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Executive summary 

The Acting Chief Executive of the Office of Local Government has delegated to me (Amanda 
Chadwick) the function of examining and reporting on the proposal to amalgamate the local 
government areas of Tamworth Regional Council and Walcha Council. The Instrument of Delegation 
and the Minister’s merger proposal are attached as appendices A and B. 

On balance the examination recommends implementation of the Minister’s proposal to merge 
Tamworth Regional Council and Walcha Council. This recommendation reflects findings that: 

• the merger is likely to strengthen the council’s organisational and advocacy capacities to 
upgrade its infrastructure and hence its ability to provide adequate, equitable and appropriate 
local government services  

• although there are key communities of interest which would be negatively impacted by the 
merger as the resources and culture of Walcha Council itself play a pivotal role in their operation  

• the financial advantages of the merger are expected to outweigh the financial disadvantages to 
residents and ratepayers of the area concerned as: 
o the merger will produce a net positive financial saving for the new council which directly 

advantages residents and ratepayers, noting that the examination’s estimate of the net saving 
is less than that modelled by KPMG  

o while both councils were judged financially ‘Fit for the Future’ by the Independent Pricing and 
Regulatory Tribunal and Walcha Council has since further improved it financial performance 
thereby reducing ratepayers’ financial risk, Walcha’s declining population will continue to 
create future upward pressure on its rates which is expected to be unsustainable given the 
area’s ageing and socio-economic profile.  

The examination also concludes that: 

• the attitude expressed by the majority of submissions is opposition to the merger 
• the historical and traditional values of Tamworth and Walcha regions are unlikely to be impacted 

through the merger 
• the impacts of the proposal on employment can be adequately managed 
• the impacts of the proposal on rural communities can be adequately managed, if appropriate 

strategies are implemented  
• the opinions of diverse communities in the resulting area can be adequately represented, if 

appropriate strategies are implemented 
• twelve elected representatives would provide the most desirable and appropriate relationship 

between ratepayers and elected representatives 
• the division of the proposed merger area into wards is not recommended as it would not 

guarantee representation for Walcha and could encourage parochialism. 

Key concerns raised by stakeholders in the examination include:  

• strong opposition to the merger due to percived differences in the industries, climate, lifestyles, 
geography, historical and traditional values and communities of interest in the two areas 

• concerns that the merger would result in: declining access to council administrative services in 
the Walcha area; declining council service levels particularly in rural gravel road maintenance; 
and perceived negative impacts on rural village services 

• concerns about the future of volunteer and community interest projects in Walcha which are 
reliant on council resources, in-kind support or the volunteerism of council staff 

• concerns around access to elected representation and a fear that the needs of rural areas would 
be neglected if they were forced to be part of a large urban based council.  
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In the event that the Minister decides to make a merger proclamation, it is recommended that: 

• the transitional governance arrangements until the first election of the new council are designed 
to facilitate a ‘fresh start’ for the newly merged community,1 for example the current Walcha 
Mayor and Deputy Mayor together with around four of the current Tamworth councillors 

• the new council implement comprehensive engagement and consultation strategies to engage 
with and listen to smaller town and rural communities, for example regularly hold council 
meetings in the small towns, consult annually with small towns and rural communities as part of 
the council’s planning processes and consider establishing community development committees 
that include councillors’ active participation 

• the new council note the views of both existing councils and many stakeholders about the 
importance of providing a council administrative office in Walcha town  

• ensure that councillors and the council’s leaders embed a ’fresh start’ into its culture to ensure a 
highly inclusive service and representation for the whole community.  

  

1 This approach is consistent with the research presented to the Independent Review Panel see Jeff Tate 
Consulting, Report: Assessing processes and outcomes of the 2004 Local Government boundary changes in 
NSW for Independent Local Government Review Panel, January 2013 (Jeff Tate Consulting), lesson 2 and 
lesson 6 pp 36 and 38, Chris Aulich, Melissa Gibbs, Alex Gooding, Peter McKinlay, Stefanie Pillora, Graham 
Sanson, Consolidation in Local Government: A Fresh Look, Volume 1: Report, May 2011 (Aulich et al), p 9. In 
both instances the research emphasises the importance of a fresh start as the appropriate form of transitional 
governance to help create the new culture and dispel fears of a ‘takeover by one party’. 
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Description of the proposal 

The proposed merger comprises the whole of Tamworth Regional Council local government area and 
the whole of Walcha Council local government area. Figure 1 illustrates the proposed merger. 

Figure 1 Map of proposed merger area 
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Description of examination process 

The delegate is required by section 263(3) of the Local Government Act 1993 (the Act) to examine 
and report on the amalgamation proposal with regard to a number of specific factors. The 
examination’s consideration of each factor listed in section 263(3) is set out below. 

The public notice advertising the delegation and the Minister’s merger proposal invited members of 
the public to attend or speak at three public inquiries held on 10 February 2016. The public was 
invited to make written submissions by 5 pm 28 February 2016.  

Table 1 shows the session times, registrations, attendance and speaker numbers at each public 
inquiry. 

Table 1 Attendance and verbal submissions at public inquiries 

 Walcha Tamworth Tamworth 
Session time  9 am -12 noon 

10 February 2016 
3-5 pm 

10 February 2016 
7-10 pm 

10 February 2016 
Pre-registration of 
attendance 

660 53 12 

Attendance 627 68 13 
Number of speakers 
heard 

48 13 4 

Additionally, 554 written submissions were received. Copies of written submissions as well as 
transcripts of each public inquiry will be published on the Council Boundary Review web site.  

The examination carefully considered: 

• all the written and verbal submissions received 
• the Minister’s merger proposal  
• Independent Pricing and Regulatory Tribunal (IPART), NSW Treasury Corporation (TCorp) and 

Office of Local Government (OLG) analysis of the financial viability and asset management of the 
two councils 

• Independent Local Government Review Panel’s report and commissioned consultancies 
• recent Annual Financial Statements of both councils 
• time series data published by OLG on the performance of all NSW local councils. 
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Summary of submissions 
There were 554 written submissions received regarding this proposal, 12 of which were duplicated 
or not specific to the proposal. Additionally, 65 verbal submissions were received through the public 
hearings. 

Analysis of the written submissions demonstrates that the majority of submissions were received 
from Walcha local government area residents and ratepayers, as illustrated in Figure 2. This is 
equivalent to around 14 per cent of the current population each making a submission.  

Figure 2 Analysis of the demographic of written submisisions 

 

Most verbal and written submissions addressed one or more of the factors to be considered under 
section 263 of the Act. Analysis of written submissions identified that service delivery and 
community attitude were the factors most commonly raised in submissions as illustrated in Figure 3. 

Figure 3 Analysis of factors raised in written submissions 
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The key themes raised by written and verbal submissions included: 

• strong opposition to the merger due to differences in the industries, climate, lifestyles, 
geography, historical and traditional values and communities of interest in the two areas 

• concerns that the merger would result in: declining access to council administrative services in 
the Walcha area; declining council service levels particularly in rural gravel road maintenance; 
and perceived negative impacts on rural village services 

• concerns about the future of volunteer and community interest projects in Walcha which are 
reliant on council resources, in-kind support or the volunteerism of council staff 

• concerns around access to elected representation and a fear that the needs of rural areas would 
be neglected if they were forced to be part of a large urban based council. 
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Financial advantages and disadvantages of the merger 

Section 263(3)(a) of the Act requires that the examination have regard to 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. 

Like KPMG, the examination has not considered the $15 million funding available from the NSW 
Government in the assessment of the financial advantages and disadvantages of the merger.2 If the 
merger proceeds, this would be an additional benefit. 

Delegate’s finding 
On balance the examination concludes that the financial advantages of the merger are expected to 
outweigh the financial disadvantages to residents and ratepayers of the area concerned. The 
conclusion reflects: 

• the merger will result produce a net positive financial advantage for the new council which 
directly advantages residents and ratepayers through the merger 

• however the examination’s estimate of the net saving is less than that modelled by KPMG as the 
estimated labour efficiencies modelled by KPMG are unlikely to be achieved in full, for the 
reasons explained below 

• both councils were judged financially ‘Fit for the Future’ by the Independent Pricing and 
Regulatory Tribunal and Walcha Council has since further improved it financial performance 
which reduces future risks for ratepayers 

• Walcha’s declining population will continue to create upward pressure on its rates which is 
expected to be unsustainable given the ageing and socio-economic profile of its population. 

Councils’ submissions 
Tamworth Regional Council (Tamworth) submits it ‘found it difficult to identify any significant 
tangible advantages from the proposed amalgamation with Walcha apart from potential savings that 
may be achieved through a small reduction in the combined number of senior staff and a reduction 
in the number of councillors.’3 Further it identifies two potential financial risks for residents and 
ratepayers arising from the merger: 

• a reduction in available grant assistance for Walcha’s water and sewerage assets, given while the 
current council qualifies for assistance under the Country Towns Water Supply and Sewerage 
Scheme, the merged council would be too large to receive assistance from the Scheme 

• a potential risk to the current ratepayers of Tamworth community of a shortfall in funding to 
address a Walcha infrastructure backlog.4 

Walcha Council (Walcha) submitted a detailed critique of KPMG’s assessment of financial advantages 
and disadvantages of the merger in order to support the Council’s argument that the benefits are 
‘significantly overstated.’5 It concludes that ‘we do not believe that this minor saving provides 
sufficient justification for the disruption, upheaval and community hardship that the merger will 
create.’6 In its submission, Walcha: 

2 NSW Government, Merger Proposal: Tamworth Regional Council Walcha Council January 2016 (NSW 
Government, Tamworth Walcha Proposal), p 2. 
3 Tamworth Regional Council, Amalgamation Proposal for Tamworth Regional Council, 23 February 2016 
(Tamworth Submission), p 1. 
4 Tamworth Submission, p. 2. 
5 Transcript of Walcha Public Hearing 10 February 9 am, Walcha Ex-services Club (Walcha Public Hearing 9 
am), p 8. Walcha Council, Submission Re: Proposed Merger with Tamworth Regional Council, 22 February 
(Walcha Submission), p. 3. 
6 Walcha Submission, p. 4. 
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• critiques the KPMG’s analysis as misleading, for example that its modelling of employment 
savings is based on Federal award costs rather than the State award equivalents, use of out-
dated information and some errors of fact  

• identifies that some of the suggested financial savings are already being achieved through 
existing joint purchasing arrangements, such as Naomi Joint Organisation of Councils, or as a 
result of a recent council review of its activities and operations 

• argues that the costs of the merger implementation have not been adequately assessed and will 
exceed the State Government’s $5 million contribution  

• contends that the merged council would experience diseconomies of scale primarily due to the 
distance between the two major population centres 

• suggests that the bulk of the infrastructure backlog of the merged council falls within the 
Tamworth area – this would risk Walcha’s savings from its strong financial performance being 
channelled to Tamworth at the future financial disadvantage for Walcha ratepayers 

• identifies additional merger costs which it suggests were not included in KPMG’s analysis 
• identifies examples of indirect financial disadvantages for residents and ratepayers arising from 

the potential merger. 7 

Walcha recently undertook a detailed review of its operations and asset management activities. The 
Council states, these changes resulted in a $1.2 million operating surplus and reduced its 
infrastructure backlog by 1.9% in 2014/15. For 2015/16, it forecasts to achieve an underlying 
operating surplus exceeding $1 million and reduce its infrastructure backlog by 2.5%.8  

Other submissions 
While one organisation identified a specific financial advantage in the form of savings in insurance 
cost, most submissions expressed concern that the financial disadvantages of the merger would 
outweigh any benefits. Concerns included: 

• doubts that modelled savings would be realised or reservations that costs would be higher than 
anticipated especially given the KPMG analysis has not been published9 

• suggestions that the modelled savings were too small to justify an amalgamation, particularly of 
two councils considered financially viable10 

• a view that the merger’s indirect impacts on the local economy would result in cost increases for 
local businesses that would outweigh any other benefits for residents and ratepayers11 
particularly if the council office in Walcha closed or if the RMS and heavy vehicle inspection 
services ceased 

• a view that the Joint Organisation of Councils would equally produce savings in materials and 
contracts expenses12  

• potential for rate rises after a merger13  

7 Walcha Submission, pp. 3-6 11, 15 and 16. Walcha noted for example the costs of retaining a Walcha 
administrative centre of the merged council and establishing new community consultative committees and the 
reduced employment pathways for young people. 
8 Walcha Submission, p 5. Jack O’Hara Walcha Public Hearing 9 am, p. 8. 
9 For example, Erica Halliday, Ross King, Walcha Public Hearing 9 am, p. 45, Peter Law 28 January 2016, 
Jennifer Kealey 29 January 2016, Marlay and Annette Brown 12 February 2016, David Carter 29 February 2016, 
Transcript of Tamworth Public Hearing 10 February 2016, 7pm, West Diggers Club (Tamworth Public Hearing 
7pm), p. 8, Barry Spray Walcha Public Hearing 9 am, p. 11, Speaker 22 Walcha Public Hearing 9 am, p. 23. 
David Carter, 20 February 2016  
10 For example, Rebel Thompson 12 February 2016 and Tamworth Public Hearing 7pm.  
11 For example, Peter McNeill Europambela Grazing Co. 22 January 2016, Janet Norton 19 February 2016, 
Rebel Thompson. Tamworth Public Hearing 7pm, p. 4. 
12 For example, Andrew Blomfield 15 January 2016 page 1. 
13 For example, C Rutherford 8 February 2016 pp 2 and 3. 
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• potential for negative agri-business cost impacts if the regulatory settings of Tamworth’s local 
environment plan were simply extended to Walcha farmland without recognition of the 
differences in conditions14 

• perceptions that previous council mergers had led to rate rises and other negative financial 
disadvantages for those communities.15 

Tamworth Regional Council has just completed a restructuring of its workforce and in 
2015 media reported that Council would save $1.8 million. This suggests that the 
organisation has no access and no natural attritions that will create opportunities of 
excess Walcha staff to be redeployed.16 

The time taken by local people to access essential facilities and services relocated to 
Tamworth cannot be overlooked.17 

Analysis 
On balance the examination concludes that the financial advantages of the merger for residents and 
ratepayers outweigh the financial disadvantages of the merger. This assessment is based on 
consideration of all submissions received and analysis of: 

1. net financial savings to the future council of the merger to be passed onto residents and 
ratepayers in the form of future avoided rate rises or improved services 

2. current and longer term financial position of the two current councils and its implications for 
rates and services of residents and ratepayers 

3. the implications of projected population change 
4. limited opportunities for efficiencies due to economies of scale  
5. differences in the rates paid by residents and ratepayers to the current councils.  

Financial advantages and disadvantages to the future council of the merger 
Net financial impact of the merger on councils is important to residents and ratepayers of the areas 
concerned as it directly impacts levels of future rates and future service provision. The net financial 
impact to the future council of the merger is likely to be positive, for the reasons explained below.  

Analysis by KPMG in 2015, commissioned by the Minister for Local Government, estimated that the 
proposed merger has the potential to generate around $19 million NPV in net savings for the new 
council over 20 years. KPMG estimated the gross savings of the merger as $34 million and the gross 
costs as $15 million NPV over 20 years. KPMG estimate that the merged council will generate around 
$1.8 million in net savings from 2020 onwards every year18 and the merger costs repaid through 
savings within a seven year period. The KPMG analysis reflected assumptions including: 

• streamlining senior management roles ($4.5 million over 20 years) based on an assumed net 
reduction in Director-equivalents managers across the current total workforce of Walcha and 
Tamworth Regional Councils  

• some redeployment of back office and administrative functions to reduce duplication with 
savings transferred to frontline services and no net reduction in councils’ staffing ($17.4 million 
over 20 years) 

• efficiencies in procurement of materials and contracts ($1.8 million over 20 years) recognising 
that efficiencies are unlikely to be achievable on all materials and contracts expenditures 

14 For example, Bruce Rutherford, Walcha Public Hearing 9 am, pp. 44-45. 
15 For example, Lacey Latham and Hugh, Walcha Public Hearing 9 am, pp 12 and 32. 
16 Rebel Thompson. Tamworth Public Hearing 7pm, p. 4.  
17 Rob Langfield, Transcript of Tamworth Public Hearing 10 February 2016, 3 pm, West Diggers Club (Tamworth 
Public Hearing), p. 8. 
18 NSW GovernmentTamworth Walcha Proposal, p 8.  
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• reductions in overall number of elected officials ($500,000 over 20 years).19 

The examination considered submissions from Walcha residents, ratepayers and council expressing 
concern that KPMG had overestimated the quantum of the savings, underestimated the risks of 
achieving the savings and underestimated the costs. Tamworth also expressed a reservation about 
the level of savings that would be achieved through the merger.  

In response, the largest area of modelled saving (forecast labour efficiencies savings of $17.4 million 
over 20 years) was reviewed.  

As set out in detail in Appendix D, the examination concluded that these modelled labour 
efficiencies savings would not be achieved in full. The examination identified that the size of the 
margin between the financial costs and benefits of the merger is likely to smaller than was modelled 
by KPMG, as the labour efficiency savings modelled by KPMG are unlikely to be achieved in full. If 
half of the labour efficiency estimated by KPMG are achieved, scenario testing illustrates that the 
merger would still produce a positive a net benefit between $5.8 million and $10.3 million NPV over 
20 years. 

Financial position and viability of current councils  
Both councils were assessed as financially ‘Fit for the Future’ by IPART and Walcha Council has since 
further improved it financial performance which reduces ratepayers’ risk of future financial 
disadvantage. Specifically:  

1. Both Tamworth and Walcha councils were found financially ‘Fit for the Future’ by IPART in 
201520  

2. As illustrated in Figure 5, Walcha council’s operating performance ratio has been improving since 
2011/12 

3. As illustrated in Table 2, in 2013/14 both councils are performing well relative to councils of a 
similar size and against Office of Local Government benchmarks. Walcha did not meet one of the 
Office of Local Government benchmarks in 2013/14. But did meet all benchmarks in 2014/15 
and reported a net operating result before capital of $928,000.21 

IPART’s analysis references Walcha’s 2013/14 financial information. To meet the IPART benchmarks, 
rural councils like Walcha had to plan to achieve 3 years of operating performance ratio that is equal 
to break even on average within 10 years.22 To achieve this Walcha submitted that it would seek a 
special rate variation from 2016-17 of 15.6% cumulative over 2 years (or 10.5% above rate peg). 
Walcha has now advised that it will not be seeking a special rate variation.23 Tamworth met all of 
IPART’s benchmarks without the need for a special rate variation.24 

Two years before the IPART review, the NSW Treasury Corporation (TCorp) and the Division of Local 
Government had reached more negative assessments of Walcha Council’s financial viability.25 

19 NSW Government, Local Government Reform: Merger Impacts and Analysis, December 2015 as quoted in 
NSW Government Tamworth Walcha Proposal, p 8.  
20 IPART, Assessment of Council Fit for the Future Proposals, October 2015, pp 70-71. 
21 Walcha reports an operating result of $1,205,000 in the 2014/15 Financial Statement. The net operating result 
of $928,000 before capital is used as it isolates trends in revenues and expenses. 
22 That is by 2024-25. Non-rural councils, such as Tamworth, were required to meet the benchmark within 5 
years (i.e. 2019-20). IPART, Methodology for Assessment of Council Fit for the Future Proposals, June 2015, p. 
11. 
23 Janelle Archdale, Walcha Public Hearing 9 am. 
24 See http://www.ipart.nsw.gov.au/files/sharedassets/website/trimholdingbay/tamworth_regional_council_-
_fit_for_the_future_assessment_summary.pdf  
25 TCorp, Walcha Council Financial Assessment, Sustainability and Benchmarking Report, March 2013, p 13, 
DLG, (DLG - now Office of Local Government)  Department of Premier and Cabinet, Local Government 
Infrastructure Audit, June 2013, p 144. In March 2013, TCorp concluded Walcha was in a weak position and 
based on its current long term financial position this was likely to deteriorate in the future. TCorp identified that 
Walcha’s operating result, excluding capital grants and contributions, showed a deficit position in each year of the 
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TCorp’s analysis was based on financial performance over the four year period 2008/09 to 2011/12 
(i.e. two years earlier than the information used by IPART).  

This significant improvement in assessed financial viability reflects both the differences in the 
methodologies applied,26 the impact of reforms implemented by Walcha Council over the 
intervening period and some changes in accounting treatment (described below).  

Table 2 illustrates councils’ 2013/14 data from the Office of Local Government on the financial 
performance relative to councils of a similar size and Office of Local Government benchmarks. 
Relative to their peers both councils are performing well. In 203/14 Walcha did not meet one Office 
of Local Government benchmark, as marked in red. In 2014/15 Walcha achieved all OLG 
benchmarks.27 

Table 2 Council performance against peers (2013/14) 

Indicator / council Tamworth  Average of 
Tamworth’s 
group 

Walcha Average of 
Walcha’s group 

Operating revenues $142,785,000 $80,798,000 $10,968,000 $13,786,000 
Operating 
expenditures 

$119,689,000 $73,726,000 $10,980,000 $13,956,000 

Net $23,096,000 $7,072,000 -$12,000 -$170,000 
Operating performance 
ratio % 

4.03 -8.3 -11.04 -14.8 

Own source revenue % 74 73 65 56 
Grant revenue % 26 26 35 43 
Debt service cover 
ratio 

3.4 3.5 18.7 131.7 

Infrastructure backlog 
ratio 

2 7.6 5 7.6 

Asset maintenance 
ratio 

99 84.4 69 93 

Roads bridges and 
footpaths expenditure 
per capita 

$408.15 $338.57 $1441.21 $1326.27 

Source: NSW Office of Local Government Measuring Local Government Performance. Red illustrates outside of Office of 
Local Government benchmark. In 2014/15 Walcha calculates that its performance in 2014/15 was within the benchmark. 

Walcha’s operating performance ratio has improved since 2011/12 (the data used by TCorp) as 
shown in Figure 5. The operating ratio measures the council’s achievement in containing operating 
expenditure within operating income. The ratio is calculated by the total continuing operating 
revenues (excluding capital grants) less operating expenses, divided by the total continuing 
operating revenues (excluding capital grants).28 

review period. While Walcha’s total expenses grew at an average of 13.3% p.a. over the period mainly due to 
increased employee expenses, and materials and contract expenses. In June 2013, the Division of Local 
Government categorised Walcha’s infrastructure management as distressed and calculated an estimated cost to 
bring backlog infrastructure to standard at $5,137.41 per capita ($2013) Contrastingly, DLG categorised 
Tamworth’s infrastructure management as moderate and calculated an estimated cost to bring backlog 
infrastructure to standard at $1,832.45 per capita ($2013).  
26 For example, IPART’s assessment is explicitly dependent upon Walcha obtaining a two year special rate 
variation equivalent to 10.5% above rate peg. IPART, op cit, Appendix C, p 375.  
27 Walcha Council General Purpose Financial Statement for the year ended 30 June 2015 (Walcha 2014/15 
Financial Statement), 
28 Office of Local Government, Your Council: Profile & performance of the NSW Local Government Sector, June 
2015, p. 12.  
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Figure 5 Walcha’s operating performance ratio over time to 2014/15  

 

Source: 2011/12 to 2013/14 from NSW Office of Local Government Measuring Local Government Performance, Walcha 
Council 2014/15 Annual Financial Statement, page 46. 

This improvement is due in part to reforms referenced in Walcha Council’s submission29 and in part 
due to accounting changes. The 2014/15 Financial Statements show:  

• 3.5% per cent increase in rate revenues relative to 2013/14 which is a little higher than the rate 
peg of 2.3% 

• 63% increase in user charges revenues relative to 2013/14. This figure includes: $1,923,000 
increase in the annual revenues received from State roads for maintenance works and a $35,000 
increases in aged care charges 

• 9.1% reduction in depreciation relative to 2013/14  
• reporting $591,000 Roads to Recovery Grant as an operating grant rather than a capital grant in 

the accounts. 30 

These improvement trends were offset by the negative impacts of continuing expenditures, 
specifically increases in employee costs31 and increases in materials and contracts.32 

Implications of projected population changes 
The population of Tamworth is projected to increase which will increase its revenue base and, if 
economies of scale are available, further enhance the financial viability of the council. In contrast, 
Walcha’s population has decreased in recent years and is projected to decrease by a further 9.8% 
over the period 2016 and 2031.33 

  

29 Walcha Submission, p 5. 
30 Walcha Council General Purpose Financial Statement for the year ended 30 June 2015 (Walcha 2014/15 
Financial Statement), pp 4 and 54 and internal calculations. 
31 Note 4a of Walcha 2014/15 Financial Statement at page 33 shows that relative to 2013/14 employee FTE 
increased by 1 while employee related costs by a total of $531,000.  
32 Note 4c of Walcha 2014/15 Financial Statement at page 34 shows that relative to 2013/14 total materials and 
contracts increased by $531,000.  
33 http://www.planning.nsw.gov.au/Research-and-Demography/Demography/Population-Projections accessed 16 
March 2016. 
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Table 3 Walcha projected population and expenditure per capita 
 11/12  12/13 13/14 14/15 2015/16 2021 2026 2031 

Walcha 
population 

3,122a 3,088a 3,087a 3,098a 3,050b 2,950b 2,850b 2,750b 

Total 
expenses from 
continuing 
operations 

 $14,824,000 $13,548,000  $10,980,00
0 

$13,098,000 assume 
expenses 
static  

assume 
expenses 
static 

assume 
expenses 
static 

assume 
expenses 
static 

Continuing 
expenditure 
per capita 
served 

$4,748  $4,387  $3,557  $4,228 $4,294 $4,440  $4,596  $4,763  

Note a Office of Local Government time series data Note b NSW Department of Planning projection34 

Based on the currently reported population and 2015/16 continuing operating expenditures, the 
cost of local government is currently $4,228 per Walcha resident. Even if the council could contain 
costs to current levels for the next 15 years, the cost of local government services would rise to 
$4,763 per capita by 2031 ($2015/16) an increase of $535 per capita ($2015/16).  

As the costs per capita of local government rises as the population decreases, each year the council 
will face a challenging choice between increasing rates or reducing services and employment to 
avoid erosion of the council’s financial position. 

Table 3 shows that in 2011/12 the cost per capita of local government services approached this 
projected level. However, this is not evidence that ratepayers are able or willing to pay rates 
commensurate with this cost per capita.35  

Declining population levels of the region will create ongoing upward pressure on Walcha ratepayers. 
Given its ageing and lower socio-economic profile,36 ongoing rising rates are expected to be 
unsustainable for many residents and ratepayers in the local population. 

Opportunities for efficiencies due to economies of scale 
Efficiencies arising from economies of scale realised by the merged council are important to 
residents and ratepayers of the areas concerned as it directly impacts levels of future rates and 
future service provision. The examination finds that there are limited opportunities for scale 
efficiencies given the 100 km+ distance between the two centres and low population densities.  

Economies of scale exist when long run average total costs falls as production increases. Aulich et al 
and Ernst & Young, for IPART, reviewed available research about economies of scale arising from 

34 http://www.planning.nsw.gov.au/~/media/Files/DPE/Plans-and-policies/strategic-regional-land-use-plan-new-
england-north-west-2012-09.ashx accessed 19 March 2016. 
35 As illustrated in Figure 5, in 2011/12 the council’s expenditures significantly exceed its operating revenues less 
capital grants demonstrating that rates revenues did not recover the continuing expenditure. 
36According to OLG data, in 2013/14 31% of the Walcha local government area population were over 60 years if 
age  and the socio-economic index rank was 84 (where 1 is low and 152 is high). The average annual taxable 
income of the region was $36,503. The percentage of population older than 60 is above that of the NSW 
population.  
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mergers.37 Aulich et al suggests that services such as solid waste management and water services 
are more likely to evidence economies of scale.38  

The examination considers that there are limited opportunities for economies of scale. This is due to 
the distance between the population centres and low population density of the areas, shown in 
Table 4. These mean that savings arising from, for example, consolidating waste management and 
recycling infrastructure would be reduced by the increased cost of transporting bulky solid waste 
between population centres.  

Table 4 consideration of opportunities for economies of scope  
Indicator  Tamworth  Group 4 Walcha  Group 9 
Population Density per 
capita/km2 

6.0 60.8 0.5 0.7 

Source: Office of Local Government Time series data 2013/14. 

Rate implications 
The rates paid by ratepayers are unlikely to lead to financial disadvantage for ratepayers as a result 
of the merger, for the reasons below.  

The NSW Government has announced a 4 year rate freeze for all councils affected by a merger.39 It 
has also 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.40 This process is 
independent of the Minister’s decision on the merger proposal. 

The examination undertook a comparison of average rates for Tamworth and Walcha against their 
peers, based on Office of Local Government groupings. Tamworth is classified as a Regional 
Town/City (Group 4) council whereas Walcha is classified as a Rural (Group 9) council.41 A 
comparison of Tamworth and Walcha with the average rates for their respective peers shows that in 
each rating category: 

• Tamworth performs well, with average rates below that of the average for Group 4 councils 
• with the exception of its average business rate, Walcha’s average rates are higher than the 

Group 9 average.  

Some stakeholder submissions raised concerns that a merger would unfairly financially disadvantage 
Walcha ratepayers. The examination considers this unlikely as:  

• differential rating systems are in place across Tamworth Regional Council to ensure equitable 
treatment of the communities that merged in 200442 

• Walcha rates are currently above average for their group. 

  

37 Chris Aulich, Melissa Gibbs, Alex Gooding, Peter McKinlay, Stefanie Pillora, Graham Sanson, Consolidation in 
Local Government: A Fresh Look, Volume 1: Report, May 2011, Ernst & Young, Fit for the Future: Review of 
Business Case Estimates of Merger Net Benefits for Sydney Metropolitan Councils, October 2015, p. 21.  
38 Chris Aulich, Melissa Gibbs, Alex Gooding, Peter McKinlay, Stefanie Pillora, Graham Sanson, Consolidation in 
Local Government: A Fresh Look, Volume 1: Report, May 2011, p 40. 
39 NSW Government, Tamworth Walcha Proposal, p 2. 
40 http://www.ipart.nsw.gov.au/files/sharedassets/website/trimholdingbay/terms_of_reference_-
_review_of_local_government_rating_system_-_december_2015.pdf, accessed 11 March 2016. 
41 Office of Local Government, Time series data 2011-12 to 2013-14 accessed on 11 March 2016 at 
https://www.olg.nsw.gov.au/public/my-local-council/yourcouncil-website. 
42 Tamworth Regional Council, Inquiry into Local Government in New South Wales, July 2015, p. 3. 
http://www.parliament.nsw.gov.au/prod/parlment/committee.nsf/0/470a979196e752b3ca257e84007d2465/$FILE/
0050%20Tamworth%20Regional%20Council.pdf 
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The community of interest and geographic cohesion 

Section 263(3)(b) of the Act requires that the examination have regard to the community of interest 
and geographic cohesion in the existing areas and in any proposed new area.  

Delegate’s finding 
The examination concludes that Walcha Council area is characterised by largely distinct communities 
of interest with limited evidence of geographic cohesion with Tamworth. It identifies significant 
communities of interest that could be negatively impacted by the merger as the resources and 
culture of Walcha Council itself play a pivotal role in these communities of interest. 

Councils’ submissions 
Tamworth identifies that some communities near the boundaries of the proposed merger area may 
feel isolated from the decision-making processes of a future merged council. However it suggests 
that:  

• the ‘geographical spread of the proposed council is not considered to be a significant obstacle to 
effective government.’  

• the merged council could use ‘a variety of communication channels to inform residents, along 
with a commitment to meet with the community in their locality regarding important issues.’ 43 

Walcha suggests that the two communities are ‘more easily defined by their differences than by 
their similarities’ and argues that:  

• ‘Walcha has a strong and enduring local identity unrelated to Tamworth and is a distinct 
community in its own right.  

• ‘Walcha is its own community with most services and facilities accessible locally’ albeit the 
community makes use of the regional centres of Armidale and Tamworth. The submission lists 
communities of interest unique to Walcha. It also lists Walcha’s involvement with local 
government areas other than Tamworth including Uralla, Armidale Dumaresq, Guyra, 
Tenterfield, Glenn Innes Severn, Inverell, Singleton, Upper Hunter, Dungog and Gloucester.  

• there are differences in the geography and economic land use of the two regions. For example 
Tamworth is characterised by tourism, transport, agriculture, retail and services, whereas 
Walcha’s economy is based mainly on agricultural, forestry and fishing activities. It notes that 
unlike Tamworth, ‘Walcha is not a major tourism or transport hub’. 44  

Other submissions 
A large number of submissions argued that Walcha was generally self-sufficient and that the town of 
Walcha provided the centre for the local resident and business community.45 

Submissions argued that the Walcha region’s community of interest were distinct from Tamworth 
community and experiences a lack of geographic cohesion with the Tamworth region.46 Specifically 
stakeholders identified: 

• differences in the indigenous heritage of the two regions. The traditional people of Tamworth 
are Kamilaroi, while the traditional people of Walcha are Aniwan47 

43 Tamworth Submission, p 3. 
44 Walcha Submission, p 6. 
45 See for example, Speaker 23 and James Livingstone, Walcha Public Hearing 9 am, pp 25, 33-34. 
46 See for example, Phyllis Hoy, Anne Levingston, Natalie Levingston, Lillia Levingston, Sean Laurie,  Bevis Hoy 
14 January 2016, Samantha Goor 20 February 2016, Speaker 14, Tamworth Public Hearing. 
47 Rebel Thomson, 11 February 2016. 
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• differences in the agricultural practices of the two regions. Tamworth is described as broad acre 
farming and intensive farming (poultry), while Walcha is grazing (fine merino, sheep and cattle 
studs)48  

• differences in the local land services committees applicable to the two council areas49 
• differences in the climate, elevation and topography, for example. Tamworth is western and 

urban and Walcha is tableland and rural50 
• differences in the arts community and tourism focus of the two regions51 
• the large distance and absence of interconnecting infrastructure between the two regions, for 

example there is only one fully bitumen connecting road and Walcha is over an hour’s drive from 
Tamworth.52 

Further submissions argued that Walcha shares communities of interest with councils outside the 
merger area including: 

• arrangements for sharing council services with Uralla53 
• active participation in the Namoi Regional Joint Organisation of Councils and its projects 
• joint funding of Thunderbolt Way with Gloucester and Uralla Councils. 

Many submissions argued the merger would damage the distinct communities of interest of Walcha 
due to the fact that the council itself was an integral member of those communities. 54 For example: 

• a strong arts presence among the community and a 51 sculpture outdoor gallery with a 
replacement value of over $1.1 million held by the council55  

• Walcha Support Group which supports people with life threatening or debilitating disease56  
• sports organisations that currently enjoy waived fees for use of the sports fields, schools and 

swim groups that currently enjoy free pool access or access for extended hours57 
• the Walcha Show, Farmers Market, Walcha District Cricket Association and Junior Rugby 

provided examples of highly proactive and responsive non-financial support from the council 
which underpins the success of major events and fundraising58 

• 15 year involvement in the recruitment of doctors to rural areas including the sale of council 
land to state government for $1 to enable construction of the Multi-Purpose Service59 

48 See for example, Carolyn Laurie 29 January 2016, R Blomfield 19 February 2016 page 1, K Blomfield 5 
February p. 1 to 3. 
49 See for example, Alec, and Ross King, Walcha Public Hearing 9 am, pp 26 and 28. 
50 See for example, Carolyn Salter, Antony and Suzanne White, Margaret Upton, Robyn Lyon, Neil Woolliams, 13 
January 2016, Katrina Warden 21 February page 2 and 3, DC Campbell, 23 February 2016. 
51 See for example, Katrina Warden 21 February pp. 2 and 3. 
52 Garth Wilson, Marion Halloran 18 February 2016, Peter Blomfield 24 February 2016, Keith Walcha Public 
Hearing 9 am, p. 44 
53 See for example, Anne Levingston, 19 January 2016. 
54 Jan Cross, Walcha & District Historical Society 4 February, Roxana Matthews 6 February 2016, James 
Levingston Rotary Club of Walcha 9 February 2016, George Pethard 4 February 2016, Rebel Thomson, John 
Williams for Rotary Club of Walcha 8 February 2016, Phillis Hoy, Tamworth Public Hearing, p. 10, 
55 See for example, Kate Durack and Michael Luchich 3 February 2016, Angus Nivison Walcha Public Hearing, p 
21 Marlay and Annette Brown, Katrina Warden 21 February page 2 and 3,  Angus, Walcha Public Hearing 9 am, 
pp. 21 -22, Speaker 51, Ross King Walcha 9 am, pp. 28-29, EE Blomfield 15 February 2016, p. 2, Katrina 
Warden 21 February 2016, p. 3, 
56 Walcha Support Group 16 January 2016. 
57 See for example, Ben Usher, Angus Warden, Ross King Walcha Public Hearing 9 am, pp 29-30 and 32-33, AJ 
Cross 19 February 2016,  
58 See for example, Angus Warden 20 February 2016, p. 1, Ross King and Annette Smith Walcha Public Hearing 
9 am, pp. 28 and 36, Walcha District Cricket Association, 28 February 2016, Km Blomfield 15 February 2016, p. 
1, Katrina Warden 21 February 2016, p. 3. 
59 See for example, Gerry Moran, Walcha Public Hearing 9 am, p. 21, Janelle Archdale, personal submission. 
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• other community organisations which provided submissions about their dependence on the 
volunteerism of individual council staff.60  

The collection [the open air gallery] is held by Walcha Council on behalf of its rate 
payers and one could say, not likely, the rest of Australia. If the forced merger with 
Tamworth takes place this incredible gem of community and cultural heritage will then 
be owned by a distant council we know nothing about and little in common. So what 
would be the consequences of this?’61 

One I am particularly involved in is the Walcha Support Group. We support people who 
have life threatening or debilitating disease in various ways and have been doing that 
for over 26 years. We also lend out nursing aids to community members. Walcha 
Council has put us under their umbrella so that we are not crippled with insurances and 
red tape, and we are told to just continue what we do as (they say) we do it well. We 
may well not survive amalgamation, as we would be unknown by Tamworth Regional 
Council, whom I’m sure would require much more (paperwork) from us, which would 
defeat us.62 

The back office and senior staff play a very significant role in the broader community 
outside their 9-5 role in council. They are the treasurers, the presidents, the secretaries 
of the many community organisations we have in town. I personally am the honorary 
auditor of three of these community organisations.’63 

Analysis 
Like many communities Walcha is proud of its heritage, tradition, culture and landscape as 
evidenced by:  

• submissions from Walcha and other stakeholders which list community sporting, cultural, 
health, administration and economic activities centred on Walcha town to evidence the degree 
to which the town is a significant and self-sufficient centre for the region 

• submissions that stressed the existence of distinct Walcha communities of interest and lack of 
geographic integration. However, the examination also identified some examples of current 
shared communities of interest such as Namoi Regional Joint Organisation of Councils, library 
and New England North West regional tourism organisation.64 

After careful consideration of all submissions, the examination concludes that changes to the 
boundaries of councils are unlikely to impact most of these communities of interest and traditions. 
However, in some instances the resources and culture of Walcha Council are pivotal to their 
operation. The examination considers that the proposed merger would have a potential detrimental 
effect on some significant communities of interest such as: 

• continued development and maintenance of the Open Air Gallery 
• various community service organisations that receive highly proactive and non-financial support 

from the council to ensure that a full range of social services are available to the community. 

  

60 See for example, Ross King submission on behalf of the Walcha Show and Lower Apsley River Landcare 
Group, Katrina Warden 21 February 2016, p. 1. 
61 Angus Walcha Public Hearing 9 am, p. 21. 
62 Walcha Support Group, 16 February 2016. 
63 Jack O’Hara Walcha Public Hearing 9 am, p. 8. 
64 http://www.newenglandnorthwest.com.au/content_common/pc-by-region.seo  
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The historical and traditional values  

Section 263(3)(c) of the Act requires that the examination have regard to the existing historical and 
traditional values in the existing areas and the impact of change on them.  

Delegate’s finding 
The examination finds that the historical and traditional values of Walcha and Tamworth regions are 
unlikely to be impacted through the merger.  

Councils’ submissions 
Tamworth does not consider that the merger will have a detrimental impact on the historical and 
traditional values in the existing area. It notes that the Walcha community has its own unique 
attributes and characteristics which would be maintained in the same way as the community 
interests of Barraba, Manilla and Nundle since 2004.65  

Walcha argued that the two existing areas have different traditional and historical values and that a 
merged council is unlikely to harmonise these values. It suggests that Walcha’s values have been 
shaped by its relative isolation while Tamworth’s values are shaped by a broader set of influences.66  

Other submissions 
Over 30 submissions argued that the proposed merger would have a negative impact on the Walcha 
region’s historical and tradition values.  

Walcha has one of the oldest race meetings in Australia, the Geebung, raced more 
often that the Melbourne Cup and it’d be remiss of me not to mention the Rugby Cup. 
Does the Tamworth Council care about history or values? No they don’t67 

Submissions note differences in the indigenous heritage of the two regions. The traditional 
people of Tamworth are Kamilaroi, while the traditional people of Walcha are 
Aniwan68/Dungatti69 Other submissions noted differenced in the economies, demographics 
and climatic conditions that shape values and traditions.70  

A number of submissions emphasised that Walcha’s values included and/or had generated 
a unique artistic community.71 

Since early European settlement both regions experienced agricultural development. However 
submissions stress that differences in the topography, climate and isolation of the two regions 
resulted in differences in development, settlement patterns and agricultural practice. 
Consequentially, today Tamworth is a large, diverse regional and urban centre while they suggest 
Walcha is an agricultural and regional area with a vibrant arts community.  

I am a resident of Tamworth and the former Mayor of Tamworth City Council. It is in my 
opinion that an amalgamation of the Walcha Shire with Tamworth Regional Council 
would not be in the interests of either area. The areas are physically and geographically 
very different The town of Walcha is nearly an hour's drive from Tamwerth CIty. Walcha 

65 Tamworth Submission, p 3. 
66 Walcha Submission, p 9. 
67 Andrew Crawford, Tamworth Public Hearing, p 7.  
68 Rebel Thomson 12 February 2016. 
69 Michael Heazlett 21 February 2016. 
70 See for example, Katrina Blomfield Walcha Public Hearing 9 am, p. 34 
71 See for example, Speaker 13, Tamworth Public Hearing, p. 12.  
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is much closer to Uralla and has much more in common with Uralla. If I were a resident 
of Walcha I would feel very remote from the decision makes in Tamworth.72 

Analysis 
Tamworth Regional Council has an area of approximately 9,894 km2 with a population of 59,743. 
Located in the New England Region, it is a regional centre with retail, service and tourism industries. 
Agriculture including beef, sheep, grain, dairy, poultry and lucerne production are the main 
industries in the area. Tamworth is known as the Country Music Capital of Australia and is home of 
the Country Music Festival and Awards and the Big Golden Guitar. It is also home to the Australian 
Equine and Livestock Events Centre. 

 Walcha Council has an area of approximately 6,267 km2 with a population of 3,087. Located in the 
New England Region, its major industries are agriculture in the production of livestock, wool and 
timber. It is home to the Macleay Gorges National Park, wilderness and state forests. The area is also 
known for its trout fishing with 1,500 km of trout streams. 

While of concern in many stakeholders’ submissions, the examination concludes that the traditional 
and historical values of the Walcha and Tamworth regions would not be impacted by the proposal. 
This is because the custodians of these values are the people and families that live in the region- 
rather than their councils.  

Like many others of regional Australia, the values of these two areas are enduring and deeply rooted 
in the two communities. Changes to the structure of the local government of the area do not impact 
the culture, climate, geography, aboriginal history or civic values.  

  

72 DC Campbell 23 February 2016. 
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The attitude of residents and ratepayers  

Section 263(3)(d) of the Act requires that the examination have regard to the attitude of the 
residents and ratepayers of the areas concerned.  

Delegate’s finding 
The majority of the written and verbal submissions received expressed opposition to the merger and 
continued support for the Walcha Council’s Mayor and staff. Of these, a number of submissions 
identified even stronger opposition to a merger between Walcha and Armidale-Dumaresq Council.  

Should the merger proceed, considerable efforts would be required by the new council to address 
community concerns and ensure the new council adopts an inclusive culture for the whole 
community.  

Councils’ submissions 
Tamworth has taken an impartial approach to the proposed merger with Walcha.73 It notes that few 
Tamworth residents or ratepayers have expressed either support or objection to the proposed 
merger with Walcha.74  

Tamworth notes that at the time of the 2004 merger of five general councils there were “concerns 
raised by many residents in the smaller centres that they would lose local representation and see a 
decline in service levels. However, the performance of the Regional Council over the past decade has 
seen significant investments into infrastructure, facilities and services across the whole regional with 
a number of large projects undertaken in communities that may not have otherwise had the 
professional or financial capacity to successfully deliver the required outcome.”75 Consequently, the 
2013 community survey found 91% satisfaction with the overall services and facilities delivered by 
council.  

Walcha’s submission summarises the history of local residents’ as consistent and long-held 
opposition to mergers first with Armidale and now Tamworth. This includes the public inquiry held in 
Walcha 10 February 2016 where a large number of speakers made verbal submissions opposing the 
merger with an attending audience of more than 600. 

Other submissions 
The submissions were virtually unanimous in their opposition to the merger.76 The submissions were 
very consistent in praising Walcha council for the high level of services and expressing fears that a 
merger would result in a loss of local services and identity. These attitudes centre on the belief that 
the needs of rural areas would be neglected in a larger, more urban council. 

To merge with Tamworth Regional Council we would be gobbled up in the process.77 

Analysis 
Most of the submissions received expressed opposition to the merger and continued support for the 
Walcha Council’s Mayor and staff. The examination considered these views in reaching the 
recommendation.  

The examination considers that an attitude of opposition or support by a majority of submissions 
received is not a sufficient rationale to determine the delegate’s recommendation under section 263 

73 Tamworth Submission, p 1. 
74 Tamworth Submission, p 3. 
75 Tamworth Submission, p 3. 
76 As noted in Figure 2 the majority of submissions were from Walcha residents. 
77 Doug Garstane 
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of the Act. Rather, the delegate needs to take a balanced perspective. A balanced perspective 
requires consideration of the attitudes of all views expressed under Section 263(3)(d) and also 
consideration of all the other factors listed in section 263 of the Act.  

This examination identifies that it is critical that, if implemented, the new merged council proactively 
and consistently engage the Walcha community.  
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The requirements related to elected representation 

Section 263(3)(e) of the Act requires that the examination have regard to 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.  

Delegate’s finding 
It is recommended that 12 elected representatives would provide the most desirable and 
appropriate relationship between ratepayers and elected representatives, should the Minister reach 
the decision to implement the merger.  

Councils’ submissions 
If the merger proceeds, Tamworth recommends election of 11 councillors to provide increased 
opportunity for representation from outside the major population centre.78 

In the event a merger is implemented, Tamworth suggests that the transitional governance 
arrangements include the current Mayor and Deputy Mayor of Walcha and all of the councillors of 
the current Tamworth Regional Council.79  

Walcha argues that a merged council could not provide the desirable and appropriate relationship 
between elected representatives and ratepayers given its small size relative to Tamworth and 
potential negative impacts on civic leadership.80 The council identifies while the establishment of 
new engagement, consultative and representative measures could be implemented to mitigate 
some of these impacts the costs of these measures would reduce the financial benefits of the 
merger.81 

Other submissions 
There were around 90 written submissions and a number of verbal submissions that expressed 
concern that the merger would result in a loss of representation.82 Submissions from Walcha 
residents and also Nundle and Manilla residents expressed concern about the consequences of a 
decline in the ratio of elected representation as it might result in a decline in the quality of council 
services provided to villages and rural ratepayers. For example: 

It is quite unique geographically and would be merely an appendage to Tamworth. How 
much representation would we have in a bigger council and how many times a year 
could we expect roads to be graded say, in the Kangaroo flat area, which is over two 
hours drive away from Tamworth?83 

Others suggested that due to expected limited elected representation from Walcha, other small 
towns and rural communities, the proposed new council would be too urban-focussed and hence 
not responsive to the concerns of rural communities.84 

78 Tamworth Submission, p 4.  
79 Tamworth Submission, p 3. 
80 Walcha Submission, p 10. 
81 Walcha Submission, p 11. 
82 See for example, Rachelle East, Emma Shina, David Salter, Alan Churchill, Adele Laurie, Wayne Bacon, 
Jennifer Kealey (multiple submissions), Don Murchie, Ria Kealey, Meg Kealey, Hannah Crawford 4 February 
2016, Isabella Crawford 5 February 2016, Margaret Carter, Peter McNeill Europambela Grazing Co. 22 January 
2016, Susie Crawford, 11 January 2016, Sandy Allen, Tamworth Public Hearing 7 pm pp 6-7, Hugh Ross King 
Walcha Public Hearing 9 am, p. 32. 
83 David Salter, 17 January 2016 
84 See for example, Speaker 22 Walcha Public Hearing 9 am, pp 23 - 24. 
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Analysis  
The current ratio of elected representation for the two existing councils and the recommendation 
for the merged council are illustrated in Table 4. 

Table 4 Ratios of elected representation  

Council Number councillors Ratio of residents per 
councillor 

Tamworth 
Regional  9 6,638 

Walcha 8 386 
Merged council 12 5,299 

Source: Office of Local Government Time series data 2013/14. 

The Minister’s merger proposal suggested the merged council include 9 elected representatives like 
Coffs Harbour Council while Tamworth Regional Council suggested 11 councillors.   

To assist the examination, additional analysis was undertaken. The analysis considered the current 
elected representation of the seven regional councils with populations within 20 per cent of the 
total proposed merged council. As illustrated below these local government areas are represented 
by between seven and 13 councillors with ratios of elected representation ranging from 4,178 
population per councillor85 through to 9,685 population per councillor. 86 Table 5 illustrates the 
recommendation and summarises this analysis. It illustrates that the recommendation of 12 
councillors is at the upper end of the range for this group and produces a ratio of elected 
representation towards the bottom of the range for this group.  

Table 5 Ratios of elected representation for regional councils with population within 20% of the proposed 
merged council  

Council  
Number of 
councillors 

Number of councillors 
/population Total population 

Albury City Council 9 5,583 50,243 
Clarence Valley Council 9 5,671 51,043 
Cessnock City Council 13 4,178 54,313 
Tamworth Regional Council 9 6,638 59,743 
Proposed merged council 12 5,299 63,593 
Shellharbour City Council 7 9,685 67,797 
Port Stephens Council 10 6,894 68,935 
Coffs Harbour City Council 9 7,978 71,798 
Source: Office of Local Government Time series data 2013/14. 

The recommendation reflects stakeholder submissions and other analysis including:  

• analysis of the ratio of elected representation of the seven regional councils with populations 
within 20 per cent of the proposed merged council (as at 2011) which suggests an appropriate 
range of 7 to 13 councillors 

• the recommendation of 12 councillors is less than the maximum number of councillors possible 
within the constraints of the Act87 

85 Cessnock City Council 
86 Shellharbour City Council  
87 Under section 224(1) of the Act a council must have a minimum of 5 and a maximum of 15 councillors. 
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• the strength of concern expressed by stakeholders about the potential negative impacts of 
reduced electoral representation on the levels of council services supplied to smaller towns and 
rural communities 

• projections that the population of Tamworth City will grow more than surrounding regions 
which may increase concerns about the representation of smaller towns and rural 
communities88 

• recognition that a councillor’s responsibility in the Act is to represent the interests of the 
residents and ratepayers89 which the Councillor Handbook describes as an obligation to 
represent the interests of the community as a whole and not a particular interest group.90 

  

88 Tamworth’s population is projected to grow from 60,850 in 2016 to 67,750 in 2031, i.e. by about 11.3% over 
the period. Walcha’s population is projected to decline from 3,050 to 2,750 over the same period, i.e. a decrease 
of about 9.8%. http://www.planning.nsw.gov.au/~/media/Files/DPE/Plans-and-policies/strategic-regional-land-
use-plan-new-england-north-west-2012-09.ashx accessed 19 March 2016. 
89 Section 232 (2) of the Act. 
90 For more information see Councilor Handbook, Office of Local Government, 2012, p. 19 
www.olg.nsw.gov.au/sites/default/files/Councillor-Handbook.pdf 
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The impact on services and facilities 

Section 263(3)(e1) of the Act requires that the examination have regard to 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. 

Delegate’s finding 
The examination concludes a merger will strengthen the organisation and advocacy capacities of 
local government to upgrade its infrastructure and thereby ensure adequate and equitable services 
and facilities.  

Councils’ submissions 
Tamworth Regional Council identifies that while small regional centres were concerned prior to the 
2004 merger about potential service reductions, over the past decade the council made significant 
investments to improve the infrastructure, facilities and services that would not have been possible 
without scale and capability of the merger. It identified that: 

• it has maintained branch offices and work depots in each of the centres of Barraba, Manilla and 
Nundle  

• It provides six libraries, six museums, six swimming pools three community centres, one art 
gallery, nine landfills and three transfer stations 

• local people who understand and appreciate the local community work in and staff each facility  
• it would support the location of an administrative office of the council in Walcha if the councils 

are merged.91 

In its submission to the 2015 NSW Parliamentary Inquiry into Local Government, Tamworth Regional 
Council’s reflection was that the merger improved the strategic capacity of the Council contributing 
to the following benefits for residents and ratepayers:  

• ‘service and infrastructure improvements funded by a more robust revenue base 
• investment in regional infrastructure not previously possible 
• increased capacity to take on large scale projects 
• increased capacity to be an effective political advocate 
• a stronger and more equitable rating system 
• greater capacity to stimulate and promote growth of the local economy 
• significant increase in staff employment opportunities and career development 
• improved regional decision-making and strategic infrastructure planning 
• streamlining regulation and planning policies between councils.’92 

Walcha Council argues that an administrative centre will need to be maintained in Walcha to ensure 
adequate service provision to outlying Walcha villages over 200 kilometres from Tamworth and that 
these costs were not considered in the Minister’s merger proposal and will place upward pressure 
on future rates.93  

Walcha identifies that its unique geography and low population density have necessitated the 
development of innovative, proactive workforce development,94 consultation95 and service 

91 Tamworth Submission, pp 3-4. 
92 Tamworth Regional Council, Inquiry into Local Government in New South Wales, July 2015. 
http://www.parliament.nsw.gov.au/prod/parlment/committee.nsf/0/470a979196e752b3ca257e84007d2465/$FILE/
0050%20Tamworth%20Regional%20Council.pdf 
93 Walcha Submission, p. 11. 
94 Walcha Council notes that of its 56 full time and 19 part time employees only 9 have not taken the opportunity 
to be enrolled in certified training. These staff are either close to retirement or have recently commenced 
employment with Council. Walcha Submission, p 14. 
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strategies to ensure the provision of adequate services to outlying villages and rural areas. This 
includes the modern plant fleet and timely replacement of equipment. The council argues that a 
merger would result in a decline in service quality, equity and adequacy. It notes that consultation 
was underway prior to the merger proposal for the villages of Niangala and Woolbrook to receive 
services from Walcha rather than Tamworth.96  

Further, Walcha is concerned that ‘last resort’ services currently provided by the council, where the 
community can’t attract a commercial provider, would not be a priority for a larger merged entity. 
Walcha applies this rationale to explain its involvement in the following services: meals on wheels, 
children’s early intervention centre and preschool, doctor recruitment and retention initiatives, RMS 
agency, heavy vehicle inspection station and various community care groups.97  

When all the heavy vehicle inspection stations were being withdrawn from small towns 
across NSW, council stepped in and lobbied RMS to maintain the service locally and to 
make sure it happened we actually built the facility.98 

Other submissions 
In general stakeholder submissions expressed appreciation of current levels of service,99 including 
services provided to property development,100 property protection101, aged,102 aboriginal 
communities103and youth residents.104  

I have property in three different shires. Without doubt Walcha is definitely the best.105 

Walcha council is strong, successful and financially viable. It is greatly valued by the 
population, yet the State Government promises to punish us for being successful.106 

Stakeholders expressed concern about the potential negative impacts of merger on these services 
received by Walcha and surrounding towns.107 Key concerns included:  

• a loss of accessibility of service due to distance if residents have to travel to access council 
services in Tamworth108 

95 ‘The Council tours the district annually holding no less than 6 public meetings in a number of rural localities 
where the community are invited not only to communicate their priorities but also comment on the level and 
quality of the services being provided.’ Walcha Submission, p 1.0 
96 Walcha Submission, p 8. 
97 Walcha Submission, p 14. 
98 Janelle Archdale, Walcha Public Hearing 9 am, p. 6. 
99 See for example, Peter Burnfield, Tony, Tony Windsor, Keith Mitchell, Ross King, Walcha Public Hearing 9 am, 
pp 28-29 and 39-42. 
100 See for example, Mike Faulkner 20 February 2016 
101 See for example, Bob Walsh Walcha Public Hearing 9 am, p. 10. 
102 See for example, Andrew Elliott, Margaret Cross, Cathy Noon Walcha Public Hearing 9 am, pp 17 and 43, 
Rob Blomfield 19 February 2016 p. 2 
103 See for example, Scott Schmutter, Tamworth Public Hearing 7 pm, pp. 8-9. 
104 See for example, Kristy Lawrence and Jarryd Bird express satisfaction with facilities provided to young people. 
Leanne Swain expresses satisfaction with the swim services and hours, Rev. Ben France, Gerry Moran, Mark 
Hall, Walcha Public Hearing 9 am, p. 13, 21, p. 35. 
105 Andrew Crawford, Tamworth Public Hearing, p. 7.  
106 Andrew Corbett, Walcha Public Hearing 9 am, p. 18. 
107 See for example, Adele Laurie, Annabel Laurie, John Hefferon, Andrew Laurie, Frank Ulysses Baird, Colin 
Crossman, Michael Luchich (film), Rhonda Death, Anne- Marie Pointing, Michael Langan, Jo Ireland, Peter 
Connett, Rosemary Harmer,  Anna Cathrina Lisle, David Levingston, Hazel Purton, Jennifer Kealey, Robert Beer, 
Anne Kermode, Kate Durack and Michael Luchich 3 February 2016, Andrew and Lissie Blomfield, Ron and 
Robyn Vincent, Rosemary McNeil, Robyn Cameron, Gordon Cameron, Peter McNeill, Paula Lances, Robin and 
Maggi Stace, Ruth Wall, NR and JF Breeze 20 January 2016, Mary Hall 19 January 2016, Cheryl Margery 31 
January 2016, S Partridge, Alan Struck 12 January 2016, Rebel Thomson 12 February and Tamworth Public 
Hearing, p. 4, Colleen Stackman, John Williams Walcha Public Hearing 9 am, p. 14. 
108 For example, Speaker 2, Walcha Public Hearing 9 am, p. 10, Edward and Karen Blomfield, 12 February 2016 
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• concerns that road maintenance frequency would decline after a merger109 
• negative perceptions of the level of service Tamworth currently supplies to Woolbrook, a border 

village jointly serviced by Walcha and Tamworth110 
• negative perceptions that the frequency of road grading and hours of the pool opening declined 

in the small towns of Manilla, Nundle, Parry, Baralla after the 2004 merger111 
• concerns that a merged council would not support continued operation of RMS and heavy 

vehicle inspection services in Walcha after a merger.112 

in 2014 we were securing tents at 6.30 on a Sunday morning in a Walcha arctic squall. 
We hit a water main. Within 15 minutes Council was at the field to fix the problem. Do I 
think this would happen with a centralised Council located in Tamworth 90 kilometres 
away? No.113 

It is 115 km to Tamworth, a 230km round trip. To have to travel that distance to access 
council services is out of the question for me, a woman running a 1500 acre farm single 
handed.114 

Analysis  
Walcha Council currently provides a range of local government service to a small community within 
the financial constraints of a small revenue base. A number of submissions evidenced the 
communities’ appreciation of Walcha Council’s customer service and its fears that services, 
especially road grading, may reduce after a merger.  

Tamworth Regional Council provides a range of local government service to a large community from 
a significantly larger and more secure long-term revenue base. A number of submissions identified 
concerns that some services to smaller regional centres such as road grading and swimming pool 
hours had reduced after the merger with Tamworth in 2004.  

Walcha has an extensive gravel road network. It invests around 41 per cent of its total expenditure 
on roads, bridges and footpaths NSW councils in the percentage of total expenditure on roads, 
bridges and footpaths. This network would become the asset of merged council. The new council 
would accept associated responsibility and legal liabilities to ensure road safety and accessibility. 
Consequentially, the merged council would need to continue comparable levels of investment in 
road grading and gravel road maintenance.  

However, continuation of these and other service depends on maintenance and renewal of Walcha 
Council’s key infrastructure which are somewhat dependent on the council securing grant funding. 
For example: 

• in February 2014 the town had 8 weeks remaining water supply and secured NSW Government 
funding for emergency water supplies sewerage system115 

109 See for example, Antony and Suzanne White, Rosemary Harmer, Patrick Lupica, Peter Notman, Roxanna 
Mathews 6 February 2016, Charles and Bronwyn Koebel 25 January 2016, Speaker 9, Tamworth Public Hearing, 
Hamish McLaren, Alec Gill Walcha Public Hearing 9 am, pp 16 and 25, Trudy Notley.  
110 Tony Kennelly, Amy Paprill, Angela McDonald, Jean Cross 20 January 2016, Peter McNeill Europambela 
Grazing Co. 22 January 2016,  
111 See for example, Rhonda Death, Rosemary Harmer, Carolyn Laurie 29 January 2016, Robert and Pamela 
Walsh 19 January 2016, VA O’Keefe, Trudi Notley, Belinda Laurie, Peter Blomfield, David McKinnon, Sandy 
Allen Tamworth Public Hearing pp 5-6, Louisa Clarke, 21 February 2016, p. 2.  
112 See for example, BG Betts 
113 Angus Warden 20 February 2016, p. 1, A number of other submissions described the same event to draw the 
same conclusion, for example Speaker 9 Tamworth Public Hearing, p. 11. 
114 Marion Hallowan, 18 February 2016. 
115 http://www.abc.net.au/local/stories/2014/02/06/3939126.htm accessed 8 March 2014 
http://www.kevinanderson.com.au/News-and-Media/Media/-600-000-To-Secure-Walcha-Water-Supply/  
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• the local government area has a number of timber bridges that require expensive maintenance 
and in early 2016 secured Commonwealth co-contributions to replace three of these bridges116  

Tamworth Regional Council submission states, and other stakeholders acknowledge, that since the 
2004 amalgamation there have been significant infrastructure investments in its regional centres to 
improve services. Investments that would not have occurred as quickly without amalgamation.  

… successfully delivering major infrastructure to these communities that their original 
councils were unable to deliver, including things like, with the financial assistance of the 
State and Federal Government, the Barraba pipeline which unfortunately the 
community had been seeking for many, many years and was not able to successfully 
deliver that one. They’ve actually gone from the worst water supply in the Tamworth 
Regional Council and now it’s the very best, good to the point that we don’t envisage 
that the Barraba community will face water restrictions ever again. We are just about 
to start on a major project at Manilla, a new water treatment plant which is at a cost of 
about $12,000,000. And it’s been entirely funded by the local government body.117 

This experience is not limited to the 2004 Tamworth merger. Research compiled for the 
Independent Review Panel interviewed some of the NSW councils that had been the subject of 
mergers in 2004.118 In relation to service delivery, it references: 

• Clarence Valley Council identified enhanced strategic capacity to deliver large scale projects and 
the bigger voice necessary to influence the other levels of Government and attract grant funding 
to the region119 

• Glenn Innes Severn Council identified improved capacity in project planning and delivery and 
improved service deliver post the merger120 

• 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 
maintenance121 

• Greater Hume Council identified that the organisation has better plant and equipment, with a 
larger budget there is a greater pool of funds to allocate to priority projects; and there have 
been more timely responses to customer requests.122 

A broader study commissioned by the Australian Centre for Excellence in Local Government also 
finds a strong link between amalgamation and the provision of new services and service delivery 
innovation123 

On balance, having carefully considered all submissions and the available analysis, the examination 
finds that the merger is likely to improve the council’s ability to provide adequate, equitable and 

116http://investment.infrastructure.gov.au/publications/reports/pdf/BRP/BRP_Round_2_NSW_projects_Jan2016.p
df  
117 Col Murray, Tamworth Public Hearing, p. 4.  
118 Jeff Tate Consulting, Report: Assessing processes and outcomes of the 2004 Local Government boundary 
changes in NSW for Independent Local Government Review Panel, January 2013 (Jeff Tate Consulting).  The 
consultant’s interviewed councils that had been the subject of mergers in 2004. Interviews reflect a common 
theme of enhanced capacity to delivers services. See also Tamworth Regional Council’s submission which 
identifies similar benefits from the 2004 merger, Tamworth Regional Council, Inquiry into Local Government in 
New South Wales, Submission No. 50, July 2015. 
119 Jeff Tate Consulting, Report: Assessing processes and outcomes of the 2004 Local Government boundary 
changes in NSW for Independent Local Government Review Panel, January 2013 pp 24-25 
120 Op cit p 25 
121 Op cit p 28  
122 Op cit p. 29  
123 Chris Aulich, Melissa Gibbs, Alex Gooding, Peter McKinlay, Stefanie Pillora, Graham Sanson, Consolidation in 
Local Government: A Fresh Look, Volume 1: Report, May 2011 (Aulich et al), p 7 
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appropriate services. The merger is expected to strengthen the council’s organisational and 
advocacy capacities to upgrade its infrastructure and thereby ensure adequate and equitable 
services and facilities. 
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The impact on employment of council staff  

Section 263(3)(e2) of the Act requires that the examination have regard to the impact of any relevant 
proposal on the employment of the staff by the councils of the areas concerned. 

Delegate’s finding 
The examination concludes that the impacts of the proposal on employment can be adequately 
managed.  

This conclusion is based on consideration of employment protections entrenched in legislation, the 
greater opportunities for individual staff’s career progression in a larger council and analysis of other 
recent mergers which suggests that employment levels increased after the merger. 

By legislation: 

• the employment and all employment conditions of all council award staff are maintained for 
three years from the date of merger124 

• staff cannot be required to transfer to a work base outside the boundaries of the their former 
council area for three years if they would suffer unreasonable hardships125 

• for rural centres such as Walcha town and the villages, regional employment must be 
maintained, as far as practicable, by the new merged council in perpetuity126 

• for the three years following a merger, the new council must not externally advertise permanent 
non-senior staff positions if the General Manager is satisfied that one or more of the transfer 
non-senior staff are suitably qualified to fill the position.127 

Appendix C includes information on 2013/14 levels of council employment.  

Councils’ submissions 
Tamworth and Walcha councils both identify the employment protection provisions relating to 
award employees and for employment in regional centres of less than 5,000 people.128 

Tamworth notes while the composition of the council has changed in the period prior to and since 
the 2004 merger: 

• staff numbers in individual towns have largely been maintained 

124 Section 354 C and D (1) of the Act, The employment of a member of staff of a council that is affected by a 
proposal (other than of a senior staff member) must not be terminated, without the staff member’s agreement, 
during the proposal period on the ground of redundancy. If a staff transfer occurs, the employment of: (a) a 
transferred staff member, and (b) in the case of a boundary alteration: (i) a remaining staff member of the 
transferor council, and (ii) an existing staff member of the transferee council, other than a senior staff member, 
continues on the same terms and conditions that applied to the staff member immediately before the transfer day, 
subject to section 354E. 
125 Section 354 I (2) (2) The staff member must not be required by the council employing the staff member to be 
based within 3 years after the transfer day at a work base located: (a) in a case where the staff member is a 
transferred staff member-outside the boundaries of the area of his or her former council as they existed 
immediately before the transfer day, or (b) in a case where the staff member is a remaining staff member of the 
transferor council-outside the boundaries of the area of the transferor council as they existed immediately before 
the transfer day, or (c) in a case where the staff member is an existing staff member of the transferee council-
outside the boundaries of the area of the transferee council as they existed immediately before the transfer day, 
unless the staff member gives his or her written consent to the change of work base or such a requirement would 
not cause the staff member to suffer unreasonable hardship because of the distance required to travel to the 
proposed work base. 
126 Section 218 CA (2) (2) The transferee council must ensure that the number of regular staff of the council 
employed at the rural centre is, as far as is reasonably practicable, maintained at not less than the same level of 
regular staff as were employed by the previous council at the centre immediately before the amalgamation or 
alteration of boundaries took effect. 
127 Section 354H External advertising not required in certain circumstances. 
128 Tamworth Submission, p 4 and Walcha Submission, p 15. 
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• there are very similar numbers of staff that live in each of the small centres now as there were in 
2004 

• the mix of Council roles has changed with some administrative roles consolidated into Tamworth 
and more outdoor service delivery staff employed in and around regional centres.129 

Walcha identifies a scenario whereby Walcha based staff would be required to commute daily to 
Tamworth or relocate, with consequential impacts on road safety risks or pressures to relocate to 
seek new opportunities.130  

Other submissions 
Over 90 submissions raised concerns that the merger would result in a loss of employment or 
conditions by council workers.131Additional specific employment concerns included that: 

• reductions in council employment would negatively impact the operations and employment of 
population dependent services such as schools132  

• reductions in council employment would negatively impact on charities and community 
organisations that currently receive volunteer or other services from employees of councils.133  

Analysis  
After considering all submissions, the examination considers that the impact of the proposal on 
council staff employment can be adequately managed. In reaching this conclusion key factors were: 

• the protections for individual employees contained in section 354 of the Act  
• increased opportunities for individual career progression offered in a larger organisation 
• the protections for regional employment in rural centre, such as Walcha and the smaller village, 

contained in sections 218 CA 
• a common view from both existing councils about the need to maintain a council administrative 

office in Walcha 
• research of recent past mergers that suggests council employment rose after the merger.  

For individual staff, many employment uncertainties are addressed through legislation and the 
additional career development opportunities created by the merger. For example: 

• the Act provides protections to allow these individuals to transition in the form of a three year 
period of: no forced redundancies; no forced transfers; no employment condition change; and 
changes in the expectations of externally advertisement of roles to give internal staff greater 
opportunities.  

• the merger provides individual staff with additional opportunities for increased career 
development opportunities. 

For rural centres, the proposed merger creates concerns that the local population will reduce if 
council employment changes. The Act provides permanent protections that current levels of 
employment in these centres such as Walcha town and the smaller villages will be maintained as far 
as practicable. Further, the examination notes that both existing councils identify the importance of 
maintaining an administrative office of council in Walcha town.  

129 Tamworth Submission, p 4. 
130 Walcha Submission, p 15. 
131 For example, Chris Preston, Barry Spray, Trudy Newman Walcha Public Hearing 9 am, pp 9, 11, 23, 26-27.  
Hannah Crawford 4 February 2016. 
132 See for example, Mike and Sheila Faulkner, Anne Kermode, Peter McNeill Europambela Grazing Co. 22 
January 2016, Louisa Clarke, 21 February 2016, p. 2.  
133 See for example, Annabel Laurie 27 January 2016, Michael Langan 6 February, Rebel Thomson 12 February 
and Tamworth Public Hearing.  
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Finally the examination has considered analysis of the 2004 NSW local government mergers which 
shows that there was an 11.7% increase in staff numbers across the 2004 merger areas.134 This result 
is not surprising as other research135 and other aspects of Jeff Tate’s analysis suggest that the 
merger’s financial savings are likely to be reinvested in improvements in council services which may 
have the ultimate effect of increasing council employment.  

  

134 Jeff Tate, Report; Assessing the processes and outcomes of the 2004 Local Government boundary changes 
in NSW for Independent Local Government Review Panel, January 2013, p. 17 
135 IMFG perspectives, Too Big, Yet Still Too small – Analysis of Canadian Amalgamations: March 2014. 
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The impact on rural communities 

Section 263(3)(e3) of the Act requires that the examination have regard to the impact on rural 
communities in the areas concerned. 

Delegate’s finding 
The examination concludes that the impacts of the proposal on rural communities can be adequately 
managed if the new merged council implements appropriate strategies.  

As identified above, protections under the Act are designed to ensure that employment is 
maintained at existing levels after a merger in rural councils with centres of less than 5000. This 
means, as far as practicable, a new council would be required to maintain current employment 
levels in Walcha town and any village that currently has a council office or depot.  

Councils’ submissions 
Tamworth Council’s submission identifies that the merger: 

• would have little or no impact on the existing rural communities of Tamworth  
• could reasonably be expected to have significant positive outcomes for the Walcha community 

based on the results of the 2004 amalgamations and the outcomes delivered to the smaller rural 
communities at that time.136  

Walcha identifies a range of potential negative impacts for its rural communities arising from the 
proposed merger including: 

• reduced elected representation 
• reduced access to centralised services, decision-making processes and their elected 

representatives 
• economic and social cost associated with travelling additional distances to access council 

services 
• risk of reduced employment options for Walcha young people if entry or other suitable roles are 

relocated to Tamworth 
• risk of reduced economic support for Walcha rural businesses that currently provide services to 

the council.137 

Other submissions 
Over 90 submissions raised concerns about whether the merger would result in a decline in council’s 
regional employment. Other key concerns about the impact of the merger on rural communities 
included: 

• a decline in the level of services and customer service provided to villages and rural 
communities. A specific concern is whether the frequency of road grading of rural roads would 
decline after the merger with negative impacts on road safety and rural businesses138  

• the risk of negative impacts on small businesses that currently provide services to councils139 
• the representation of the villages and rural communities in a merged council.140  

Walcha contains several small communities far distant from the town itself. These communities 
have requirements specific to their localities. Currently Walcha Council is well attuned to their 

136 Tamworth Submission, p 5. 
137 Walcha Submission, p 15. 
138 For example, Andrew Blomfield 15 January 2016, p. 1. Nina Hicks, Walcha Public Hearing 9 am, p. 19. 
139 See for example, BG Betts 3 February 2016. 
140 See for example, Walcha Support Group (Carolyn Salter) 10 February 2016, Peter McNeill, Walcha Public 
Hearing 9 am, p. 15. 
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special needs and in touch with community members and representatives. Such small 
communities could not possibly receive the same attention as miniscule elements of a gigantic 
regional council.141 

Analysis  
While acknowledging the strength of stakeholders’ concerns, the examination considers the impact 
of the proposal on rural communities can be adequately managed. In reaching this conclusion key 
factors were the protections for regional employment contained in the Act. Section 218 CA also 
requires the new council to maintain, as far as practicable, current employment levels in Walcha 
town and any village that currently has a council office or depot.  

Additional strategies to enhance rural communities that could be considered by the merged council 
include: 

• regularly holding council meetings in the smaller towns 
• the establishment of section 355 committees to represent the opinions of village and rural 

residents to the merged council that include the active participation of councillors 
• comprehensive, annual engagement by the council with the smaller towns and rural 

communities as part of the Community Strategic Plan process 
• continued operation of a council administrative facility in Walcha town. 

  

141 Irina Corlette 27 February 2016, pp. 7-8. 
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The desirability of wards 

Section 263(3)(e4) of the Act requires that the examination have regard to the desirability (or 
otherwise) of dividing the area or areas into wards. 

Delegate’s finding 
Division of the proposed merger into wards is not recommended. While many stakeholders are 
concerned about the future representation of their area, wards will not resolve this concern. 

Councils’ submissions 
Tamworth is concerned about the longer term implications if the Minister established a system of 
wards. Further it notes that: 

• in practice, despite 80% of the population of Tamworth residing in Tamworth city, three of the 
current nine councillors were elected from outside the City boundary 

• community members that are elected as councillors represent the whole of the local 
government area rather a specific interest or a bias towards a particular section of the 
population.142 

Walcha Council identifies that a system of wards will not ensure elected representation for Walcha 
given both the need to maintain consistent population numbers within wards and the concentrated 
population numbers of the City of Tamworth.143 

Other submissions 
While many stakeholders are concerned about issues of village and rural representation and services 
quality, only seven submissions of the 542 received addressed the question of the implementation 
of wards. Walcha currently utilises wards with some stakeholders supporting its expanded 
application.144Other stakeholders were concerned the legislative requirements for equal population 
in each ward would further disenfranchise Walcha.145 

Analysis 
The examination considered the advantages and disadvantages of wards, all submissions received 
and the differing populations of Walcha and Tamworth.  

Some of the advantages of a system of wards include that it: 

• enables councillors to be familiar with and responsive to, the issues and problems of their local 
communities 

• ensures that councillors come from different parts of the council area 
• lowers candidates’ election costs as they need to campaign only in one ward instead of over the 

whole council area. 

On the other hand some of the disadvantages include that it: 

• encourages parochialism and expenditure on the basis of ward boundaries, rather than the 
needs of the whole of the council’s area  

• does not accord fully with the principle of one vote-one value. 

142 Tamworth Submission, p 5. 
143 Walcha Submission, p 16. 
144 For example NSW Farmers’ Association 28 February 2016, Sandy Allan, Tamworth Public Hearing, p 6. 
145 For example Irina Corlette 27 February 2016.  
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Under the Act the division of a council’s area into wards must not result in a variation of more than 
10 per cent between the numbers of electors in each ward in the area.146 Consequently even if the 
merged council had 15 councillors, Walcha’s population would not be sufficient to comprise a 
distinct ward.147 15 councillors is the maximum number possible under the Act. Further under a 
system of wards, the population of Tamworth City would always elect around half of wards and 
hence always make up half of the elected council.  

The division of the proposed merger area into wards is not recommended as: 

• a system of wards would not guarantee representation for Walcha, given the size of its 
population relative to Tamworth City  

• could encourage parochialism and the allocation of expenditure based on ward boundaries. 

  

146 Under section 211 of the Act where a council becomes aware that the number of electors in one of its wards 
differs by more than 10 per cent from the number of electors in any other ward in its area, and that difference 
remains at the end of the first year of the following term of office of the council, the council must, as soon as 
practicable, alter its ward boundaries so that each ward contains a number of electors that does not differ by 
more than 10 per cent from the number of electors in each other ward in the area 
147 If the merged council had 15 councillors the estimated population per ward would be around 4,240. For 12 
councillor council, the estimated population of a ward is 5,300. 
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The need for effective representation of diverse communities 

Section 263(3)(e5) of the Act requires that the examination have regard to the need to ensure that 
the opinions of each of the diverse communities of the resulting area or areas are effectively 
represented. 

Delegate’s finding 
The examination concluded that the opinions of diverse communities can be adequately 
represented in a merged council.  

Councils’ submissions 
Tamworth reflects on the positive contribution of Community Development Committees established 
under section 355 of the Act for the period after the 2004 merger ‘to ensure smaller communities 
had a mechanism to provide input, feedback and recommendations to the elected council on 
matters of concern.’148 It suggests that if the merger is implemented new Community Development 
Committees are established to maintain a whole of community voice. 

Walcha is concerned that the merger will reduce representation of diverse communities, specifically 
smaller regional centres and rural communities. It notes: 

• that the council currently engages annually with each of the smaller towns to ensure that 
strategic planning is informed by the views of these communities 

• concerns that smaller communities have the potential to be lost in the activities and decision 
making of larger councils 

• while acknowledging that community advisory committee processes, or similar, may work, 
stresses that inclusion of the costs of these processes reduces the net potential financial benefits 
of the merger.149  

Walcha Council also stated that it ‘has worked conscientiously to incorporate our local indigenous 
Dungatti people into our community. There are numbers of ancient aboriginal sites in the shire. 
Recent endeavours have seen an aboriginal elder (Shirley Davidson now deceased) awarded an OAM. 
Prominent artist Gordon Hookey has worked with locals to produce an artwork and an upgrade of 
the aboriginal portion of the Walcha cemetery to provide a place of reflection and a memorial.’150 

Other submissions 
There were no submissions about representation of the views of ethnically and culturally diverse 
communities. A small number of submissions described local government services to aboriginal 
communities.151 

A number of submissions raised concerns about the representation of the views of smaller towns 
and rural communities in a merged council.152 These submissions identified: 

• the differing needs of these smaller communities relative to the needs of Tamworth153 
• the current, high levels of engagement between Walcha and the smaller towns in the local 

government area154 
• satisfaction with the services offered by Walcha to smaller towns and rural communities155 

148 Tamworth Submission, p 5. 
149 Walcha Submission, p. 16. 
150 Walcha Submission, p. 9. 
151 See Scott Schmutter, Tamworth Public Hearing, Rebel Thompson, Tamworth Public Hearing 
152 For example, Jennifer Kealey (multiple submissions), Don Murchie 26 January 2016, Ria Kealey 28 January 
2016, Mia Kealey/ speaker 11 Walcha Public Hearing 9 am, p. 16, Michael Heazlett 28 February 2016. 
153 See for example, Katrina Warden 21 February 2016, page 2. 
154 See for example, Trudy Newman February 2016. 
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• concern that the Community Development Committees established post the 2004 Tamworth 
merger to ‘hear’ the views of smaller towns had since been disbanded.156  

‘We are lucky enough to have the council members travel to the various outlying areas such as 
Brackendale, Nowendoc, Moona, Woolbrook, Ingelba, Yarrowditch and so on for council 
meetings where the people can have meeting with councillors. These meetings occur 2 to 3 times 
a year and are very valuable for the people in such areas.’157 

Analysis 
There were no submissions about representation of the views of ethnically and culturally diverse 
communities. This may reflect that both local government areas are characterised by relatively low 
levels of ethnic diversity.158  

According to OLG data, 7.4 per cent of the Tamworth population and 8.4 per cent of the Walcha 
population identify as aboriginal or Torres Strait islander. A small number of submissions considered 
local government services to indigenous communities.  

After considering submissions, the examination considers that the opinions of diverse communities 
can be adequately represented if appropriate strategies are implemented such as: 

• regularly holding council meetings in the smaller towns 
• the establishment of section 355 committees to represent the opinions of village and rural 

residents to the merged council that include the active participation of councillors 
• comprehensive, annual engagement by the council with the smaller towns and rural 

communities as part of the Community Strategic Plan process 
• continued operation of a council administrative facility in Walcha town. 

  

155 See for example, Margaret Higgins for Nowendoc Ladies Auxiliary 11 February 2016, C Margery for 
Nowendoc Ladies Auxiliary 5 February 2016, Colleen Stackman, Kathryn Morris 2 February 2016, Gladys 
Lordanic, February 2016, Speaker 65 Walcha Public Hearing 9 am, p. 44 
156 See for example, Sandy Allan, Tamworth Public Hearing, p 7, Alexander Allan 22 February 2016, p. 2. 
157 Christine Hoy  
158 OLG data identifies that 1.7 per cent of the Walcha population and 2 per cent of the Tamworth population 
speaks a language other than English. 
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Other factors relevant to efficient and effective local government 

Section 263(3)(f) of the Act requires that the examination have regard to such other factors 
considered relevant to the provision of efficient and effective local government in the existing and 
proposed new areas. 

Minister’s proclamation 
In the event that the Minister decides to implement a merger proclamation matters of transitional 
governance and the name of the new council would need to be considered. 

Transitional governance 

In relation to transitional governance, Tamworth Regional Council submission stresses that the 
composition of temporary governance arrangements should include strong representation from 
Walcha, for example the current Walcha Mayor and Deputy Mayor together with all of the 
representatives of the current Tamworth Council.  

This examination agrees that transitional governance arrangements are critical. However, consistent 
with research presented to the Independent Local Government Review Panel,159 the examination 
recommends that the composition of these governance arrangements should facilitate a ‘fresh start’ 
for the newly merged community.  

As such, it is recommended that the transitional arrangements include the current Walcha Mayor 
and Deputy Mayor together with around four of the current Tamworth councillors. 

Name of merged area 

If the merger is implemented, Tamworth Regional Council recommends that the name Tamworth 
Regional Council is retained given the significant investments made by ratepayers and regional 
businesses over many years to growing recognition of this brand domestically and internationally.160   

This suggestion is supported. 

Walcha Council’s comments regarding economic sustainability 
In relation to section 263(3)(f) Walcha Council submission identifies threats to key aspects of the 
economic sustainability of Walcha arising from the merger. Key elements of the council’s concerns 
are listed below.  

The importance of Walcha’s economic development is recognised by the examination. It is critical 
that any new merged council continues these and other strategies to enable the economic 
development of the whole of its region. The examination considers that the larger resources of a 
merged council would assist is these outcomes. Economic sustainability factors include:  

• continuing investment and management of the Open Air Gallery – which “has given the town a 
special place on Australia’s Cultural Map’ 

• management of the town streetscape to support local businesses and attract further business to 
Walcha town 

• incentives for business establishment in the creation and expansion of the industrial subdivision 
• leadership of a collaboration of councils to secure Australian Government funding to upgrade 

sections of Thunderbolt’s Way  
• retention of local health services through the establishment of a multi-purpose service, aged 

care and Walcha council community care centre 

159 Jeff Tate Consulting, lesson 2 and lesson 6 pp 36 and 38, Aulich et al, p 9. 
160 Tamworth Submission, p. 6. 
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• flood management, Landcare, biodiversity and amenity improvements through the Apsley River 
corridor and Walcha woodland project and the roadside vegetation improvement 

• continued participation in and access to funding from the Urban Sustainability Program “Namoi- 
Towards a sustainable future’ 

• continued operation of the Walcha preschool and early intervention centre which was assessed 
in 2014 as ‘exceeding national quality standard’ 

• ongoing upgrade and care of the aboriginal section of the cemetery.161 

  

161 Walcha Submission, pp 16-20. 
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Appendix A Instrument of Delegation 
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Appendix B  Merger Proposal: Tamworth Regional Council and Walcha Council 
 

  

46 | P a g e  
 



Appendix C Existing councils’ employment  
To assess the section 263(3)(a) and section 263(3)(e2) factors the  2013/14 information on the 
councils’ employment and governance costs relative to their OLG group were analysed. The analysis 
is reproduced below.  

Since 2013/14 both councils have implemented restructures. However, as OLG has not yet published 
the 2014/15 datasheets to enable more up to date comparisons across groups, the 2013/14 
information was used.  

Table C.1 Council employment levels and governance costs relative to group 2013-14 

 Tamworth Group 4 average Walcha Group 9 average 
Full time 
equivalent staff 520 315 67 70 
Full time 
equivalent staff/ 
population 115 125 46 51 
Total governance 
and 
administration 
expenditures $8,574,000 $9,652,429 $1,623,000 $2,315,450 
% of total 
expenditure on 
governance and 
administration  7% 13.5% 15% 17% 
% of merged 
council workforce 82%  18%  
Source: Office Local Government Time series data 2013/14 

An examination of Tamworth and Walcha’s 2013-14 staff numbers and governance expenditures 
shows that: 

• despite Tamworth employing significantly more staff than the average for its peer group, it has a 
lower staff to population level than the average for Group 4 

• Walcha’s staff numbers are marginally less than the average for its peers and its staff to 
population levels are also slightly lower than the Group 9 average 

• Tamworth’s total governance and administration expenditures are below average for its group 
and significant less than the group average as a percentage of total expenditures 

• Walcha’s total governance and administration expenditures are well below average for its group 
and a little below the group average as a percentage of total expenditures. 
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Appendix D Projected merger savings  
The examination identified that the size of the margin between the financial costs and benefits of 
the merger is likely to smaller than was modelled by KPMG, as the labour efficiency savings 
modelled by KPMG are unlikely to be achieved in full. Scenario testing of the merger suggests a net 
benefit between $5.8 million and $10.3 million NPV over 20 years. 

Consideration of savings arising from redeployment of back office and administrative functions to reduce 
duplication 
The examination considered submissions from Walcha residents, ratepayers and council expressing 
concern that KPMG had overestimated the quantum of the savings, underestimated the risks of 
achieving the savings and underestimated the costs. Tamworth also expressed a reservation about 
the level of savings that would be achieved through the merger.  

In response, the largest area of modelled saving (forecast labour efficiencies savings of $17.4 million 
over 20 years) was reviewed. The examination concluded that these labour efficiencies savings 
would not be achieved at the full level modelled by KPMG as:  

• KPMG modelled a five per cent saving of the total merged council’s labour and employee costs 
through the redeployment of back office and administrative functions to reduce duplication with 
savings transferred to frontline services 

• the assumption of five per cent is at the top end of the range applied by KMPG to model labour 
efficiencies across Minister’s 2016 merger proposals 

• the KPMG modelling assumption was not adjusted downward to take account of local 
information. Namely, the much greater annual savings achieved through the 2014 and 2015 
Tamworth service reviews which resulted in labour efficiencies in excess of $1.8 million a year 
through: restructuring of branches and executive roles, decisions not to fill vacant positions or 
extend contracts and a small number of redundancies162 

• Tamworth’s workforce would make up 82% of the workforce of the merged council and 
following its 2014 and 2015 service reviews has explored current options for the redeployment 
of back office and administrative functions.  

Consequently, it is unlikely savings equivalent to five per cent of labour and employee costs, or $17.4 
million NPV, would be achieved in full. 

Scenario analysis 
Some scenario testing was undertaken to better understand the potential implications of the merger 
not achieving these labour savings in full. This shows that if the merged council: 

• achieves half of the back office redeployment labour savings modelled by KPMG (or saves 2.5% 
of total labour costs)– the net savings of the merger would be $10.3 million NPV over 20 years 

• achieves half of the back office re redeployment labour savings modelled by KPMG (or saves 
2.5% of total labour costs) but the merger costs exceed KPMG’s estimate by 30%– the net 
savings of the merger would be $5.8 million NPV over 20 years.  

162 See ABC news, Service review at Tamworth Council leads to redundancies, posted 12 September 2014, 
www.abc.net.au/news accessed 25 February 2016, ABC news, Tamworth Regional Council proceeds with 
restructure, reduces Executive from seven to five, posted 30 April 2015, www.abc.net.au/news accessed 25 
February 2016 
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