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Figure 1: Proposed new local government area 
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MINISTER’S FOREWORD 

Four years of extensive consultation, research and analysis have demonstrated that change is needed in 
local government to strengthen local communities. 

Independent experts have concluded that NSW cannot sustain 152 councils – twice as many as Queensland 
and Victoria. 

After considering the clear need for change, the Independent Local Government Review Panel (ILGRP) 
research and recommendations, the assessment of councils by the Independent Pricing and Regulatory 
Tribunal (IPART), council merger preferences, community views and the unique needs and characteristics of 
each region, I am putting forward the proposal to merge the local government areas of Murray Shire and 
Wakool Shire.  

The proposed merger will create a council better able to meet the needs of the community into the future and 
will provide significant benefits for the community.  

This document details the benefits the merger will provide to communities, including:  

 a total financial benefit of $18 million over a 20-year period that can be reinvested in better services and 

more infrastructure;
1
   

 potentially reducing the reliance on rate increases through Special Rate Variations (SRVs) to fund local 

infrastructure;  

 greater capacity to effectively manage and reduce the infrastructure backlog across the two councils;  

 improved strategic planning and economic development to better respond to the changing needs of the 

community; 

 effective representation by a council with the required scale and capacity to meet the future needs of the 

community; and 

 providing a more effective voice for the region’s interests and better able to deliver on priorities in 

partnership with the NSW and Australian governments. 

With the merger savings, NSW Government funding of $15 million – and a stronger voice – the new council 
will be better able to provide the services and infrastructure that matter to the community, for example: 

 growing the region’s tourism industry; 

 investing in waste management facilities and service; and 

 investing in local roads maintenance. 

The savings, combined with the NSW Government’s policy to freeze existing rate paths for four years, will 
ensure that ratepayers get a better deal. 

A suitably qualified delegate of the Chief Executive of the Office of Local Government will consider this 
proposal against criteria set out in the Local Government Act (1993), and undertake public consultation to 
seek community views.  

I look forward to receiving the report on the proposal and the comments from the independent Local 
Government Boundaries Commission. 

 

 

Minister Paul Toole 

January 2016  

                                                      

1 The figure for financial benefits was corrected on 20 January 2016. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The communities of Murray Shire and Wakool Shire share common 
characteristics and connections and will benefit by up to $18 million from a 
merged council with a stronger capability to deliver on community priorities 
and meet the future needs of its residents.  

Introduction 

This is a proposal by the Minister for Local 
Government under section 218E(1) of the 
Local Government Act (1993) for the merger of 
Murray and Wakool local government areas.

2
 

This merger proposal sets out the impacts, 
benefits and opportunities of creating a new 
council. 

The creation of this new council will bring together 
communities with similar expectations in terms of 
demands for services, infrastructure and facilities. 
These communities have shared interests that 
stem from the agricultural base of the regional 
economy. 

The proposal has been informed by four years of 
extensive council and community consultation and 
is supported by independent analysis and 
modelling by KPMG. 

The proposal is consistent with the Independent 
Pricing and Regulatory Tribunal’s (IPART) 2015 
assessment that Murray Shire Council is ‘not fit’ to 
remain as a standalone entity.  

IPART determined that Murray Shire and Wakool 
Shire councils each satisfied key financial 
performance benchmarks. However, IPART 
assessed that operating individually, Murray Shire 
Council would have limited scale and capacity to 
effectively deliver on behalf of residents and meet 
future community needs. IPART assessed Wakool 
Shire Council as ‘fit’ if it adopted a Rural Council 
model. However, IPART noted that if Wakool 
Shire Council’s regulatory and compliance burden 

                                                      
2
 The end result if the proposal is implemented is that a new 

local government area will be created. For simplicity 

throughout this document, we have referred to a new council 

rather than a new local government area. 

was not reduced, it was likely the council would be 
‘not fit’ as a standalone council. 

The new council for the new local government 
area will not only oversee an economy that shares 
many similar residential, workforce and industry 
characteristics, but will have enhanced scale and 
capacity to help it deliver on local infrastructure 
priorities such as a second Murray River bridge 
crossing. 

Impacts, Benefits and Opportunities 

A range of benefits and opportunities has been 
identified from the proposed merger, including a 
stronger balance sheet to meet local community 
needs and priorities. 

Analysis by KPMG shows the new council has the 
potential to generate net savings to council 
operations. The merger is expected to lead to 
around $3 million in net financial savings over 20 
years.  

The analysis also shows the proposed merger is 
expected to generate, on average, around 
$500,000 in savings every year from 2020 
onwards.

3
  Savings will primarily be from the 

redeployment of back office and administrative 
functions; streamlining of senior management 
roles; efficiencies from increased purchasing 
power of materials and contracts; and reduced 
expenditure on councillor fees.

4
 

The NSW Government has announced a funding 
package to support merging councils that would 

                                                      
3 

The figures for total financial benefits, net financial benefits 

and yearly savings in the Impacts, Benefits and Opportunities 
section were corrected on 20 January 2016. 
4
 NSW Government (2015), Local Government Reform: 

Merger Impacts and Analysis, December. 
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Figure 2  Map showing boundaries for the proposed new council 
with Wagga Wagga City Council highlighted for comparison 

result in $15 million being made available should 
the proposed merger proceed  

These savings may enable the new council to 
reduce its reliance on rate increases to fund new 
and improved community infrastructure.  

Each of the two councils is currently considering 
or has recently received a Special Rate Variation 
(SRV) from IPART. For example:  

 Murray Shire Council has indicated it intends 

to apply for an SRV of 3.0 per cent, but has 

not specified which year this may occur; and 

 Wakool Shire Council has received approval 

for an SRV of 4.6 per cent over a one-year 

period in 2015–16. 

The proposed merger is also expected to result in 
simplified council regulations for residents and 
businesses in the Murray Shire and Wakool Shire 
council areas, given each council is currently 
responsible for separate and potentially 
inconsistent regulatory environments. Regulatory 
benefits include consistency in approaches to 
development approvals, health and safety, 
building maintenance, traffic management and 
waste management. 

The proposed merger will provide significant 
opportunities to strengthen the role and strategic 
capacity of the new council to partner with the 
NSW and Australian governments on major 
infrastructure projects, addressing regional socio-
economic challenges, delivery of services and 
focus on regional priorities. 

This could assist in: 

 reducing the existing $53 million infrastructure 

backlog across the Murray and Wakool region; 

 improving environmental management of the 

Murray River and related water systems; and 

 supporting economic growth and regional 

development while enhancing the standard of 

living and lifestyle that local residents value. 

While a merged council will increase the current 
ratio of residents to elected councillors, the new 
ratio is likely to be comparable with levels 
currently experienced by other communities 
across regional NSW.  

Next Steps 

This merger proposal will be referred for 
examination and report under the Local 
Government Act (1993). 

Local communities have an important role to play 
in helping ensure the new council meets their 
current and future needs for services and 
infrastructure and will have an opportunity to 
provide input on how the new council should be 
structured.  

Local communities will have an opportunity to 
attend the public inquiry that will be held for this 
merger proposal and an opportunity to provide 
written submissions. For details please visit  
www.councilboundaryreview.nsw.gov.au. 

 

http://www.councilboundaryreview.nsw.gov.au/
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INTRODUCTION 

This merger proposal has been informed by an extensive four-year 
consultation and review process. 

The NSW Government has been working with local councils and communities since 2011 to strengthen 
council performance and ensure local government is well placed to meet future community needs. 

A first key step in that process was the ILGRP’s comprehensive review of local government and subsequent 
recommendations for wide-ranging structural reform and improvements to the system. In response, the NSW 
Government initiated the Fit for the Future reforms that required each local council to self-assess against key 
performance indicators and submit proposals demonstrating how they would meet future community needs.  

The NSW Government appointed IPART in 2015 to assess each council’s submission. IPART has now 
completed its assessment of 139 proposals (received from 144 councils) and concluded 60 per cent of 
councils are ‘not fit’ for the future. Many of these councils did not meet the elements of the ‘scale and 
capacity’ criterion (refer Box 1 below). 

Murray Shire and Wakool Shire councils each submitted Fit for the Future proposals to remain as standalone 
councils. In assessing each council’s submission, IPART determined that Murray Shire Council was ‘not fit’ 
to stand alone and that a merger was needed to achieve the required scale and capacity to meet the needs 
of residents now and in the future. IPART determined that Wakool Shire Council was ‘fit’ only as a Rural 
Council, which would require a Joint Organisation to perform most of the council’s higher level functions. 
IPART noted that if Wakool Shire Council’s regulatory and compliance burden was not reduced, it was likely 
the council would be ‘not fit’ as a standalone council. 

Box 1: Overview of scale and capacity 

Key elements of ‘scale and capacity’ 

Scale and capacity is a minimum requirement as it is the best indicator of a council’s ability to govern 
effectively and provide a strong voice for its community. At a practical level, this includes being able to: 

 undertake regional planning and strategic delivery of projects; 

 address challenges and opportunities, particularly infrastructure backlogs and improving financial 

sustainability;  

 be an effective partner for NSW and Australian governments on delivering infrastructure projects and 

other cross-government initiatives; and 

 function as a modern organisation with: 

o staffing capacity and expertise at a level that is currently not practical or economically possible for 

small councils; 

o innovative and creative approaches to service delivery; and  

o the resources to deliver better training and attract professionals into leadership and specialist 

roles. 
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A NEW COUNCIL FOR THE MURRAY AND 
WAKOOL REGION 

The proposed new council will be responsible for infrastructure and service 
delivery to around 11,500 residents across the Murray and Wakool region. 

The creation of a new council provides the opportunity to bring together the communities from across the 
local government areas of Murray Shire and Wakool Shire. These communities have similar lifestyles and 
require similar infrastructure and services based around their shared economic base in irrigated agriculture, 
particularly rice. 

The new council will be responsible for infrastructure and service delivery to around 12,000 residents by 
2031. While Wakool Shire is expecting a population decline of 1.2 per cent per annum, the expected 
population growth in Murray Shire of 0.9 per cent per annum and so the region as a whole is projecting an 
increase of just 0.2 per cent per annum.

5
  

The proposed merger aligns with the intended planning objectives of the NSW Government’s regional 
planning initiatives for the Riverina Murray region. The Riverina Murray Regional Plan is being developed to 
plan for the future population’s housing, jobs, infrastructure and a healthy environment. The NSW 
Government has identified a number of regional priorities that are directly relevant to the proposed new 
council. For example: 

 improving access to Victorian markets and tourism through development of a second Murray River 

bridge crossing at Echuca Moama; 

 protecting and securing water resources, the natural environment and local heritage; 

 ensuring environmentally responsible development, including management of the Murray River and other 

waterways within the region to support agricultural industries and maintain natural assets;  

 maintaining and enhancing the economic wellbeing of the region, including improving  access to 

services, improved education facilities, employment opportunities and health care; 

 planning for continued sustainable growth for towns and villages with region as well as prepare the area 

for an ageing population; and 

 leveraging opportunities for growth and development provided by the Murray River and cross-border 

opportunities. 

For the plan to be implemented effectively, a coordinated approach will be required to manage the expected 
uneven population outlooks across the Murray and Wakool region and the related changes in service and 
infrastructure needs. A new council with appropriate scale and capacity will be better able to partner with the 
NSW Government on the implementation of these regional priorities. 

The establishment of a new council will also provide an opportunity to generate savings and efficiencies and 
reduce the current duplication of back office functions, streamlining senior executive positions and potentially 
the many layers of current regulations. Any savings generated by a merger of these two councils could be 
redirected to improving local community infrastructure, lowering residential rates and/or enhancing service 
delivery. An overview of the current performance of the two existing councils and the projected performance 
of the new proposed entity is provided in Figure 3. 

In addition, while IPART found each of the two councils satisfy financial performance criteria, it also found 
that Murray Shire Council’s ability to effectively advocate for community priorities is affected by a lack of 
scale and capacity. IPART also noted that Wakool Shire Council would only be ‘fit’ as a Rural Council if it’s 
regulatory and compliance obligations were reduced. A merged council will improve this, with an enhanced 
scale and capacity to better plan and coordinate investment in critical infrastructure and services. This 
should also put the new council in a better position to advocate to the NSW and Australian governments for 
the regional investments that will be needed for the future.  

                                                      
5
 NSW Department of Planning & Environment (2014), NSW Projections (Population, Household and Dwellings). 
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Figure 3: Council profiles
6
 

 

Sources: Australian Bureau of Statistics, Department of Planning and Environment, Office of Local Government, Council Long Term Financial Plans, Fit for 
the Future submissions to IPART and IPART Assessment of Council Fit for the Future Proposals. 

Note: Totals may not sum due to rounding. Estimates of the new council’s operating performance and financial position are based on an aggregation of 
each existing council’s projected position as stated in respective Long Term Financial Plans (2013–14). In addition, it is assumed efficiency savings are 
generated from a merger, and this is reflected in the projected 2019–20 operating result for the new council. Further details are available in NSW 
Government (2015), Local Government Reform: Merger Impacts and Analysis, December.  

  

                                                      
6
 2013-14 operating revenue figures were corrected on 20 January 2016. 
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BENEFITS, OPPORTUNITIES AND IMPACTS 

The proposed merger has the potential to provide an $18 million benefit to 
communities over 20 years which could support investment in critical local 
infrastructure and services and/or be utilised to address rate pressures.  

Financial Benefits of the Proposed Merger 

Analysis by KPMG in 2015 shows the proposed merger has the potential to generate a net financial saving 
of around $3 million to the new council over 20 years. The proposed merger is also expected to generate, on 
average, around $500,000 in savings every year from 2020 onwards.

7
 Consequently, the merged council will 

have a balance sheet that is stronger and in a better position to meet local community needs and priorities.
8
  

Gross savings over 20 years will be primarily due to:  

 streamlining senior management roles ($4.4 million);  

 the redeployment of back office and administrative functions ($1.7 million); and 

 efficiencies generated through increased purchasing power of materials and contracts ($500,000).
9
 

In addition, the NSW Government has announced a funding package to support merging councils that would 
result in $15 million being made available should the proposed merger proceed. 

The implementation costs associated with the proposed merger (for example, information and 
communication technology, office relocation, workforce training, signage and legal costs) are expected to be 
surpassed by the accumulated net savings generated by the merger within a five-and-a-half-year payback 
period.  

Merger savings could be reinvested to: 

 improve infrastructure – annual savings could be redirected towards infrastructure renewal or capital 

works including projects such as road maintenance and upgrades. Redeployment of savings could lead 

to cumulative additional infrastructure expenditure of around $3 million over 20 years;
10

 

 enhance service delivery – redeployment of duplicate back office and administration functions and 

streamlining of senior management roles could provide the basis for employing an additional 7 staff for 

frontline services. This could include services such as community transport and health care; and/or 

 reduce rate pressures – annual savings could be used to reduce the existing dependency on SRVs to 

fund community infrastructure and/or avoid future rate increases.
 
 

The expected operating performance ratio of each council over the next 10 years is illustrated in Figure 4.
11

  

Analysis of operating performance for both councils is projected to improve over the next 10 years, with 
Wakool Shire Council’s operating performance ratio increasing from 2020 to reach approximately 5 per cent 
by 2025, and Murray Shire Council’s steadily increasing from 2017 to almost 2 per cent by 2025. This 
merger proposal will provide the new council with the opportunity to strengthen its balance sheet and provide 
a more consistent level of financial performance. Overall, the proposed merger is expected to enhance the 
financial sustainability of the new council through: 

 net financial savings of around $3 million to the new council over 20 years; 

 achieving efficiencies across council operations through, for example, the redeployment of duplicated 
back office roles and administrative functions, and streamlining senior management; 

                                                      
7
 NSW Government (2015), Local Government Reform: Merger Impacts and Analysis, December. 

8
 The figures in this paragraph were corrected on 20 January 2016.  

9
 NSW Government (2015), Local Government Reform: Merger Impacts and Analysis, December. The figures in these dot points were 

corrected on 20 January 2016. 
10 

The cumulative additional infrastructure expenditure savings figure was corrected on 20 January 2016. 
11

 Calculation of a council’s operating performance ratio excludes any grants received from the council’s reported operating revenue. 

This enables comparison of council operating performance based on own-source revenue. 
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 establishing a larger entity with revenue that is expected to exceed $17 million per year by 2025;
 
 

 an asset base of approximately $362 million to be managed by the merged council; and  

 greater capacity to effectively manage and reduce the infrastructure backlog across the region by 
maintaining and upgrading community assets.

12
 

The Local Government Act contains protections for three years for all council employees below senior staff 
level. In rural centres with populations below 5000, staff numbers must be retained as far as is reasonably 
practicable. 

 Figure 4: Projected operating performance ratio by council (2016–2025)
13

 

                             
Source: Council Long Term Financial Plans (2013–14). 

Note: Operating performance ratio measures a council’s ability to contain operating expenditure within operating income.  

Opportunities for Improved Services and Infrastructure 

The efficiencies and savings generated by the merger will allow the new council to invest in improved service 
levels and/or a greater range of services and address the current $53 million infrastructure backlog across 
the two councils. Examples of local infrastructure and service priorities that could be funded by merger-
generated savings include projects such as: 

 growing the region’s tourism industry through marketing the natural attractions along the Murray River, 

exploring opportunities for new events and improving infrastructure for environment-related tourism 

through the development and upgrading of bush-walking tracks; 

 investing in waste management facilities and services, focussed particularly on increasing opportunities 

for recycling and reducing the impact of landfill on the natural environment;  

 improving the availability of local youth and child care services;  

 investing in local roads maintenance and improving transport options in the region; and 

 providing local infrastructure to support residential development in areas such Moama and Murray 

Downs.  

Regulatory Benefits 

There are currently 152 separate regulatory and compliance regimes applied across local council boundaries 
in NSW. These many layers of regulations are making it hard for people to do business, build homes and 

                                                      
12

 The figures in these dot points were corrected on 20 January 2016. 
13 

This figure was corrected on 20 January 2016. 
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access services they need. NSW businesses rated local councils as second to only the Australian Tax Office 
as the most frequently used regulatory body, and highest for complexity in dealings.

14
  

It can be expected that the proposed merger will result in simplified council regulations for many Murray and 
Wakool residents and businesses. Murray Shire Council and Wakool Shire Council are each responsible for 
separate and potentially inconsistent regulatory environments. A merged council provides an opportunity to 
streamline and harmonise regulations. Adopting best practice regulatory activities will generate efficiencies 
for a merged council and benefit local residents and businesses. For example: 

 a tradesperson who operates a business across the Murray and Wakool region will have a single local 

council regulatory framework to understand and comply with; and 

 residents can have greater confidence that applications for agricultural land use and development 

applications will be subject to a more uniform process than the existing variation in regulations, which 

can add to the cost and complexity of land use, home renovation and building approvals.  

Impact on Rates 

Each of the two councils is currently considering, or has recently received approval for, rate increases to 
meet local community and infrastructure needs: 

 Murray Shire Council has indicated it intends to apply for an SRV of 3.0 per cent, but has not specified 

which year this may occur; and 

 Wakool Shire Council has received approval for an SRV of 4.6 per cent over a one-year period in 2015–

16. 

The savings generated by a merger may enable the new council to reduce reliance on rate increases to fund 
community infrastructure.  

In addition, the proposed merger will bring together a range of residential and business premises across the 
region, providing the new council with a larger rate base on which to set ratings policies and improve the 
sustainability of council revenue. Table 1 outlines the mix of business and residential rating assessments 
that underpin current rate revenue across the region. 

Table 1: Comparison of rateable businesses and residential properties (total and percentage share) 

Council Business rating assessments Residential rating assessments 

Murray Shire Council 722 16% 2,870 62% 

Wakool Shire Council 269 9% 1,643 58% 

Merged council 991 13% 4,513 60% 

Source: NSW Office of Local Government, Council Annual Data Returns (2013–14). 

Local Representation 

The ratio of residents to elected councillors in each of the two councils is similar. While the proposed merger 
will increase the ratio of residents to elected councillors, the ratio, based on councillor numbers in the 
existing councils, is likely to be similar to those currently experienced in other regional NSW councils, such 
as Bellingen Shire Council (Table 2). For the purpose of analysis of merger benefits, this proposal has 
assumed that the new Council will have the same number of councillors as Murray Shire, as this has the 
largest number of councillors of the councils covered by this proposal. The Government welcomes feedback 
through the consultation process on the appropriate number of councillors for the new council. 

Some councils in NSW have wards where each ward electorate elects an equal number of councillors to 
make up the whole council. Community views on the desirability of wards for a new council will be sought 
through the consultation process. 

 

                                                      
14

 NSW Business Chamber (2012), Red Tape Survey. 
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Table 2: Changes to local representation in Murray Shire and Wakool Shire 

Council 
Number of 

councillors 
Number of 

residents (2014) 
Residents per 

councillor 

Murray Shire Council 9 7,466 830 

Wakool Shire Council 6 3,990 665 

Merged council 9* 11,456 1,273 

Bellingen Shire Council 7 12,854 1,836 

* The Murray and Wakool communities will have an opportunity to shape how a new merged council will be structured, including the appropriate number of 
elected councillors. Fifteen elected councillors is the maximum number currently permitted under the NSW Local Government Act (1993). 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, Estimated Resident Population 2013; and NSW Office of Local Government, Council Annual Data Returns (2013–
14). 

The new council will be in a position to use its larger scale and capacity to advocate more effectively for the 
needs of the Murray and Wakool communities. As the new council will represent a more significant share of 
the broader region’s population, and have a substantial economic base, it will be able to advocate more 
effectively on behalf of its residents. It will also have improved strategic capacity to partner with the NSW and 
Australian governments, including on major infrastructure initiatives, community services and regional 
planning and development. 

The many ways communities currently engage with these councils will continue, including through public 
forums, committees, surveys and strategic planning. Councillors will continue to represent local community 
interests and will have the opportunity to take a more regional approach to economic development and 
strategic planning. 
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THE LOCAL COMMUNITY 

The communities across the Murray and Wakool region share common 
characteristics and connections. The proposed new council will have 
enhanced scale and capacity and be better placed to shape and deliver the 
economic development, community services and infrastructure that underpin 
the lifestyle of these communities.  

Geography and Environment 

The Murray Shire and Wakool Shire councils are located within the Riverina region of southern NSW, an 
area with a relatively low population density and a high reliance on irrigated agriculture, particularly rice. The 
western boundary of both council areas follows the Murray River, which tracks along the NSW and Victorian 
border. 

The area includes a number of significant national parks and waterways. Moama is the largest township in 
Murray Shire and is located on the Murray River. The Edward River system is located in the north-east and 
the Wakool River runs across both council areas. Together, the Wakool, Murray and Edward rivers supply 
the water for the large volume of irrigated agricultural products grown in the area. 

The region also contains wetlands of international significance and includes part of the largest river red gum 
forest in Australia. The merged council’s area also includes the Murray Valley National Park. 

Local Economy 

The local economy is characterised by:  

 below average household income compared to the regional NSW average of $65,168 (Murray Shire 

$59,227 and Wakool Shire $54,243);  

 unemployment rates consistent with the regional NSW average of 7.3 percent (Murray Shire 7.1 per cent 

and Wakool Shire 7.1 per cent); 

 shrinking employment opportunities over the period 2008 to 2013 compared with the regional NSW 

average of 0.6 per cent growth, with Murray Shire experiencing a 1.1 per cent decline and Wakool Shire 

a 2.1 per cent decline); 

 a lower proportion of the population hold post-school qualifications relative to the regional NSW average 

of 53 per cent (Murray Shire 46 per cent and Wakool Shire 45 per cent); and 

 similar industry compositions – the agriculture, forestry and fishing sector is the largest industry sector in 

both council areas. 

Table 3 below provides a snapshot of the local business profile of each council. More than 1,100 local 
businesses across the region contribute more than 4,800 jobs to the local economy. 

Table 3: Local business and employment profile 

Council Number of businesses Local jobs Largest sector 

Murray Shire Council 
622  3,055  Agriculture, Forestry & 

Fishing  

Wakool Shire Council 
503  1,762  Agriculture, Forestry & 

Fishing  

Merged council 
1,125  4,817  Agriculture, Forestry & 

Fishing  

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, Business Counts and Employment by Industry (2014). 
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While residents typically remain within the region to work, the wider region is relatively well connected in 
relation to health care services and retail and hospitality outlets in the neighbouring regional centre of 
Deniliquin. 

The southernmost tip of the region is situated along the Victorian border. Improving access to the Victorian 
tourism market through the construction of a second Murray River bridge crossing at Echuca Moama is 
considered a regional priority to promote regional economic development. 

The common business profile and the corresponding workforce across the region will require relatively 
similar services and infrastructure. A merged council will be better placed to deliver these services and 
infrastructure in a coordinated manner.  

Population and Housing 

The new council will be responsible for infrastructure and service delivery to around 12,000 residents by 
2031. Like most regions across NSW, the Murray and Wakool region will experience the impacts of an 
ageing population over the next 20 years (Figure 5). 

Figure 5 Change in population distribution, by age cohort (2011 v 2031) 

 

Source: NSW Department of Planning & Environment (2014), NSW Projections (Population, Household and Dwellings). 

A strong council with the appropriate scale and capacity is needed to respond and adapt to the changing 
service needs of the community. An ageing population is likely to increase demand for community health 
services, creation and maintenance of accessible parks and leisure areas, and community outreach 
services. 

In comparison with the rest of regional NSW, the Murray and Wakool communities are similarly advantaged 
from a socio-economic standpoint. The Socio-Economic Index for Areas (SEIFA), illustrated in Figure 6, 
measures a range of factors to rate an individual council’s relative socio-economic advantage. Both of the 
councils in the Murray and Wakool region have similar socio-economic profiles with SEIFA scores that are 
below the NSW average but are on par with the regional NSW average. This reflects the common 
characteristics across the Murray and Wakool communities in relation to, for example, household income, 
education, employment and occupation.  
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Figure 6: Comparison of councils' socio-economic profile 

 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, SEIFA 2011 by Local Government Area.  

Table 4 outlines the current mix of housing types across the region. While the population in Wakool Shire is 
expected to decline, the expected population growth in Murray Shire will require additional housing. A 
merged council provides an opportunity to apply a more regional and strategic focus to planning for the 
additional 550 households and associated amenities that are predicted to be required by 2031. This 
approach can also help to ensure any pressures and challenges associated with population growth and 
housing development are not unreasonably concentrated in particular localities. 

Table 4: Dwelling types in the Murray and Wakool region (total number and per cent) 

Dwelling type Murray Shire Council Wakool Shire Council 

Separate house 2,984 87% 1,919 91% 

Medium density 341 10% 131 6% 

High density 0 0% 4 >1% 

Other 111 3% 65 3% 

Total private dwellings 3,436  2,119  

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, Census (2011), Dwelling Structure by Local Government Area. 

Shared Community Values and Interests 

These communities are bound by their sense of place as a rural region and their relationship to both the 
River Murray and Victoria. Box 2 provides examples of community organisations, services and facilities that 
have a presence across the region, indicating the strong connections between the communities in the 
council areas. 
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Box 2: Examples of common community services and facilities 

Shared regional services and facilities 

Examples of community services which operate across the region include: 

 Riverina Institute of TAFE provides students across the region with vocational education and training 

relevant to the regional economy, local industries and employment opportunities; 

 South West Arts is a regional arts development agency that spans the two council areas. South West 

Arts was established to meet the needs of the region and maintain relationships with local arts 

organisations, institutions and community groups;  

 Murray Shire and Wakool Shire councils are both in the Murrumbidgee Local Health District, which 

provides health services to the region. This is of particular importance, and will require increasing 

support, given the health needs of the ageing local population; and 

 the Murray Local Land Services district covers the two council areas. Murray Local Land Services is 

an agency of the NSW Department of Primary Industries which monitors and provides information, 

advice and biosecurity, natural resource and emergency management for farmers, landholders and 

the community. 

The Murray Shire and Wakool Shire councils have already been collaborating in a number of ways. Both 
councils are members of the Riverina and Murray Regional Organisation of Councils (RAMROC), which 
provides a platform for the integration of regional planning and priorities. The councils have undertaken a 
number of joint projects through RAMROC. For example: 

 the Regional Waste Avoidance and Resource Recovery Strategy demonstrates the region’s unified and 

strategic approach to waste management and the collective capability to advocate for funding from the 

NSW Government; 

 RAMROC is also supporting a region-wide inquiry into the adequacy of water storage, as well as 

ownership arrangements of urban water supply and sewerage services in country areas; 

 both councils were involved in the development of the Regional Weed Strategy for the Murray 

Catchment, a strategy to manage noxious weeds across the region and the enforcement of relevant 

regulations;  

 both councils supported RAMROC’s input into the Murray Darling Basin Plan to ensure that the 

sustainability of food production systems was adequately considered in the region; and 

 the partnerships and collaborations that exist across these council areas provide a solid foundation for a 

unified approach to ensuring community needs are met should the councils be merged. 

There are significant regional challenges that a merged council will be well placed to address. Drawing on 
expertise from across the region, and pooling capital to support new initiatives and expand current projects, 
may provide a foundation to work towards improving living standards across the region. Addressing access 
to health care, environmental and social issues all require community support, effective services and sound 
infrastructure.

15
  

The connections between the councils and communities are evident in these existing partnerships and 
collaborations. A new council will be better placed to deliver these services and projects into the future 
without relying on voluntary collaboration. 

 

                                                      
15

 The wording in this paragraph was corrected on 20 January 2016. 



 

 Page 16 

CONCLUSION 

This proposal to create a merged council has the potential to provide a range of benefits to local 
communities, including:  

 a $3 million net financial benefit over a 20-year period that may be used to deliver better community 

services, enhance infrastructure and/or lower rates; 

 NSW Government funding of $15 million to meet merger costs and provide a head start on investing in 

services and infrastructure that the savings from mergers will ultimately support; 

 greater efficiencies through the redeployment of back office and administrative functions and increased 

purchasing power of materials and contracts, all of which are expected, on average, to generate savings 

of around $500,000 every year from 2020 onwards; 

 greater capacity to effectively manage and reduce the $53 million infrastructure backlog across the two 

councils by maintaining and upgrading community assets; 

 reducing the reliance on rate increases through SRVs to fund local community infrastructure projects and 

services; 

 better integrating strategic planning and economic development to more efficiently respond to the 

changing needs of the community; 

 building on the shared communities of interest and strong local identity across the region;  

 providing effective representation through a council with the required scale and capacity to meet the 

future needs of the community; and 

 being a more effective advocate for the region’s interests and better able to deliver on priorities in 

partnership with the NSW and Australian governments.
16
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NEXT STEPS 

Every community will have an opportunity to help shape a new council for 
their region. 

Community Engagement 

This merger proposal will be referred to the Chief Executive of the Office of Local Government for 
examination and report under the Local Government Act (1993). The Chief Executive proposes to delegate 
this function to a suitably qualified person. The delegate will consider this proposal as required under the Act, 
including against statutory criteria and hold a public inquiry. The delegate will also undertake public 
consultation to seek community views. The delegate is also required by the Act to provide the delegate’s 
report to an independent Boundaries Commission for review and comment. The Minister for Local 
Government under the legislation may decide whether or not to recommend to the Governor that the merger 
proposal be implemented. For the factors a delegate must consider when examining a merger proposal 
(under section 263 of the Local Government Act (1993)), please refer to the Appendix to this document. 

Through the merger assessment process, there will be opportunities for communities and stakeholders to 
consider merger proposals and have their say. Each merger proposal will be the subject of a public inquiry 
where the community can hear about and discuss the proposal. Through the consultation process, the 
delegate will ensure that the opinions of each of the diverse communities of the resulting area or areas will 
be effectively represented. 

Further information about the process is available on the Local Government Reform website at 
www.councilboundaryreview.nsw.gov.au, including: 

 details about the proposed mergers;  

 information about the delegate for your area;  

 dates for public meetings; and  

 a portal to provide a written submission. 

  

http://www.councilboundaryreview.nsw.gov.au/
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Appendix 

The following table outlines the factors that a delegate must consider under section 263 of the Local 
Government Act (1993) when examining a proposal. The section references outline where the criteria have 
been addressed in this merger proposal.   

Legislative criteria Section reference 

(a) the financial advantages or disadvantages (including the economies or diseconomies of 
scale) of any relevant proposal to the residents and ratepayers of the areas concerned 

Benefits, Opportunities and Impacts  

(b) the community of interest and geographic cohesion in the existing areas and in any 
proposed new area 

The Local Community 

(c) the existing historical and traditional values in the existing areas and the impact of 
change on them 

The Local Community  

(d) the attitude of the residents and ratepayers of the areas concerned There is a public consultation 
process which includes a public 
inquiry allowing for the views of 
residents and ratepayers to be 
considered. 

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

Local Representation 

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

Benefits, Opportunities and Impacts 

(e2) the impact of any relevant proposal on the employment of the staff by the councils of 
the areas concerned 

Financial Benefits of the Proposed 
Merger 

(e3) the impact of any relevant proposal on rural communities in the areas concerned The Local Community  

(e4) in the case of a proposal for the amalgamation of two or more areas, the desirability (or 
otherwise) of dividing the resulting area or areas into wards 

Local Representation 

(e5) in the case of a proposal for the amalgamation of two or more areas, the need to ensure 
that the opinions of each of the diverse communities of the resulting area or areas are 
effectively represented 

Next Steps  
 

(f) such other factors as it considers relevant to the provision of efficient and effective local 
government in the existing and proposed new areas 

Benefits, Opportunities and Impacts 



 

 

 


