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LOCAL GOVERNMENT COUNCIL REFORM 

Motion 

Resumed from an earlier stage of the sitting. 

HON MATT BENSON-LIDHOLM (Agricultural) [5.09 pm]: Before the break for afternoon tea I was 

looking at some examples of community reform from the Western Australian Local Government Association, 

particularly how reform is better delivered by way of constructive partnerships and some sort of collaborative 

approach. I made particular reference to the Agricultural Region.  

The PRESIDENT: Order! If members want to have audible conversations, I ask that they be discreet and 

perhaps remove themselves away from the chamber proceedings.  

Hon MATT BENSON-LIDHOLM: I was making the point that the sort of collaborative approach delivering 

these constructive partnerships and better outcomes contrasts very much, as I will point out in a while, with the 

amalgamation approach of the current minister. The example I gave had to do with a better and more efficient 

delivery of waste management services, and it is from there that I wish to continue. I think I was talking about 

the Mid West Regional Council, which comprises shires such as Carnamah, Coorow, Mingenew, Morawa, 

Mullewa, Perenjori and Three Springs.  

A further example of a local government collaborative approach on waste management to improve the 

efficiencies in the Agricultural Region could very well be the Wagin Waste Management Group, which 

comprises the Shires of Wagin, Woodanilling, West Arthur, Williams, Cuballing, Pingelly, Wickepin, 

Wandering, Dumbleyung and Lake Grace, and the Town of Narrogin. Another example may well be in the area 

of health. And, by the way, there are a number of other areas that are referred to on the WALGA site. I could talk 

about land use planning and development, emergency management, security, information and communications 

technologies, human resources, infrastructure and roads, community and the environment, but I will quickly 

mention health. In this particular example, the Shires of Corrigin, Kondinin, Kulin and Narembeen are involved 

in a regional health scheme administered by the Shire of Corrigin that offers benefits including economies of 

scale, a common approach to approval and certification processes and a joint approach to managing 

environmental health issues. This approach still maintains local decision making within each of the shires 

regarding the service needs of local communities. I will finish off with one further comment in this regard which 

is worth making and certainly the point continues along the line, and it is that local government reform is not 

necessarily about bashing councils about the head with some amalgamation big stick.  

Again, from the WALGA voluntary reform website, WALGA believes that reform must deliver improved 

services for the community and an appropriate number of better trained and better remunerated, elected 

members. It states that immediately after the minister’s amalgamation deadline announcement in February 2009, 

WALGA began working on behalf of its members. That effort included a lot of lobbying of members of 

Parliament and the Minister for Local Government, expressing to the minister that the six-month time frame 

specified was inadequate given the work involved in the process and supporting councils throughout the reform 

process. They are laudable sorts of goals, but I am particularly concerned about the third point; that is, the six-

month time frame was inadequate given the work involved in the process. 

I want to go on and say that despite all those benefits associated with this collaborative approach, the motion 

itself calls on the minister to explain why he has not been able to achieve his goal of local government reform—

namely, amalgamation. Many of those issues to which I have just alluded occurred prior to the current 

government coming into power. I think they are an excellent example of how local government reform can 

occur. However, the Minister for Local Government was concerned more about commanding local government 

authorities to go down the amalgamation pathway. 

With this point in mind, I want to quote a couple of dates and statements that I believe are relevant. The first one 

is that on 5 February 2009 the minister announced a new reform process with an August deadline for councils to 

provide amalgamation plans or be forced to merge by legislation. That sounds very much like the Kennett 

approach. The second date is a little later in 2009; in fact, it is 7 August. Not much had happened since February 

2009 because Premier Barnett said that although there may not be forced amalgamations, smaller councils would 

be left to wither on the vine without government funding. That sounds a bit much. Continuing on from that, there 

is another date of significance. In December of that year, a state government interim report revealed that nine 

councils were to amalgamate into three new entities. More than 65 councils were directed to form regional 

transition groups and to amalgamate by 2013—that is what it had gone out to—while others were assigned 

regional collaborative groups to share resources, but not amalgamate, with. This resulted in total confusion over 

the consequences should councils choose not to comply with the state government’s recommendations. As a 

consequence of the confusion and total lack of direction provided by the minister, on 9 February 2010 more than 

400 local government representatives expressed their dissatisfaction with the Minister for Local Government and 
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his reform program at a statewide forum held at the Ascot Racecourse. Interestingly, of course, of the entire 139 

local government authorities, more than half are in the Agricultural Region, so it is a particularly big issue in the 

area I and my learned colleague over there, Hon Philip Gardiner, who spoke prior to me, represent. 

In 2012 councils in the Agricultural Region continue to be confused and concerned by the mixed messages and 

the lack of any real strategic direction. They are out of pocket to the tune of tens of thousands, if not hundreds of 

thousands, of dollars in outlays, trying to address the demands of the minister. All-up, the minister has compelled 

councils across the state to spend untold time on this process. Consider also the amount of effort, for instance, 

that has gone in at the local government level to get staff involved in this process. There is professional 

development and there are meetings, and at the end of the day the minister seems quite content to merely change 

stride or change tack or not follow through with the plan that he had in mind. Across the state, millions of dollars 

of ratepayers’ money have been spent on this reform process, to achieve a minimal number of amalgamations 

and a heap of local government uncertainty. 

This motion seeks information from the government, including details of how much has been spent to date on 

this failed government policy. Some time ago, opposition estimates of costings suggested an amount in excess of 

$7.2 million since February 2009, with no light in sight. This seems to indicate, to me at least, that the gravity of 

the situation is something that the minister has created but has certainly not understood. The question for the 

minister in response may well be: can any more up-to-date figures be provided, because those figures must 

surely have blown out significantly from the $7.2 million? What is the dividend on all that? I suppose the only 

dividend is that the local government authorities themselves are increasingly going down the collaborative 

pathway and ignoring the amalgamation commitment required by the minister. 

Now we have a metropolitan local government review, which was announced in June 2011. Recommendations 

resulting in the redrawing of new local government boundaries will hopefully occur by June this year, but, 

interestingly, that is three and a half years since the minister first announced his reform program. Sadly, I 

suppose, with no funding being likely to be provided between now and perhaps the election in 2013, the state is 

certainly left in a more confusing position because at this stage nobody knows in exactly which direction the 

minister is going, and we need to know that prior to the election. The voters—the constituents—need to know 

exactly that. The confusion and distrust in the bush are there for all to see, and the minister can blame only 

himself. 

It must be remembered that in 2009 the Department of Local Government told some 45 or so shires on a secret 

list that amalgamation was required. There were no ifs, buts or maybes. Interestingly, of the 45 towns, I think 31 

are in the Agricultural Region, and, interestingly, three of them are now designated as SuperTowns. If we go 

back a few years, Minister Castrilli wanted these towns obliterated as local government authorities. I will quote 

them because I think constituents in these areas need to know that these places were highlighted by the minister. 

I will read only the Agricultural Region ones because there are a few others. They are: Boddington, Boyup 

Brook, Bruce Rock, Carnamah, Chapman Valley, Chittering, Coorow, Corrigin, Cuballing, Cunderdin, 

Dalwallinu, Katanning—Boddington and Katanning being SuperTowns—Kellerberrin, Kent, Kondinin, Koorda, 

Lake Grace, Merredin, Mingenew, Morawa, Mukinbudin, Mt Marshall, Nannup, Narembeen, Narrogin, 

Nungarin, Perenjori, Three Springs, Toodyay, Victoria Plains and Wyalkatchem. The third SuperTown is 

Morawa. So we are talking about 31 out of 45 shires in the Agricultural Region, where the thrust of royalties for 

regions, in particular, is to build sustainable communities, and the minister wants to take the local governments 

away from them. No-one is saying for one minute, ―Don’t do things better‖, but this minister wanted to banish 

those local government authorities to Neverland. That is totally inappropriate. In the same breath, local 

government authorities such as Peppermint Grove, Cottesloe, East Fremantle, Mosman Park, Victoria Park and 

Nedlands have been spared the need to amalgamate. I put it to the house that there does not seem to be much 

rationale behind that. Many other councils have been spared for various reasons, but not the 45 councils that I 

have just mentioned. 

Councils, as we would logically expect, have arced up and said no to amalgamation for a number of reasons. 

Most members of this place, particularly those from regional parts of Western Australia, know exactly the 

communities in the councils which I am talking about and which have said no. There certainly are plenty in the 

Agricultural Region. Why have they said no? They have said no, I suppose, basically, because of the uncertainty, 

and Hon Philip Gardiner particularly made mention of the need to maintain identity. There is a loss of history for 

these councils. The communities around them saw them going into oblivion. There is a lack of direction, and 

continually a lack of planning by the minister. There are inconsistencies across the state—I have already 

mentioned some of the metropolitan local government authorities such as Cottesloe, Mosman Park, Victoria Park 

and the like—and there has been misinformation. Why else would these communities arc up and say no to this 

amalgamation agenda of the minister? Members could do a lot worse than check out the Western Australian 

Local Government Association website in relation to the many myths surrounding local government reform. 

They certainly exist.  
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In my region—the Agricultural Region—many communities remain unconvinced about this particular reform 

process. I will give one example. This goes back a year or two ago. Narrogin Town Council Chief Executive 

Officer, Gary O’Neil, summed up the thoughts of many when he said recently that the Barnett government 

needed to advance a vision for the state as a whole. What he was basically saying was that we need to get 

strategic. I will be honest. The private member’s bill proposed by Hon Max Trenorden, along with Hon Nigel 

Hallett, will provide that strategic direction. I have no qualms about totally supporting that approach. Without 

strategic direction, what are local government authorities going to do? They are not going to throw their hats in 

the air, that is for sure. Mr O’Neil was quoted in WAtoday back in August 2009 as saying that the whole process 

is a mess in his council’s opinion, and that it is simply unfair for any organisation to vote itself into non-

existence. There is much more to it than that, but I shall continue.  

I tend to agree with the thoughts that have been expressed by the Shire of Nannup. Having been a south west 

member in a previous life, I know the Shire of Nannup very well. The Shire of Nannup, having had a number of 

times in recent years the prospect of merging with neighbouring shires, has decided that shires do not need to 

amalgamate to share services. This is the whole idea behind the point that I made a little earlier.  

This is the approach that I believe we are going to see with this bill. Maybe Hon Nigel Hallett will be able to 

stand a bit later, in Hon Max Trenorden’s absence, and confirm this, but I understand from my reading and 

discussion with him that this is one of the significant thrusts of this private member’s bill. Nannup Shire 

President, Barbara Dunnet, is on record as saying to ABC News on 19 February 2010 that the shire already 

shares information technology services with Manjimup and has shared the services of an environmental officer 

with Bridgetown and Manjimup in the past. She went on to say that the shire is also looking to share planning 

services with the Shire of Busselton in the future. As I have indicated, there are many similar models around 

Western Australia. She went on to say that if the shires can share resources and pay for them, why do they need 

to amalgamate?  

There have been successes in the Agricultural Region. I have no qualms about saying that. One example is the 

City of Greater Geraldton. Originally it was Geraldton and Greenough, but further amalgamation then occurred, 

and now Mullewa is also involved. Another example, which occurred some years prior to that when Labor was 

in government, is the Tambellup–Broomehill amalgamation. That came to a reality in, I think, 2004; I am not 

exactly sure of my facts there. 

These amalgamations obviously are due in no small part to the vision, energy and leadership of decision makers 

in those particular towns. But they needed to make that particular commitment, and it is admirable that they have 

done that. The reports are that, despite some teething problems, those amalgamations have enabled certain issues 

to be addressed. However, as Hon Phil Gardiner said, big does not necessarily mean better. That is certainly the 

case in some of the enormous local government authority areas that we have in this state, particularly in the 

Kimberley, some of which are hundreds of thousands of square kilometres in size. But alas, much of the success 

has been limited, and local government reform has been poorly handled in much of the bush. In these times of 

accountability and efficiency, the costs across the board are totally unacceptable given the current outcomes that 

we are witnessing.  

I want to quote now from Government News of 21 February 2011, which quotes Local Government Association 

President Troy Pickard as follows — 

WALGA president Troy Pickard said many councils and shires were feeling ―reform fatigue‖ following 

a two-year process of ―exhaustive‖ sustainability reviews, community consultation and reporting.  

Cr Pickard said the State Government’s reform process, which was ―predominantly focused on 

amalgamations‖, had proven unsuccessful. 

―Only a handful of groupings have actually been created,‖ Cr Pickard told Government News. 

It goes on to say — 

―It hasn’t worked and we need to look at new ways of doing things in our state.‖  

Cr Pickard said one particular disincentive was the reduction in grant streams councils faced following 

mergers.  

Those are some fairly compelling thoughts from Mr Pickard.  

In conclusion, there is absolutely no doubt that this motion is a very timely reminder from Hon Ljiljanna 

Ravlich. This motion was put on notice on 24 November 2010, and it is even more compelling in 2012. 

I want to make a point about what local communities can do. The best example I can think of is a place—I 

mentioned it earlier—that I visited in my previous capacity as chair of the Rural and Remote Education Advisory 

Council, and that is the town of Morawa. I got to know the Shire of Morawa Chief Executive Officer, Gavin 
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Treasure, very well. I want to use a media release from the Shire of Morawa to illustrate what can be done with 

community involvement and shire vision. If local government authorities can be encouraged to go down this 

particular pathway—I am sure all of them are attempting to do this—to my way of thinking it would obviate the 

necessity to waste these millions and millions of dollars that we have already talked about. Mr Treasure says in 

this media release — 

The construction of a new solar power station using an Australian invented and owned technology, to 

improve the reliability of power in the Mid West of Western Australia has received strong community 

support. 

… 

The project, which is jointly driven by the Shire of Morawa, WA-based Carbon Reduction Ventures Pty 

Ltd and Solastor Pty Ltd, has considerable potential as a fringe of grid solution to enhance power 

reliability in this Mid West region. 

Obviously, on account of that, the shire can then engage in a collaborative and constructive approach with its 

neighbours. That is a significant outcome of this particular approach. The media release goes on to say — 

According to Shire of Morawa chief executive officer Gavin Treasure, ―this world class project will 

deliver major improvements in power supply and reliability to the region, and a financial return to the 

community. 

That is helping to create the sorts of sustainable communities that this royalties for regions business is 

supposedly all about. Why go down an alternative pathway when we can adopt these sorts of strategies? To my 

way of thinking, it is a bit of a no-brainer. But it has to be promoted and facilitated by the shire. I know that 

Morawa is a SuperTown proposal. But, so help me; if that capacity can be found in a place like Morawa, this 

government needs to look seriously at its amalgamation agenda and adopt a more strategic and more appropriate 

response to the sorts of communities that I represent.  

HON ROBYN McSWEENEY (South West — Minister for Child Protection) [5.28 pm]: The government 

will not be supporting this motion. In fact, the motion should really say — 

That this house calls on the former Ministers for Local Government, Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich and Hon 

Jon Ford, to explain why they were not able to achieve anything in local government. 

As Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich may recall, when she was the Minister for Local Government, in eight years of a 

Labor government, the number of local governments was reduced by only two. The then Labor government 

ignored the Local Government Advisory Board recommendations arising from its major research work in 2006, 

which raised serious concerns about the state of the sector and recommended substantial structural reform. Labor 

lacked the courage to do what it knew needed to be done. I well remember when Hon Jon Ford was the Minister 

for Local Government and I was the shadow Minister for Local Government, and I think he had 42 or 47 no-

confidence motions against him by the Western Australian Local Government Association.  

Hon Kate Doust: Funny how they haven’t done that to your minister; they’ve got no confidence in him. 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY: I am just pointing out that that is what it did to the previous government’s 

minister—42 or 47 no-confidence motions. 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich: Who was that for? 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY: That was for Hon Jon Ford when he was the minister and I was the shadow 

minister. Every time he went to the Western Australian Local Government Association, it would put up a no-

confidence motion against him. There were many, many—I am sure it was 42.  

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich: And now they’ve got you and I bet they regret it! 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY: Not to mention what they thought of Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich! Before I respond to 

the questions in the motion, I want to respond to some of the misinformed comments made by Hon Ljiljanna 

Ravlich on 7 March in this place.  

Hon Norman Moore: It should take a long time! 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich: I think it’ll be brief, personally! 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY: No, I do not think so because the member mentioned that she met with local 

governments on this issue. I want to know how many local governments out of all of them she met with. The 

Minister for Local Government has the support of the majority of local governments in WA for his and our 

reform program. I will detail those to the house a little later.  
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Does the honourable member recall WALGA’s Systemic Sustainability Study report and its key message and 

recommendations? It recommended sector-led reform, which is what the Minister for Local Government 

provided local governments with the opportunity of doing. The honourable member referred to the formation of 

the City of Geraldton–Greenough and her understanding that it has now been disaggregated. It has not been 

disaggregated; in fact, it has undergone further strengthening with a merger with the Shire of Mullewa. 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich: That’s good. 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY: That is good, but it is not what the honourable member said in her speech. 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich: I believed it was true so that’s why I said it. 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY: I thought the honourable member just said that it was good that they have 

merged and strengthened local government. When we look on this side of the house, Hon Ken Baston and Hon 

Simon O’Brien were in local government and Hon Brian Ellis was deputy president of the Shire of Moora. 

Hon Phil Edman: I was at the City of Rockingham. 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY: There we go! So, we have a lot of people who were in and around local 

government. I think I was elected in 1991, so that is 21 years ago now. How many years has it been since Hon 

Ken Baston was elected? Come on! I think it is more than 20. 

Hon Peter Collier: You would’ve been 20 then, wouldn’t you? 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY: I thank Hon Peter Collier; he is very smooth! 

The honourable member stated that she was seeing disaggregation in Queensland and Victoria. I am advised that 

elected members and some parliamentarians who were previous opponents to mergers in Queensland are now 

amongst the strongest advocates of amalgamations in that state.  

Most people like their local governments and the honourable member has expressed that view and it is like mine. 

Coming from a rural area, many people do like them. But in the 2011 elections, the elector turnout across the 

state was only 30 per cent—the lowest in many years. Out of all the local governments, 42 failed to have any 

contested elections and 11 vacancies remained after the close of nominations. Soon after being appointed 

Minister for Local Government in the Barnett Liberal–National government, Hon John Castrilli, MLA, 

discovered the state of the local government sector to be as follows. There were 139 local governments in WA, 

which is approximately 25 per cent of the nation’s total number. There were in excess of 1 240 elected members, 

which is approximately 27 per cent of the nation’s total number. Sixty-one of those local governments were 

unsustainable and required significant structural reform and a further 48 required structural reform of some form 

to meet the current and future needs of their communities. Only 30 local governments were found to be 

sustainable for the long term. 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich: So why hasn’t he delivered on the reform program?  

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY: Just wait and find out; I am coming to that—wait and listen. Minister Castrilli 

also discovered 36 per cent of local governments had limited or no strategic planning. Remember that members 

opposite had eight years to do something with local government. 

Hon Kate Doust: He’s had nearly four. 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY: The previous government had eight years and, as I said at the beginning, the 

motion should read — 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich: We weren’t going to forcibly amalgamate them—that’s the difference. But you were 

and he was and he didn’t. 

Hon Norman Moore: You didn’t even try. 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY: The previous government did not try. As I said at the beginning, the previous 

government did nothing — 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich: We never supported the policy of forced amalgamation unlike the Liberal Party in this 

state! 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY: According to Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich, not according to Hon Robyn McSweeney! 

Eighty-one per cent of local governments had limited or no financial management planning and eighty-two per 

cent had limited or no financial planning to identify asset maintenance and renewal gaps. This was the sorry state 

of the local government sector that Hon John Castrilli inherited. Who did he inherit it from? Labor!  

Hon Norman Moore: Which one was this? 
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Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY: I do not know whether Hon Jon Ford or Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich was minister 

first; who followed who? 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich: Both great achievers! Leaders well before their time! Fabulous people! 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY: Hon John Castrilli inherited this local government sector from the Labor Party, 

which did nothing about local government reform and allowed it to get into the sorry state that we found it in 

when we were elected. What has Minister Castrilli on behalf of this government done about that? Let me tell 

members: this government approached local government reform from two perspectives—not only one but 

two perspectives. One was structural reform and the other provides a much-needed boost to the capacity of the 

sector to be sustainable. Reform and sustainability, something that the previous government did not even look at; 

it was too hard to do.  

In regard to structural reform, two local governments have merged—that is, the City of Geraldton–Greenough 

and the Shire of Mullewa—and another two are proceeding to merge, subject to a poll in April.  

Hon Helen Bullock interjected. 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich: She can’t count! 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY: Who is counting? Fourteen are involved in regional transition groups and are 

moving towards amalgamation. Did the member say I cannot count? 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich: Yes. 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY: I can count. I can count how many ministers got dismissed in the member’s 

government. I can count how many Ministers for Local Government there were in the member’s government. 

Why were there so many Ministers for Local Government in the previous government’s eight years? I can count!  

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich: Because we were safe, we wanted to share it around! 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY: The previous government shared them around, all right! 

Through this process those local governments have learnt a great deal about their actual financial position and 

what the current and future challenges are because they have been made to look at what they have. Twenty-three 

remote local governments have formed regional collaborative groups. Regional priorities have been identified 

and are now being implemented. Twenty-four local governments wanted to participate but were blocked by 

reluctant neighbouring local governments. Actual and proposed investment to 30 June 2012 on the structural 

reform component totals $15.2 million. There has been $1 million expended on reform submissions and 

$10.5 million has been allocated to amalgamation costs. Regional collaborative groups have received 

$1.2 million to assist with preparing their regional business plans and a further $1.6 million is approved up to 

June 2012 for the implementation of these plans.  

Regional transition groups have received $940 000 to assist with preparing their regional business plans, which 

seems eminently sensible to me. Local government reform is not just about amalgamations; it is about increasing 

the capacity and capability of local governments so that they are able to deliver appropriate services to their 

communities in the long term. 

Capacity building has been a key focus of the Minister for Local Government and our government. Seventy local 

governments have received financial and other resource assistance to prepare strategic plans and asset 

management plans; 63 local governments received assistance to prepare long-term financial planning; 

investment to date on capacity building totals $8.3 million; 70 local governments have received $2.4 million for 

strategic planning and $3.8 million for asset management; 63 local governments received $1.7 million for long-

term financial planning; and the Department of Local Government has received $378 000 for project 

development and managing, integrated planning and reporting, and jointly funded masterclasses for officers 

across the state, which, to date, has seen more than 400 officers receive training. The Department of Local 

Government is also working in partnership with national bodies to improve recruitment and retention, 

particularly in regional and remote areas. There are 45 fewer councillor positions today than prior to October 

2011 due to voluntary reductions of elected members, yet still local governments cannot get an adequate number 

of nominations in some cases. The government has reduced compliance reporting red tape by close to 80 per 

cent, which is a great achievement, and has initiated the local government structural and governance review of 

the Perth metropolitan area. We have mandated 10-year strategic community planning with community input and 

review and, in partnership with the federal government, we have invested $2.2 million to assist 22 remote local 

governments prepare costings on providing municipal services to remote Indigenous communities. I know that 

those communities have wanted that for a very long time. Of course, there is still more to do. 



Extract from Hansard 

[COUNCIL — Wednesday, 21 March 2012] 

 p964c-972a 

Hon Matt Benson-Lidholm; Hon Robyn McSweeney; Hon Robin Chapple; Hon Lynn MacLaren 

 [7] 

Since 1910, Western Australia has reduced the number of local governments by three per cent. The next closest 

reduction was by Tasmania, which has reduced the number of its local governments by 47 per cent. All other 

states have reduced their number of local governments by more than 50 per cent. Thirty local governments in 

Western Australia have suffered declining populations over the past two census periods. As populations decline, 

they also age and businesses and services relocate to more sustainable regional centres. Local government rate 

increases last financial year in the Perth metropolitan area averaged 6.29 per cent, with the highest being 

10 per cent. In the non-metropolitan areas the average was 5.8 per cent, with the highest being 18.36 per cent. I 

think that was somewhere in my electorate. These increases are just not sustainable. Public apathy towards local 

government is increasing in some places. In 2011, 42 local governments had no elections, voter turnout was 30 

per cent—the lowest in many years—and 11 vacancies remained unfilled at the close of nominations. This 

government continues to encourage regional approaches to regional challenges and opportunities. We do not 

force regional approaches, we encourage them, and we continue to do that on a voluntary basis. By any measure, 

this government has achieved far more in local government reform than any other government, and I believe 

many members opposite would agree. 

HON ROBIN CHAPPLE (Mining and Pastoral) [5.44 pm]: I want to speak briefly on the motion moved by 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich, who called on the Minister for Local Government to explain why he has not been able to 

achieve local government council reform and to provide details of how much has been spent on it to date. I think 

the minister representing the Minister for Local Government has done a good job in responding to those issues. 

However, as someone who served on local government for seven years and on the Country Shire Councils 

Association and the Western Australian Municipal Association—the original Western Australian Local 

Government Association—I have a bit of a personal interest in this. As a former local government councillor and 

someone who stands before members today, I consider that local government is actually the primary form of 

government. It is government by the people, for the people at the very source of where people need input. What 

this government has done in a number of cases has actually worked against those principles. It is not just this 

government either. Since 1995 when changes were made to the Local Government Act, we have seen the 

devolution of power from elected local government members and those powers becoming much more enshrined 

in local government managers. 

I note that the Minister for Child Protection said many local councils now could not even get nominees. People 

in regional areas say that one reason people do not nominate is that they feel disempowered. Today, local 

government managers rule the roost in most cases. The point was brought home to me recently that if a council 

wants to sack a local government manager these days, the council ends up in litigation for years and eventually 

an out-of-court settlement is reached. However, if the council does not go down that path, it is, in essence, being 

blackmailed to hand over upwards of $200 000 a year and usually to provide a house and a car to get rid of the 

local government manager. Local government managers have become the power of local government. Although 

Port Hedland was the first council in Australia to have a local government manager, we sought special 

dispensation from Ian Taylor, the then Deputy Premier, to have a local government manager, as opposed to a 

shire clerk. It was after that happened that the Local Government Act was amended in 1995. There were some 

inherent problems in having shire clerks, but the process of having local government managers has literally 

emasculated local government. Whether it is in the south west or the north west, councillors quite often find 

themselves completely hamstrung by their administration. 

A case was brought to my attention a few days ago of a local government that has been trying to deal with an 

incompetent manager who had been repeatedly sent off to be retrained as a manager of local government. In the 

end, that could not happen so the council had to negotiate an outcome and that person eventually agreed to leave. 

In deference to the Clerk of the house, if our Clerk was not doing a proper job, we would come to a conclusion 

and say, ―Sorry, but goodbye.‖ This is about that role. Local government has lost the power to be an independent 

voice. If a local government is not operating properly and making good fiscal judgements, that needs to be 

brought to the attention of the local electors and they must determine to elect councillors and mayors who will do 

a good job. That is the very same way that we operate in this chamber. If we do not do a good job, at the end of 

our term we will be gone; it is about doing a good job. The problem is that local governments have a local 

government manager who, in many cases does not do a good job, and unfortunately the councillors are blamed 

for that. Part of the restructuring of local government should identify where the fiscal management problems of 

local governments are coming from rather than blame local government as an entity. If we were to look at 

restructuring, we should look at some of the fundamentals of management.  

Then we come to the whole issue of development assessment panels. If local government is for the people and 

by the people at the local area to make decisions, to have a development assessment panel that is implemented 

by the state over and above the interests of local government is completely against the principles of the third 

most important tier of government. I look forward to the day—I hope it is not too far off, though I have my 

doubts—when local government will be formally acknowledged in the Constitution as the third tier of 



Extract from Hansard 

[COUNCIL — Wednesday, 21 March 2012] 

 p964c-972a 

Hon Matt Benson-Lidholm; Hon Robyn McSweeney; Hon Robin Chapple; Hon Lynn MacLaren 

 [8] 

government so that local people can be empowered to elect their councillors and manage their systems at a local 

level. That is the devolution of power that we need, not centralisation and not the overseeing of power by any 

government, whether it be a former government or this government, and forced amalgamation. As the minister 

has said, there are many cases of councils that have lost their community and have become smaller as a result of 

the mining boom, fly in, fly out workers and those sorts of things. In fact, some of the large councils in the 

Pilbara are already suffering from that. It is important that they have the opportunity to amalgamate. That is the 

way decisions should be made—by communities at a local government level and not by imposition of any 

minister, whether it be a Labor minister, a National Party minister or a Liberal Party minister. This is the most 

important aspect of people’s regional involvement. When we find councils that work, which have taken back 

control over local government managers, we will find that the community becomes empowered and progressive 

and it moves forward.  

I certainly think that local government should be its own master, it should be its own decision maker and it 

should not be ruled by any state authority. I look forward to the day when local governments are duly constituted 

within the Australian Constitution to be the third, if not most important, tier of government in the nation.  

HON LYNN MacLAREN (South Metropolitan) [5.53 pm]: I am inspired to speak to this motion because Hon 

Robin Chapple has put forward his views in such a succinct way that I wanted to bring that home to my own 

community of East Fremantle. When local government reform was announced as a policy for this government, it 

was about economies of scale. It was about sharing some resources in order to reduce the expenses that we 

ratepayers have to cough up to ensure that our basic services, such as waste collection, local roads, and in our 

case local rangers, are provided to us so that we can enjoy the suburbs and the communities that we live in. That 

in itself is a great thought—that our rates could go down through efficiencies introduced by the amalgamation of 

local governments. However, when it was rolled out, it was anti-democratic. There was the notion of forced 

amalgamations. There was not the notion that a local government would have a look at its business and see if 

there were efficiencies to be gained by doing something cooperatively or by business arrangement with its 

neighbouring local government. If it had been rolled out that way and if councils could have had an opportunity 

to get together and say, ―This is a better way forward for us to share waste management‖, this government policy 

would have achieved something. A lot of them already do that anyway if there are certain services that can be 

shared, such as libraries. For example, in the case of East Fremantle, we use the Fremantle city library. Instead, 

the way it was rolled out, certain notions were bandied around and Melville City Council wanted to take over 

East Fremantle while Fremantle and Cockburn had to decide which council was going to take over which council 

and it became a case of citizen against citizen. That is not the kind of spirit that we want to engender in our local 

governments. I do not know how it went wrong, and that is why this is a good opportunity to debate this motion. 

What happened with that lofty government policy? Where did it go so terribly wrong? How much money was 

spent trying to achieve what were lofty goals but apparently failed to be achieved? I do not know that Hon 

Robyn McSweeney gave those details in her response. It would be good if those details came out so we could 

pursue some sort of efficiencies in local government without the heavy-handed approach of forced 

amalgamations. Some of the local governments were inspired to look at those things. In some cases I heard that 

they voluntarily chose to get together with neighbouring shires and amalgamate so that they would achieve those 

efficiencies without losing the character of their place. Maybe they were far enough apart so that their very 

character was not threatened. As a citizen and ratepayer of East Fremantle, the character of a place and the 

attachment to our elected local councillor should not be diminished in any sense.  

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich: They definitely don’t want to merge, do they, East Fremantle? 

Hon LYNN MacLAREN: No. East Fremantle is one of the smallest localities. 

Hon Kate Doust: Probably not as small as Mosman Park or Peppy Grove. 

Hon LYNN MacLAREN: The member does not think East Fremantle is as small as Mosman Park. It is 

interesting that these small localities have a sense of place. They have a character that they enjoy. The local 

governments that we mentioned are situated in riverside suburbs. They have quite a lot of residential properties 

and not a lot of commercial properties. Not a lot of ratepayers are providing businesses but there are a lot of 

residential ratepayers. That is why they have a sense of connection to their local government. It is a 

neighbourhood; it is where people get together. 

I welcome the motion moved. I like the tenor of it too. We did not ask for any condemnation; we merely asked 

for an explanation and some details in an effort to get some fiscal responsibility into this government. I support 

the motion that Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich has moved which asks that local government council reform be examined 

in greater detail to see the cost benefit of that government policy. As I said, there are some things that we could 

have achieved in that government policy but the way that it was rolled out proved to be unpopular among the 
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residents of Western Australia. I am glad that it was unpopular because I personally think that it was the wrong 

way to go. 

Question put and a division taken, the Deputy President (Hon Matt Benson-Lidholm) casting his vote with the 

ayes, with the following result — 

Ayes (10) 

Hon Matt Benson-Lidholm Hon Kate Doust Hon Sally Talbot Hon Ed Dermer (Teller) 

Hon Helen Bullock Hon Lynn MacLaren Hon Giz Watson  
Hon Robin Chapple Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich Hon Alison Xamon  

Noes (17) 

Hon Liz Behjat Hon Brian Ellis Hon Col Holt Hon Simon O’Brien 
Hon Jim Chown Hon Donna Faragher Hon Robyn McSweeney Hon Ken Baston (Teller) 

Hon Peter Collier Hon Philip Gardiner Hon Michael Mischin  

Hon Wendy Duncan Hon Nick Goiran Hon Norman Moore  
Hon Phil Edman Hon Nigel Hallett Hon Helen Morton  

            

Pairs 

 Hon Jon Ford  Hon Alyssa Hayden 

 Hon Ken Travers  Hon Max Trenorden 

 Hon Sue Ellery Hon Mia Davies 

Question thus negatived.  

Sitting suspended from 6.03 to 7.30 pm  

 


