewed quite strongly as a preferred option for Walcha 

residents requiring higher order services and facilities. 

It is noted that Walcha is actually further from one of its localities, Nowendoc (73 kms), than it is 

from Armidale (69kms).  Walcha is also the only main centre of the four LGAs not located on the 

New England Highway. 

In all of these examples, and others no doubt, there are linkages based around access and transport 

infrastructure.  However, there are deeper and less tangible elements that go to determining 

community of interest. 

Many of the demographic aspects of the four council areas differ however I do not believe that any 

of the differences are significant enough to provide an impediment to a proposed merger.  There are 

demographic variations even within the boundaries of the existing council areas.  

In practical terms, average incomes are lower in Guyra, Uralla and Walcha than Armidale Dumaresq.  

Unemployment rates are somewhat lower in the three rural councils than in Armidale Dumaresq. 

Perhaps the most significant difference between the four councils, extensively commented upon in 

the submissions, is the issue of agriculture and rural activity.  Agriculture is the largest employer 

industry in Guyra, Uralla and Walcha LGA. In Armidale Dumaresq, the largest employer industry is 

education and training despite the rural component (the former Dumaresq Shire) being as large as 

each of the present Guyra and Uralla areas. 

It is proposed to comment further on the issue of rural and urban conflicts in Chapter 6.8 – Impacts 

on Rural Communities, and elsewhere in this report as appropriate. 

Conclusion 

There are significant communities of interest between Guyra, Uralla and Walcha and Armidale 

Dumaresq.  However, those communities of interest are not complete or consistent.  Within an 80 

kilometre radius from the Armidale CBD one could expect a reasonable community of interest in 

terms of distance travelled in a rural or regional setting.  That radius distance encompasses most of 

the proposal area.  It is my contention that it is only the presence of other centres (such as Glen 

                                                           
37

 Gabrielle Kibble AO, Proposal for the Creation of a New England Council, 2010, p 49. 
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Innes, Inverell, Port Macquarie or Kempsey) that attract residents at the periphery of the proposal 

area away from Armidale for their regional needs. 

Despite the views of the three rural councils, and the view expressed in the Kibble report, I believe 

that there is a significant community of interest between the rural locales and the regional city of 

Armidale. 
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6.3 Existing Historical and Traditional Values 

Legislative Description 

Section 263 (3) (c) –   the existing historical and traditional values in the existing areas and the 
impact of change on them, 

Matters Raised in Submissions 

The principal matters raised most commonly in submissions include: 
 

Local identity and character 
Heritage 
Rural values and character 

The Key Issues - Analysis 

This factor has not generated a great deal of material in the submissions process from residents and 

ratepayers.  Concerns related to the loss of identity and rural character, were the most frequently 

raised matters from the few comments received. 

Each of the three rural councils make the point that they have traditionally maintained close liaison 

and co-operation with many local organisations, clubs and groups and that this close co-operation 

has fostered very high levels of volunteerism within the community.  They express a common 

concern that if these groups were not able to have such ready access to and responsiveness from a 

merged council, then levels of volunteerism and philanthropic activity would decline, to the 

detriment of the broader community.  This was a concern expressed regularly at the Public Inquiry.  

It does go, in part, to the issue of local representation (to be discussed in Chapter 6.5).  

In the historical context, Armidale is the largest centre in the region and is a hub for medical, 

educational, transport and government services, and cultural and recreational facilities for the 

surrounding rural districts regardless of council boundaries.  It has been so for many years and is 

expected to remain so regardless of a merging of councils, should that be the outcome of this 

process. 

The region, more broadly, has an agricultural heritage that is largely founded on topography, climate 

and geology rather than population patterns and political boundaries.  Those agricultural pursuits 

are unlikely to be changed by any variation in council boundaries. 

In terms of the indigenous heritage with respect to the proposal area, the Aboriginal language 

groups whose traditional lands lie in the New England Tablelands include the Anaiwan (the area 

around Armidale) and the Kwaimbul in the north and the Banbai inhabited areas around Ben 

Lomond and Mt Mitchell at the northern section.38  

The Bundjalung people also inhabited the north-eastern side and Ngarrabul people were located 

north from Glencoe.  The south of the area, the Walcha district, also includes the Dungatti people. 
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Aboriginal people used the landscape as both a natural and cultural resource and there is a strong 

oral history indicating seasonal movement of Aboriginal people through the rugged gorge system, 

between the coastal plains and tablelands.  The tablelands were occupied during summer and 

autumn, communities moving either to the coast or the western river systems for winter. 

Conclusion 

Armidale is the regional centre of the district and will continue to undertake that function for the 

surrounding rural districts.  Many residents of the rural areas, however, are wary of losing the 

traditional access they have enjoyed to their council and councillors and of a possible consequent 

diminution of volunteerism if that access and support is not sustained. 

Notwithstanding the role of councils in supporting and encouraging heritage, amenity, character and 

identity, these are issues that generally transcend political boundaries and will be maintained more 

by the work of communities and individuals than by local government authorities. 
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6.4 Attitude of Residents and Ratepayers 

Legislative Description 

Section 263 (3) (d) – the attitude of the residents and ratepayers of the areas concerned, 

Matters Raised in Submissions 

The principal matters raised most commonly in submissions include: 
Majority oppose proposal 
Council polling 
Approach of NSW Government 
 

The Key Issues - Analysis 

The overwhelming majority of submissions, either written or verbal, were strongly opposed to the 

merger proposal.  A small number of submissions did support a merger.   

Local media coverage of the proposal has been significant with print, television and radio 

commentary regularly appearing over the period of the proposal’s examination. 

With 3.6% of Guyra’s population, 10% of Uralla’s, 25.4% of Walcha’s and 0.4% of Armidale 

Dumaresq’s inhabitants and an aggregate of less than 4.3% of the total population base actively 

involved in the process,39 it is difficult to say that the attitude of the resident and ratepayer base is 

opposed to the proposal.  It is clear, however, that of those actively engaged in the 

submissions/public inquiry process, the majority were opposed. 

All three of the smaller, rural councils sought the views of their constituents on the issue of mergers.   

Armidale Dumaresq has not conducted any specific consultation on the issue. 

For the previous proposal, Guyra did originally commission a phone survey/random sample exercise 

to gauge community opinions and views and the result was a resounding “no” response to the 

question “Do you agree with the NSW Government’s proposal to merge Guyra Shire Council with 

Armidale Dumaresq Council?”  Respondents were overwhelmingly in the negative (94.4%).   

Following the announcement of this four-way proposal the council updated its survey in regard to 

the new proposal.  Opposition to a four-way merger fell to 83.1%; however it still represents 

significant opposition among the sampled residents. 40 

 
Uralla cites a range of consultation mechanisms over recent years including its Fit for the Future 
consultations in September 2015 when a mail survey of all households found that “92% indicated 
that they wanted the shire to remain independent and not pursue voluntary mergers.” 41 

 
Walcha outlines in its submission, a variety of community engagement activities that indicate 

significant opposition to any merger proposal. 

                                                           
39

 As noted in Chapter 5, there will be a level of double counting of people active in the process which suggests 
these figures may overstate the activation levels. 
40

 Guyra Submission, pp 36-37. 
41

 Uralla Submission, p 8. 
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It is clear that the broad rural community response was passionate and heartfelt and focussed 

largely around the loss of independence and identity that it feels will come with council mergers.  In 

the Armidale Dumaresq area many of the responses came from residents of the former Dumaresq 

Shire and opposed the merger largely to protect other rural residents from what they saw as rural 

neglect.  It is extremely difficult to justify or quantify that fear in reality and it will be discussed 

further in Chapters 6.6 – Services and Facilities and 6.8 – Impacts on Rural Communities. 

It must be said that, on balance, the Armidale urban population appears to be ambivalent about the 

proposal, a sentiment that Armidale Dumaresq itself identifies in its submission.42 

It is not proposed to deal with the reasons why attitudes to the proposal were negative here as they 

will be dealt with in the balance of this chapter. 

A significant amount of criticism is evident in submissions of the process undertaken by the NSW 

Government to examine the merger of the councils and of Armidale Dumaresq for proposing the 

merger.  Once again, I do not propose to deal with the issue related to the Government’s processes 

as it falls outside the terms of reference for my examination.  The matter of Armidale Dumaresq’s 

proposal is discussed in Chapters 2 and 6.11.  

Conclusion 

The attitudes of those people actively engaging in the examination process of this merger are 

significantly opposed to the proposal.  The people of the three rural councils have been much more 

active in this process than the population of Armidale Dumaresq. 

The proportion of the total population actively engaged does, however, represent only a small 

percentage (4.3%) of those potentially affected. 

It is also worthy of mention that the level of negative commentary about the current Armidale 

Dumaresq Council, particularly among its own residents, is concerning.  Of course, I make no 

judgement on the merits or otherwise of that commentary, but simply note it. 
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 Armidale Dumaresq Submission, p 17. 
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6.5 Elected Representation 

Legislative Description 

Section 263 (3) (e) – the requirements of the area concerned in relation to elected representation for 
residents and ratepayers at the local level, the desirable and appropriate relationship between 
elected representatives and ratepayers and residents and such other matters as it considers relevant 
in relation to the past and future patterns of elected representation for that area, 

Matters Raised in Submissions 

The principal matters raised most commonly in submissions include: 
Loss of representation 

 Councillors per capita 

 Loss or dilution of rural focus 

 Accessibility of councillors 

 Ability to service community activities 

The Key Issues - Analysis 

The issue of loss of representation was one of the more highly commented upon issues in 

submissions.  As is to be expected, the issue is more problematic for the population of the three 

smaller councils.  

At the 2012 General Council elections the following statistics applied: 

 

Table 9. Election Statistics – 2012 

 Armidale 
Dumaresq  

Guyra Uralla  Walcha  Total Proposal Area
43

 

Population 25,327 4,619 6,408 3,098 39,472 

Enrolled Electors 16,272 3,127 4,455 2,294 26,148 

Elector Turn Out (Formal votes) 12,483 / 
76.7% 

2,457 / 
78.6% 

3,420 / 
76.8% 

1,455 / 
84.9%

44
 

20,307 / 77.6% 

Councillors to be elected 10 6 9 8 9 11 13 

Candidates 31 8 22 13    

Quota required for election 1,135 352 286 162 2,031 1,693 1,562 

Representation Ratio - Population 1:2533 1:770 1:712 1:387 1:4385 1:3588 1:3036 
Source: NSW Electoral Commission website – 2012 Local Government Elections 

 
The table below sets out the representation ratios for similar regional centres throughout New 

South Wales

                                                           
43

 Based on 9, 11 or 13 councillors and similar turnout to 2012 election. 
44

 Only 3 of 4 wards were contested in 2012, total elector turnout would be 1,947 if similar proportion to the 3 contested wards. 



EXAMINATION OF A PROPOSAL TO MERGE ARMIDALE DUMARESQ, GUYRA, URALLA & WALCHA COUNCILS 
 

P a g e  37 | 60 

 

Table 10. Representation Ratios 

Council Population Councillors Ratio 

Tamworth Regional Council 60,495 9 1:6721 

Dubbo City Council 41,573 11 1:3779 

Greater Taree City Council 48,941 9 1:5437 

Goulburn Mulwaree Council 29,376 8 1:3672 

Wagga Wagga City Council 62,149 11 1:5650 

 
There is no doubt that a merger of the four councils will result in higher representation ratios for the 

residents of the entire area.  However, a ratio of 3,588 residents per councillor (if 11 councillors are 

adopted as the appropriate number) remains at the lower end of the scale for councils in regional 

areas.     

It is true that a smaller number of councillors serving a larger population may lead to reduced levels 

of access by residents, difficulties in covering (reaching, attending and allocating) some community 

events where distances of travel are involved and the potential disenfranchisement of some smaller 

rural communities.  These, however, are issues faced by many councils across the state and 

addressed by utilising varying consultative and participative mechanisms.  In its submission, 

Armidale Dumaresq seeks improved remuneration for councillors under those circumstances.  This is 

a matter for the Local Government Remuneration Tribunal to consider in the event of a merger. 

Guyra for example, already has an effective community consultative process that might be 

converted to a town or village committee model for a more centralised council.  The other smaller 

councils also promote what they contend are their inclusive and consultative approaches.  Section 

355 of the Act provides a way of empowering communities to have the care, control and 

management of facilities and activities at the local level.  This is an area that might be effectively 

explored if a merger was to proceed and, indeed, several of the existing councils have supported this 

notion.45 

If we put to one side the ratio of population per councillor, we come to perhaps the major concern 

held by residents of the rural areas.  That concern is that the imbalance between rural 

residents/electors and Armidale based residents/electors will leave the rural communities largely 

unrepresented.  Statistically, this is unlikely, however. 

The population of the rural areas (including the population of the former Dumaresq Shire area) 

would represent about 50% of the total population of the new area.  However, if the quota to elect a 

councillor was approximately 1,700 votes (based on 11 councillors and similar turnout as in the 2012 

election) and assuming a competent and co-ordinated “rural campaign” it is entirely possible that 

the rural voters could command more than half of the voter turnout based on the 2012 elections. 

All of this is dependent upon the usual factors in local government elections – good candidates, good 

campaigns and committed voters.  That is not something that can be (nor should be) enacted by 

proclamation.  Ultimately, the outcomes of elected representation depend as much on the actions 

and behaviours of communities as they do on the structures that enable them. 
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As to the number of councillors, in the event of the merger proceeding, it is my belief that eleven 

councillors with a Mayor elected by the councillors is an appropriate structure.  An odd number of 

councillors reduces reliance on Mayoral casting votes and 11 provides the opportunity to cover the 

larger area of any new council.  A cohort of eleven councillors also provides a reasonable economy in 

the remuneration of councillors which is based on the size of the council and is a “per councillor” 

rate.  There are currently 33 councillors across the four Council areas. 

Conclusion 

The challenges of reduced representation ratios are acknowledged as a new, merged council with 11 

councillors would generate a representation ratio of one councillor for every 3,588 residents.  The 

rural areas have the potential to be equally represented on the Council relative to population in the 

event of a strong rural team of candidates running a successful campaign strategy.   All of the current 

councils’ Mayors are elected by their councillors and this system should be retained in any merged 

entity.  It is acknowledged, however, that Uralla was due to convert to a popularly-elected Mayor at 

the next election. 
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6.6 Providing Adequate, Equitable and Appropriate Services and 
Facilities 

Legislative Description 

Section 263 (3) (e1) – the impact of any relevant proposal on the ability of the councils of the areas 
concerned to provide adequate, equitable and appropriate services and facilities, 

Matters Raised in Submissions 

The principal matters raised most commonly in submissions include: 
 
Disparate policy settings 

 Cost/Pricing 

 Range 

 Specialisation 
Harmonisation of services 
Risk of centralisation in Armidale 

The Key Issues – Analysis 

The issue of service level and delivery drew the most number of comments overall during the Public 

Inquiry and submission process.  Numerous examples of the rural councils’ active involvement in 

service provision were provided by the councils and their communities.  These include but are not 

limited to children’s and aged care services, meals on wheels, women’s and men’s services, 

Aboriginal services, sporting services, local planning and regulatory services, home support services, 

advisory committees and many more.  Many submissions expressed concerns about the negative 

impact on these services in the event of a ‘take over’ and centralisation at Armidale. Some key 

concerns were a loss of accessibility to their local council and diversion of funding to other demands 

which would result in a reduction of services to the rural communities in the merged entity.  

Table 11 sets out Armidale Dumaresq, Guyra, Uralla and Walcha’s expenditure per capita across a 

range of service areas.  It illustrates the differing range and standards of services and different 

costing structures between the smaller rural councils and Armidale Dumaresq.  Although, each 

council’s expenditure per capita is not dissimilar to its individual OLG peer council grouping.     

For example, costs per capita for the transport system (roads, bridges and footpaths), governance 

and administration and community services, are significantly higher in the rural areas.  Walcha’s per 

capita transport cost is $1,441; Uralla’s per capita community services cost is $978; both 

considerably higher than Armidale Dumaresq.   In contrast, per capita environmental and library 

service costs are somewhat higher for Armidale Dumaresq than the three rural councils with the 

exception of Uralla for environmental services. As would be expected for a regional Council, 

Armidale Dumaresq processes significantly more development applications than Guyra, Uralla or 

Walcha.  Only the costs for water and sewer are relatively similar among the councils with the costs 

for Walcha and Uralla being at the lower end of the range. 
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Table 11: Selected Services- Expenditure per capita 2013-14 ($) 

Service Area Armidale 
Group 4 
Average 

Guyra Walcha 
Group 9 
Average 

Uralla 
Group 10 
Average 

Roads, bridges & 
footpaths 

321 339 450 1,441 1326 802 989 

Water & Sewer 485 411 408 364 469 239 374 

Governance & 
Admin 

77 254 227 526 717 196 409 

Public Order, Safety 
& Health 

73 70 105 97 178 78 143 

Environmental 287 240 123 234 235 311 222 

Community 
Services 

168 185 623 330 373 978 318 

Recreational & 
Cultural 

184 212 231 142 282 78 241 

Libraries 63 47 52 40 36 46 4 

Other Services        

Number of DAs 
determined 

179 468 41 25 36 73 92 

Mean gross days 
for DAs 

59 65 52 34 34 43 52 

Source: OLG Time Series Data, 2013-14 

 
These differences may reflect that rural councils consider their responsibilities are very different to 

large regional councils and as noted by Walcha, often see themselves as the service provider of last 

resort.46  As stated in a Council submission, ‘if family day care and before and after school care is no 

longer provided, there is no other accessible day-care or before and after school care facility for the 

community to access’. 

In their submissions, Guyra, Uralla and Walcha stated that: 

 Most of their community service operations are subsidised, as user fees and charges must be 
kept at an affordable and equitable rate.47  For example Guyra’s Kolara aged care facility 
(currently subject to a major upgrade) is subsidised by general revenue and it is my 
understanding that the community was consulted on this matter at the time and supports 
the council’s role in this activity/business.  Uralla also subsidies its aged care facilities such as 
McMaugh Gardens and Grace Munro Aged Care.   
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 FAGs income being ‘untied’, was at risk of being directed across a budget with competing 
demands.  Uralla noted that it has reduced its infrastructure backlog to just 0.5% by 
investing FAGs funds for roads maintenance, but this may not continue in a new entity.48 

 The active involvement of the council in community service provision would be lost or 
farmed out to the private sector or impacted by competing demands.   

 Library services currently provided through an arrangement with Central Northern Regional 
Library (CNRL) may be lost if Armidale Dumaresq pursues its plan to develop a new library 
facility at Armidale funded by an SRV and external grant funding.49  Concerns were also 
expressed about the future of the Guyra library.  

 Due to the distance between it and Armidale Dumaresq, Walcha stated it would continue to 
need its administrative centre to ensure appropriate local service provision. These costs 
were not considered in the estimated savings.50 

 Walcha’s community would face large fee increases for some community facilities for which 
they are not currently charged (eg sporting grounds or parks) and fee harmonisation with 
Armidale Dumaresq would lead to higher fees for services such as building inspection and 
food premises inspection.51 

 Walcha has an RMS agency and Heavy Vehicle Inspection Station which it built itself when 
these services were being withdrawn; it has developed work practices, maintained its plant 
fleet, trained plant operators and supervisors over many years to ensure its large area is 
adequately serviced – all of which may be lost or eroded.52 
 

However, there are also community services provided by Armidale Dumaresq that are not within the 

service suite of Guyra, Uralla and Walcha at present.  Armidale Dumaresq has, for example, 

dedicated co-ordination positions in the youth and indigenous areas. It indicated that like many 

councils of its size, it operates in many areas of social improvement such as museums, art galleries, 

community service areas, park and sporting infrastructure, business development and tourism.53 As 

noted earlier, it operates several services and facilities of a higher order to cater for regional needs 

rather than simply those of the Armidale Dumaresq population.  An example is the regional airport 

and others would include recreational facilities, business district parking and similar facilities that 

would need to cater for a catchment population that is larger than the council’s own. 

Armidale Dumaresq considers that due to the rural centre and staff protection provisions few 

changes would occur in the first three years if a merger were to proceed.54   It also indicated that it 

would not place any restrictions on the council area in relation to delivery of adequate equitable and 

appropriate services.   

It would seem that there is a difference in approach to service delivery.  For example, Guyra, Walcha 

and Uralla own and operate aged care facilities and/or child care centres, while Armidale Dumaresq 

tends to provide co-ordinator roles to work with existing non-council services.  This is not unusual in 

                                                           
48

 Uralla Submission, p 13. 
49

 Op cit, p 15. 
50

 Walcha Submission, p 13. 
51

 Walcha Submission, p 17. 
52

 Walcha Submission, p 13. 
53

 Armidale Dumaresq Submission, p 9. 
54

 Armidale Dumaresq Submission, p 19. 



EXAMINATION OF A PROPOSAL TO MERGE ARMIDALE DUMARESQ, GUYRA, URALLA & WALCHA COUNCILS 
 

P a g e  42 | 60 

 

larger centres where competitive forces prevail, whereas in smaller communities like Guyra, Uralla 

and Walcha, councils tend to intervene where there are no market-based providers for necessary 

social services. 

With regards to subsidised services, a new council may review its involvement over time.  The 

matter of centralised decision making will be an issue in most areas of service provision and will be 

dealt with by the longer term decision making of any new council.  That longer term decision making 

must be viewed in the context of elected representation and community consultation and activation 

(see Chapter 5.5). 

Strategic capacity  

Strategic capacity ‘concerns the increased ability of councils to undertake new functions and deliver 

new or improved services that previously were not possible and shift their focus towards a more 

strategic view of their operations’.55 

In research conducted for the ILGRP, a number of NSW councils subject to mergers in 2004 were 
interviewed after implementation of the merger.  In relation to service delivery:  

 Clarence Valley Council identified enhanced strategic capacity to deliver large scale projects 
and a bigger voice to influence other levels of Government and attract grant funding to the 
region (for example $40 million for delivery of a sewage plant and $8 million for a library)56 

 Glenn Innes Severn Council identified improved capacity in project planning and delivery and 
improved service delivery57 

 Palerang Council identified greater organisational capacity to tackle issues and large projects 
such as the upgrade of the Braidwood sewage treatment plant and improved infrastructure 
maintenance58 

 Greater Hume Council identified that the organisation has better plant and equipment and 
with a larger budget, a greater pool of funds to allocate to priority projects.59 
 

A four-way merger of Armidale Dumaresq, Guyra, Uralla and Walcha may similarly provide 

opportunities to capture scope economies and enhance the service delivery capacity of the new 

entity for the benefit of the residents and ratepayers of the area. 

Conclusion 

While fears exist that a new council might not continue with one or more of the services currently 

provided, I believe it is actually equally likely that the existing Armidale Dumaresq services may 

spread to the broader population over time. 

The range, standard and pricing of services is generally revised by councils over time as community 
expectations and operational necessities change.  It is not practical to require the “freezing” of any 
of these things for an extended period of time in the case of a merger (acknowledging, of course, the 
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Minister for Local Government’s proposal for a four-year rate freeze in merged councils).  Needs and 
circumstances change and policy and practice must change apace.  Nevertheless, it would be 
prudent for any new council to deal sensitively with any harmonisation, centralisation or 
abandonment of services during the first years of any merger.  Similarly, it could be reasonably 
expected that effective community consultation would occur in the longer term in the event of 
significant changes to the policy and service suites. 
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6.7 Impacts on Staff Employment 

Legislative Description 

Section 263 (3) (e2) – the impact of any relevant proposal on the employment of the staff by the 

councils of the areas concerned, 

Matters Raised in Submissions 

The principal matters raised most commonly in submissions include: 

Legislative protections 

 Staff levels 

 ‘Rural centre” provisions 

 Staff transfers 

 Job losses 

 Travel times and work health and safety 
Local economic impacts 
Responsiveness 

The Key Issues - Analysis 

The United Services Union (USU) has made its broad opposition to forced mergers clear in its 

submission.60  Notwithstanding that opposition, the USU has also urged compliance with those 

sections of the Act dealing with the protection, transfer and location of staff.  It has also urged the 

involvement of all relevant unions in transitional arrangements in the event that a merger does 

proceed. 

The protections enshrined in section 218CA include: 

 No forced redundancies for three years, 

 Staff cannot be required to transfer to a work base outside the boundaries of their former 
council area for three years if they would suffer unreasonable hardship, 

 For rural centres with a population of 5,000 or less, the new council must ensure that the 
number of regular staff positions is maintained as far as is reasonably practicable, and 

 For three years following the transfer of staff to the new council, the new council must not 
externally advertise permanent non-senior staff positions if the General Manager is satisfied 
that one or more of the transferred non-senior staff are suitably qualified to fill the position. 
 

It is clear that Guyra and Walcha do constitute “rural centres” under the definition contained in 

section 354B of the Act and therefore all of the relevant provisions intended to protect existing staff 

will apply and any new council would be required to comply with those provisions.  Although of a 

larger total population, it is likely that Uralla would also qualify as a rural centre as the town itself 

does not exceed the 5,000 population threshold.  Armidale Dumaresq has indicated, within its 
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submission, its intention to comply and has in fact indicated a likely small increase in staff numbers, 

though no detail has been provided. 

The three smaller councils cite issues of job losses from their towns, additional travel times and 

expense for any transferring staff and the likelihood that projected staff savings will not be achieved 

given the experience of other jurisdictions over time.  Other resident submissions also identify 

council job losses and the consequent local economic impacts as a concern. 

A number of submissions referred to the loss of many of the jobs from the centres of Barraba, 

Nundle and Manilla after the amalgamation of those smaller councils with Tamworth Regional 

Council in 2000.  It is not clear that these assertions are completely true and enquiries with the 

Tamworth Regional Council indicate that although the nature and spread of jobs has changed in the 

intervening 16 years, the numbers are reasonably similar to pre- 2000 levels in the localities and the 

number of employees living in those localities has remained steady. 

Conclusion 

There is both anecdotal and empirical evidence, borne out by a number of research studies, that 

most of the implications set out above have validity to some degree.  It is also true that there are 

rigorous legislative protections in place for the existing staff of the councils. 

However, it is equally justified to maintain that if total jobs will increase post-merger (based on 

studies in other jurisdictions and quoted readily by opponents of council consolidation) and that 

wage harmonisation will be necessary in a post-merger council, then the outcome may well be more 

and better paid jobs for current staff. 

Under those circumstances, the real concern must be about the geographic allocation of those jobs 

over time and the potential multiplier impacts on the towns of Guyra, Uralla and Walcha in the 

longer term.  The provisions of section 218CA have the effect of requiring any new council to 

maintain staff numbers, as far as is reasonably practicable, at not less than the same level of regular 

staff as were employed by the previous council immediately prior to any amalgamation.  This should 

protect the town from major job losses as a result of any merger. 

The matter of work health and safety issues resulting from staff being required to travel to and from 

Armidale is also mitigated by the section 218CA provisions and the normal duties of care necessary 

from employers in making decisions about the location of staff. 

Similarly, if section 218CA is complied with, concerns about responsiveness and travel time for 

working crews will be minimised. 
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6.8 Impacts on Rural Communities 

Legislative Description 

Section 263 (3) (e3) – the impact of any relevant proposal on rural communities in the areas 
concerned, 

Matters Raised in Submissions 

The principal matters raised most commonly in submissions include: 
 
Planning policy and assessment differences 

 Pricing 

 Range 

 Specialisation 
Focus on rural jobs  
Lack of understanding in Armidale of rural issues 
The Dumaresq Shire experiences 

The Key Issues - Analysis 

Many of the issues addressed in submissions relating to the impact of a merger on rural 

communities have been addressed in other more specific sections of this report.  Service standards, 

a focus on rural jobs and elected representation are dealt with elsewhere. 

There is, however, a perception within the rural communities that Armidale Dumaresq is very town-

centric and does not have an appropriate level of understanding of rural issues.  There may be some 

truth to this if we consider the composition of the elected council.  There are several councillors with 

rural backgrounds and, I’m told, one primary producer on the council at present.  However, the nine 

councillors who provide address details on the council website all list an Armidale address. 

Many of the submissions from residents of the former Dumaresq Shire area provided commentary 

on this purported lack of empathy among the existing Armidale Dumaresq councillors for rural issues 

within the borders of the Armidale Dumaresq Council.  Examples about deteriorating road 

maintenance after the amalgamation in 2000, higher rates for rural producers and difficulties in 

seeking development consents for rural activities were provided as part of the written or verbal 

submissions process.  The rating issue has been dealt with in Chapter 6.1 dealing with the financial 

aspects of this merger proposal. 

Determining the veracity or accuracy of many of these claims is difficult.   A strong elected council 

with adequate rural representation (discussed in detail in Chapter 6.5) would be a pre-requisite for 

overcoming any real or perceived disadvantage in the rural areas.  It is entirely possible for any new 

elected council to be comprised at least half rural-based councillors. 

It is equally likely that the residents of the rural areas will enjoy higher levels of service in some 

respects and more effective advocacy as part of a larger, better resourced and more strategically 

capable council. 
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Conclusion 

There is no doubt that many rural and small town residents feel that they will be disadvantaged by a 

merger with Armidale Dumaresq due to that council’s lack of understanding of or empathy with rural 

issues.  Despite some examples being provided of deterioration in standards in the former Dumaresq 

Shire area, I have no doubt that there will be examples where those residents now enjoy access to a 

broader range and higher standard of services as a result of that merger.  I would foresee greater 

general capacity within a new council, delivering better outcomes for all residents. 

Ultimately, the protection of the interests of rural communities is as much a product of political 

activation as it is of structural reform.  In the event of a merger it will be incumbent on the residents 

of the former Shires to be actively engaged in the processes of elections, community consultations 

and participation in order to secure their outcomes and to influence any new council, regardless of 

the background of the councillors. 



EXAMINATION OF A PROPOSAL TO MERGE ARMIDALE DUMARESQ, GUYRA, URALLA & WALCHA COUNCILS 
 

P a g e  48 | 60 

 

6.9 Division into Wards 

Legislative Description 

Section 263 (3) (e4) – in the case of a proposal for the amalgamation of two or more areas, the 

desirability (or otherwise) of dividing the resulting area or areas into wards, 

Matters Raised in Submissions 

The principal matters raised most commonly in submissions include: 

Electoral wards are not supported 

Electoral wards are supported 

The Key Issues – Analysis 

Neither Guyra nor Armidale Dumaresq support the implementation of a ward-based electoral 

system for any merged entity, nor do they currently utilise a ward system, although it is understood 

that Guyra had a three ward system prior to the 2012 election.  However, both Uralla and Walcha do 

currently employ a ward-based electoral system.  Uralla supports the retention of wards and 

Walcha, though supporting wards generally, recognises that it would be impractical for any merged 

council.  The issue is not one that has generated any real commentary in the broader base of 

submissions. 

The use of wards is much more common in urban and metropolitan council settings than in rural and 

regional councils.  The use of wards in rural areas may, in fact, function as a “cap” on the number of 

rural candidates that might be elected in a new council, whereas in an undivided area, there is no 

limit to the number of seats that could be filled by rural candidates in the right circumstances. 

It is evident that the use of wards in Uralla and Walcha does deliver what many would see as closer 

representation however it is also true that very low quotas for election (approximately 150 votes in 

Walcha and 280 in Uralla) can lead to councillors being “captured” by specific interests within a 

community. 

Notwithstanding the feared loss of representation demonstrated in submissions and discussed in 

Chapter 6.5, it may be that rural residents (that is, residents of the current Guyra, Uralla and Walcha 

LGAs and of the former Dumaresq Shire) could account for up to 50% of electors for any new 

council.  This is brought about by the lower proportion of Armidale Dumaresq electors to population 

(64.2%) compared to the other councils with from 67.6% (Guyra), 69.5% (Uralla) and 74% (Walcha).  

This would represent a significant block in any new council’s elected representation if an effective 

rural-based campaign was conducted. 

Conclusion 

Given the relatively sparse population patterns in the rural areas and the former Dumaresq Shire 

areas, compared to the denser population in the Armidale area, it is unlikely that a ward-based 

system would offer the types of representational outcomes that many seek and as are described in 

Chapter 6.5.  Therefore, in the event of a merger, wards will not be recommended. 
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6.10 Opinions of Diverse Communities 

Legislative Description 

Section 263 (3) (e5) – in the case of a proposal for the amalgamation of two or more areas, the need 

to ensure that the opinions of each of the diverse communities of the resulting area or areas are 

effectively represented. 

Matters Raised in Submissions 

The principal matters raised most commonly in submissions include: 

Small villages and rural communities–v–town/city focus 

The Key Issues - Analysis 

Very little commentary has been made in the submissions on this factor and the types of diversity 

one would normally expect to seek to represent include language-based, racial, religious or 

indigenous communities.   

Most of the commentary on this topic was centred on the so-called “rural/urban divide” and this has 

been extensively covered in other sections of this report.  Each of the smaller councils’ submissions 

makes reference to these broad concerns about the loss or reduction of the community’s ability to 

maintain its uniqueness and identity.   In addition, many submissions and speakers at the public 

hearings made reference to a potential loss of character and identity, if their local council was lost to 

a merger.   

While I respect the role played by councils, particularly in small rural areas, in supporting and 

enhancing community character and identity, I am inclined to the view that it is people and the 

collections of people in community based organisations that really build, nurture and enhance 

community identity.  Certainly councils have a role to play but it ought to be a subsidiary role if that 

character and identity is to be meaningful and tangible. 

Armidale Dumaresq believes that diverse rural communities can be effectively represented through 

the use of local committees (presumably established under section 355 of the Act) and goes so far as 

to say that such a mechanism ought to be required in any proclamation of a new council.  This is also 

my view.  While the use of local committees to advise upon, and even manage, some local facilities 

or services can be an effective way to retain local influence in larger councils, it does require 

constant and careful management and commitment by all parties. 

Conclusion 

Councils – large and small – across New South Wales successfully manage a diversity of communities 

within their boundaries.  Many rural and regional councils have stewardship of multiple communities 

and the success, or otherwise, of that stewardship is largely an outcome of the joint commitment 

and participation of the council and its residents. Mechanisms such as section 355 of the Act provide 

a means of managing that diversity and securing some influence in small communities. 
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6.11 Other Relevant Factors 

Legislative Description 

Section 263 (3) (f) – such other factors as it considers relevant to the provision of efficient and 

effective local government in the existing and proposed new areas. 

Matters Raised in Submissions 

The principal matters raised most commonly in submissions include: 

Broader boundary issues 

 Glen Innes Severn Council boundary – Ben Lomond 

 Inverell Council boundary – Tingha and Bundarra 
Attitudes towards Armidale Dumaresq Council 

The Key Issues - Analysis 

Glen Innes Severn Council – Ben Lomond 
The Glen Innes Severn Council has lodged a submission proposing that, in the event of a merger 

between the four councils, the village of Ben Lomond and localities of Backwater, Kookaburra, Kings 

Plains and Swanvale (part) in the north of Guyra Shire be transferred to Glen Innes Severn Council.  

The council’s view is that while recognising that the village of Ben Lomond and surrounds has a 

strong community of interest with Guyra (20 kms distant), it has more connection with Glen Innes 

(40 kms) than Armidale (60 kms). 

This submission is of a scale that is beyond the scope of this examination and ought to be dealt with 

as a separate boundary variation at some time after the conclusion of this process if deemed 

appropriate. 

Inverell Shire Council – Tingha and Bundarra 
The Inverell Shire Council has sought the inclusion of the western portion of the present Guyra Shire, 

incorporating Tingha and surrounds, and Bundarra from the Uralla Shire into the Inverell Shire 

This submission is also of a scale that is beyond the scope of this examination and ought to be dealt 

with as a separate boundary variation at some time after the conclusion of this process if deemed 

appropriate. 

Attitudes Toward Armidale Dumaresq Council 
There has been a high level of emotion and anger directed to Armidale Dumaresq Council, as an 

organisation, and its Mayor and councillors as individuals throughout the examination process.  

Motives have been attributed and commentary made which are both unfortunate and unwarranted. 

Terms such as “predatory land grab” and others of similar ilk have been frequently used in relation 

to this proposal submitted by Armidale Dumaresq.  Much of the language used by speakers 

(including councillors) has been inappropriate and has served only to cloud the real issues of the 

proposal.  I regret that I was not always able to deal effectively with inappropriate commentary 

during some of the sessions of the Public Inquiry. 
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However, I have satisfied myself through discussions with the Armidale Dumaresq Mayor, councillors 

and senior staff that the Council does, indeed, have a strategic view of the proposal and it is not just 

about increasing the Armidale city’s footprint and influence.  Its view seems to be that if mergers are 

inevitable, then make it worthwhile and create real regional strength. 

The reality, however, is that the Council has adopted a somewhat naïve approach in assuming that if 

it made the proposal in broad terms, then the NSW Government would build the case for its 

prosecution.  Too late, the Council realised that it needed to justify the proposal itself. 

Regrettably, the Council’s proposal has been poorly executed and the absence of justification has 

given rise to broad assumptions of ulterior motives. 

Strategic capacity and advocacy 
It is generally accepted, and my experience supports the notion, that council organisations of larger 

size have better capacity to build higher level and more diverse skills than smaller councils.  They are 

able to attract and retain a broader range of skill sets and offer more specialisation than smaller 

councils.  Any new council arising from this proposal would probably have in the vicinity of 470 full 

time equivalent staff and this would provide some scope to improve the strategic capacity of the 

council. 

Similarly, councils advocating to Government and others on behalf of a larger population generally 

have an advantage over smaller councils.  The political heft of lobbying on behalf of a larger 

customer/elector base is quite real.  In the case of this proposed merger, increasing the population 

to approximately 40,000 residents represents an improvement in any new council’s strategic 

capacity and its ability to undertake higher level advocacy. 

Small Rural Councils 
There is no doubt that small councils have a significant advantage in so far as they have the capacity 

to be closer to their communities.  Lower representation ratios, easier community consultation and 

more focussed priorities can be substantial advantages.  In many ways it is regrettable that those 

smaller councils must struggle with sustainability in an increasingly complex and broad ranging 

environment.  Nevertheless, it is important that we recognise the difficulties of smaller councils in 

effectively delivering services to their communities. 

It is clear to me that the communities of Guyra and Uralla, particularly, (and Walcha to a lesser 

degree) take advantage of the regional status of their Armidale neighbour.  Transport and health, 

services, and employment and educational infrastructure resident within the Armidale city precincts, 

are utilised by the residents of the surrounding shires, despite their protestations otherwise. 

The current arrangement of local government in New South Wales is such that it is increasingly 

difficult to sustain small rural councils.  Whether it is right or wrong, it is the reality and must be 

recognised. 

Population Trends 
It is accepted that the three larger council areas are expecting population growth in the medium 

term to one degree or another.  In addition to being the smallest population of the four areas, 

Walcha’s population is also expected to decline.  This is supported by Walcha having the highest 

proportion of residents aged over 6o years (31%), significantly higher than Armidale Dumaresq, 
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Guyra and Uralla (20%, 24% and 26% respectively).61  Despite the current return to surplus financial 

results for Walcha Council I am concerned about the long term sustainability of the council under 

circumstances of its relative size and diminishing population over time. 

Conclusion 

Two submissions from adjoining councils call for boundary variations in their favour.  These are best 

dealt with as boundary variation proposals at some other time.   

Strategic capacity and the ability to advocate on behalf of the community are likely to be 

significantly improved in a larger council organisation that increases to 40,000 in population and to 

470 combined staff. 

Despite poor execution, the proposal from Armidale Dumaresq does have a broader, regional, 

strategic intent, however it will require – if implemented – careful “bridge building” under the new 

governance arrangements. 
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CHAPTER 7 CONCLUSION 
 
None of the criteria set out in the Act carries any more statutory weight than any other.  I have not 

attributed any differential weighting to any of the criteria individually.  However, nor is the 

examination of this proposal a “pass/fail” exercise where a simple majority of positive versus 

negative criteria will carry the day. Six positive criteria do not necessarily outweigh five negative 

ones. 

The real test of this matter is whether a reasonable person, in possession of all of the facts and 

evidence presented, believes that the proposal has sufficient merit to be recommended to proceed. 

On that basis, then, let us revisit the individual criteria set out in Chapter 5 and draw some 

conclusions: 

Financial advantages / disadvantages 
In my assessment, while Walcha Council appears to have begun addressing its financial sustainability 

issues in 2014-15, each council will require substantial rating increases over time to address one or 

more of the following issues: 

 returning to or maintaining financial sustainability 

 funding infrastructure backlogs 

 maintaining or enhancing existing service levels to meet community expectations. 

If the full quantum of the net benefits estimated by KPMG of $19 million over 20 years is realised, 

this may go some way towards off-setting the need for rate increases for the residents and 

ratepayers of the area.   

Except for Armidale Dumaresq, the councils and the individuals that participated in this process 

expressed strong doubts that these savings were achievable.  It is my view, however, that merging 

the four councils would lead to some savings and efficiencies. There is potential for savings through 

extending the existing shared service agreements, streamlining senior management and councillor 

expenditure ($850,000 per annum) and opportunities for scale economies in road maintenance and 

sewage management. 

However, it is likely that any financial advantages will be a long term outcome rather than being 

achievable in the short or mid-term.  Armidale Dumaresq suggested that the merged entity may be 

unviable in the first term or two of a council but could have positive outcomes in 12 to 16 years.62 

In this regard, the availability of a Government assistance package will be a critical factor in the 

overall advantages or disadvantages of this proposal.  The $20 million assistance could be utilised 

effectively to address some of the infrastructure backlog while enhancing the common activities and 

expense of other harmonisation requirements. 

It is my view that there is a financial advantage to the proposed merger, if a Government assistance 

package is provided. 
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Community of interest 

There are significant communities of interest between Guyra, Uralla and Walcha Shires and Armidale 

Dumaresq.  However, those communities of interest are not complete or consistent.  Within an 80 

kilometre radius from the Armidale CBD one could expect a reasonable community of interest in 

terms of distance travelled in a rural or regional setting.  That radius distance encompasses most of 

the proposal area.  It would be my contention that it is only the presence of other centres (such as 

Glen Innes, Inverell, Port Macquarie or Kempsey) that attract residents at the periphery of the 

proposal area away from Armidale for their regional needs. 

Despite the views of the three rural councils, and the view expressed in the Kibble report, I believe 

that there is a significant community of interest between the rural locales and the regional city that 

is Armidale. 

Historical and traditional values 
Armidale is the regional centre of the district and will continue to undertake that function for the 

surrounding rural districts.  Many residents of the rural areas, however, are wary of losing the 

traditional access they have enjoyed to their council and councillors and of a possible consequent 

diminution of volunteerism if that access and support is not sustained. 

Notwithstanding the role of councils in supporting and encouraging heritage, amenity, character and 

identity, these are issues that generally transcend political boundaries and will be maintained more 

by the work of communities and individuals than by local government authorities. 

Attitudes of Residents and Ratepayers 
The attitudes of those people actively engaging in the examination process of this merger are 

significantly opposed to the proposal.  The people of the rural councils have been much more active 

in this process than the population of Armidale Dumaresq. 

The proportion of the total population actively engaged does, however, represent only a small 

percentage (4.3%) of those potentially affected. 

It is also worthy of mention that the level of negative commentary about the current Armidale 

Dumaresq Council, particularly among its own residents, is concerning.  Of course, I make no 

judgement on the merits or otherwise of that commentary, but simply note it. 

Elected representation 
The challenges of reduced representation ratios are acknowledged as a new, merged council with 
eleven councillors would generate a representation ratio of 1 councillor for every 3,588 residents.  
The rural areas have the potential to be slightly over-represented on the council relative to 
population in the event of a strong rural team of candidates running a successful campaign strategy.   
All of the current councils’ Mayors are elected by their councillors and this system should be 
retained in any merged entity.  It is acknowledged, however, that the Uralla was due to convert to a 
popularly-elected Mayor at the next election. 
 
Adequate, equitable services 
While fears exist that a new council might not continue with one or more of the services currently 

provided, I believe it is actually equally likely that the existing Armidale Dumaresq services may 

spread to the broader population over time. 
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The range, standard and pricing of services is generally revised by councils over time as community 
expectations and operational necessities change.  It is not practical to require the “freezing” of any 
of these things for an extended period of time in the case of a merger (acknowledging, of course, the 
Minister for Local Government’s proposal for a four-year rate freeze in merged councils).  Needs and 
circumstances change and policy and practice must change apace.  Nevertheless, it would be 
prudent for any new council to deal sensitively with any harmonisation, centralisation or 
abandonment of services during the first years of any merger.  Similarly, it could be reasonably 
expected that effective community consultation would occur in the longer term in the event of 
significant changes to the policy and service suites. 

Employment of staff 
There is both anecdotal and empirical evidence, borne out by a number of research studies, that 

most of the implications set out above have validity to some degree.  It is also true that there are 

rigorous legislative protections in place for the existing staff of the councils. 

However, it is equally justified to maintain that if total jobs will increase post-merger (based on 

studies in other jurisdictions and quoted readily by opponents of council consolidation) and that 

wage harmonisation will be necessary in a post-merger council, then the outcome may well be more 

and better paid jobs for current staff. 

Under those circumstances, the real concern must be about the geographic allocation of those jobs 

over time and the potential multiplier impacts on the towns of Guyra, Uralla and Walcha in the 

longer term.  The provisions of section 218CA have the effect of requiring any new council to 

maintain staff numbers, as far as is reasonably practicable, at not less than the same level of regular 

staff as were employed by the previous council immediately prior to any amalgamation.  This should 

protect the town from major job losses as a result of any merger. 

The matter of work health and safety issues resulting from staff being required to travel to and from 

Armidale is also mitigated by the section 218CA provisions and the normal duties of care necessary 

from employers in making decisions about the location of staff. 

Similarly, if section 218CA is complied with, concerns about responsiveness and travel time for 

working crews will be minimised. 

Impact on rural communities 
There is no doubt that many rural and small town residents feel that they will be disadvantaged by a 

merger with Armidale Dumaresq due to that council’s lack of understanding of or empathy with rural 

issues.  Despite some examples being provided of deterioration in standards in the former Dumaresq 

Shire area, I have no doubt that there will be examples where those residents now enjoy access to a 

broader range and higher standard of services as a result of that merger.  I would foresee greater 

general capacity within a new council delivering better outcomes for all residents. 

Ultimately, the protection of the interests of rural communities is as much a product of political 

activation as it is of structural reform.  In the event of a merger it will be incumbent on the residents 

of the former Shires to be actively engaged in the processes of elections, community consultations 

and participation in order to secure their outcomes and to influence any new council, regardless of 

the background of the councillors. 
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Need for wards 
Given the relatively sparse population patterns in the rural areas and the former Dumaresq Shire 

areas, compared to the denser population in the Armidale area, it is unlikely that a ward-based 

system would offer the types of representational outcomes that many seek and as are described in 

Chapter 6.5.  Therefore, in the event of a merger, wards will not be recommended. 

Opinions of diverse communities 
Councils – large and small – across New South Wales successfully manage a diversity of communities 

within their boundaries.  Many rural and regional councils have stewardship of multiple communities 

and the success, or otherwise, of that stewardship is largely an outcome of the joint commitment 

and participation of the council and its residents.  Mechanisms such as section 355 of the Act 

provide a means of managing that diversity and securing some influence in small communities.  

Other relevant factors 
Two submissions from adjoining councils call for boundary variations in their favour.  These are best 

dealt with as boundary variation proposals at some other time.   

Strategic capacity and the ability to advocate on behalf of the community is likely to be significantly 

improved in a larger council organisation that increases to 40,000 population and to 470 combined 

staff. 

Despite poor execution, the proposal from Armidale Dumaresq Council does have a broader, 

regional, strategic intent, however it will require – if implemented – careful “bridge building” under 

the new governance arrangements. 

__________________ 
In summary,  

For all of these reasons, and on a balance of all of the issues, I am recommending that the merger of 

the four councils proceeds, subject to the NSW Government funding package being made available 

to the merged council. 

However, in doing so, it is recognised that reputations and relationships between the council 

organisations, communities and many individuals have suffered comprehensive damage during this 

process.  It will also be my recommendation that an independent Administrator be appointed for a 

minimum of two years in order to rebuild those relationships and to bring an independent approach 

to the construction of the new council entity.  It will be imperative that the process from here not be 

perceived to be Armidale-centric or driven by the former Armidale Dumaresq Council. 
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CHAPTER 8 RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

I have considered the merger proposal announced by the Minister of Local Government in January 

2016. 

Having considered the merger proposal, the verbal and written submissions in regards to the factors 

set out in the section 263 of the Local Government ACT 1993; I consider the proposal should proceed 

and that the following measures of recommendations be considered: 

Recommendation 1 The existing areas of Armidale Dumaresq, Guyra Shire, Uralla Shire and 
Walcha Councils should be merged. 

 The new council area should maintain the existing boundaries on 
commencement and should be called the New England Regional Council. 

 Any proposal to vary the boundaries, as proposed by the Glen Innes 
Severn and Inverell Shire Councils should be the subject of negotiation 
between those councils and the new council and a separate boundary 
variation proposal, if appropriate. 

  
Recommendation 2 The new council area should be undivided for electoral purposes. 
  
Recommendation 3 The new council should implement a system of local committees utilising 

Section 355 of the Local Government Act. 
 Representation in the rural areas of the new local government area will be 

an important element of cohesion and will facilitate an effective 
transition.  Local committees, with delegated responsibility for the care, 
control and management of local services and facilities can also act as a 
consultative mechanism for the smaller communities within the new 
council area. 

  
Recommendation 4 The Mayor of the new council should be elected by the councillors. 
  
Recommendation 5 An Administration Panel should be appointed to oversee the 

implementation and establishment of the new council. 
 One experienced councillor from each council, together with an 

independent Chair should form an Administration Panel for a period of 
two years to establish the processes and structures of the new council.  
Fresh elections should be held after this time. 

  
The Administrator will also need to appoint an Acting General Manager, 
pending the permanent appointment of a new General Manager by way 
of a merit based recruitment process.  

  
The Administrator will further need to be conscious of the current 
mistrust evident in the region and provide independent guidance to a new 
council. 
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All of the Mayors, councillors and council senior staff of the four affected councils have been honest 

and forthright in their dealings with this examination and I appreciate the courtesy that they have all 

demonstrated to us throughout the process. 

The residents of all four local government areas have displayed admirable passion and have, by and 

large, articulated their arguments with clarity and commitment.  All have done so with courtesy and 

respect for our team and most have demonstrated the same courtesy and respect for other 

participants in the process. 

Management and staff of the Local Government Reform team at the NSW Department of Premier 

and Cabinet have provided excellent guidance and resources to my efforts and to the process 

generally. 

The administrative support staff provided to assist me in the conduct of the Public Inquiry element 

of this examination was always efficient and demonstrated great capacity when changing 

circumstances required.  Similarly, Brian Elton utilised his skills effectively as facilitator at the Public 

Inquiry hearings. 

Finally, my Executive Officer, Kumi Cuthbertson, has been an excellent supporter and has brought 

her considerable skills and commitment to this project.  I appreciate her thorough and professional 

approach to the tasks and her consideration towards me at all times. 
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