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LOCAL GOVERNMENT AMALGAMATIONS 
Motion 

Resumed from an earlier stage of the sitting. 

HON DARREN WEST (Agricultural) [5.05 pm]: As members will recall, before the break I had just begun 
my remarks and I had congratulated Hon Ken Travers and acknowledged the courage of those of the view that 
we should bring this motion forward and have this debate today. I think that was a courageous decision. The role 
of this house is to be flexible to debate topical issues of the day. 

I was making the point before the break that unlike some, both my personal view and, of course, the Labor 
Party’s view is that the local government reform process as put by this government is a bad deal for regional 
Western Australia. I think that has been the party’s position for several years and it is certainly a view I share. 
We could see no benefit in a carrot-and-stick approach in which there was no carrot, just a blunt instrument to 
bludgeon local government into reform regardless of whether it was ready to be involved. I also noted that I was 
pleased to see that the WA Nationals have come around to agree with my view on that. It is always nice to agree 
with people. 

The PRESIDENT: Order! There are several very audible conversations going on around the room. It is a bit 
distracting for Hansard and other members who are trying to follow the debate. 

Hon DARREN WEST: As Hon Martin Aldridge pointed out, the position of the WA Nationals has changed not 
because it could get a sense from the electorate that it was a bad deal for the regional areas of Western Australia, 
but because it became aware that there was a deliberate attempt to trick it into a set of circumstances that would 
not serve its constituencies well in the long run. I am pleased that the WA National Party has now realised the 
implications of the bill that it was prepared to support; its views were out of step and it has taken action on that, 
which is certainly a good thing. As the party that holds the balance of power in this house of review, it is really 
nice to see that the issues and the policy are being put ahead of the politics, and I am pleased about that. 

As I mentioned earlier, it has been a botched process right from day dot. This was foisted on the electorate. 
There was no level of consultation; the government has a born-to-rule mentality: “This is how it will be and we 
do not care whether you like it.” From that day there have been problems in the metropolitan area—they are well 
documented, as Hon Simon O’Brien and Hon Ken Travers have pointed out—as well as out in the regional 
areas, which we all knew would happen. We all knew that once the process had started in the metropolitan 
area—I will come to some of the Premier’s comments later—it was the thin end of the wedge for local 
governments in the regions, which provide very valuable services to rural communities, employment in country 
towns and much needed roads et cetera. Initially, we saw the coalition government united on the issue and we 
stood in opposition to what was, essentially, a bad deal for regional Western Australia. I am pleased that has 
changed. In partnership, there was no ability for us to get either side to listen to what we saw were genuine 
concerns. I am glad that is changing. 
On the notice paper is the Local Government Amendment Bill, which I understood was to be supported by 
members opposite and which looked set for passage through this house, and I spoke quite strongly against it. 
Members may recall the scenarios I described, which I will touch on soon, about what was possible under that 
bill without the application of the Dadour provisions. I think that is at the core of what is wrong with this whole 
process. 
I went to some zone meetings in my electorate, one of which up to 17 local governments attended. I spoke to the 
zone in York and spoke in Merredin to a very concerned group of councillors and chief executive officers. I also 
attended a meeting in Narrogin at which there was a huge roll-up because on that day the Minister for Local 
Government was going to be in town to address the meeting, as was the president of the Western Australian 
Local Government Association, Mr Troy Pickard. I can tell members that the air was pretty thick with a certain 
sense of fear that the minister was going to tell everyone that the government was about to amalgamate 
surrounding local governments due to boundary changes and there was nothing local councillors could do about 
it. There was certainly tension in the room that day. I distinctly remember getting the opportunity to speak when 
I pointed out to local councils that their fear was justified because the Dadour provisions would not be applied, 
and there could be boundary changes and therefore councils amalgamated, and that would allow one council to 
be abolished and the neighbouring council to take over. That is a fairly dreaded thought in much of the 
agricultural region. The thought of the boundary of Kojonup being abolished and that local government merging 
with Katanning and Katanning council running that local government area is not a popular view in that 
electorate. I pointed out at the meeting that these were the sorts of things that were possible. 
I have to say that our National Party colleagues certainly shared the concern but never supported what I put at 
that meeting. I do not think they made a very convincing argument for why at that stage they supported the bill. 
I note that the bill is still on the notice paper and I am pleased about that. It does not look as though it will come 
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before the house because it is a bad bill. The amendments in the bill are quite meaningless and do not address the 
process being set up in which it would be possible in future for all country local governments to be dramatically 
changed by stealth. Once one boundary is changed and one local government is abolished, and there is no need 
for a poll as required under the Dadour provisions, in a couple of years that could happen again and again until 
the outcome is achieved and the democratic right of ratepayers is ignored and deliberately put to one side in the 
interests of local government reform according to the government. This proposition created a lot of uncertainty 
and fear among local governments to the point that local governments that still have cash reserves—there is 
a decreasing number of them—are starting to fear amalgamation by boundary change with one of their 
neighbour councils that does not have cash reserves. The cash that one council had put away in good times 
would be spent on a community that had not been as prudent with its money, especially if the community was 
larger. Most local governments fear that they will be amalgamated with larger local governments by stealth 
through boundary changes without the application of the Dadour provisions and all the authority of the smaller 
local government will be moved to the larger or regional centre and the smaller one will be left out. There are 
several examples in the eastern states where this has indeed been the case. It is a very real fear that local 
governments hold to the point at which they are now considering spending this money urgently in their 
communities so that the money will stay in their communities and they will benefit from the improvements. This 
government is a little like that in that it does not think about the long-term picture. It makes decisions on the spur 
of the moment and then has to react to poor financial decision-making. I think there is a real risk that many local 
governments that had saved up reserves through the years will fritter them away because they are afraid they will 
lose that money and therefore not benefit from it. That does not make for good governance and is not how we 
want to see local governments looking to the future—that is, “Get the money out the door as quickly as we can 
in case we lose it.” That is not a good way to encourage financial sustainability. 

There was disbelief among local governments at those zone meetings. I think it is fair to say that most of the 
local governments in regional areas are quite conservative organisations. There was disbelief that their own 
conservative Liberal–National government would do this to them. They were of the view that if this sort of thing 
were to happen it would be perhaps someone on the other side of politics who might look to reform and make 
some decisions in the belief that there might not be any voter backlash because there would be no risk to their 
vote. There was disbelief among Nationals that their own conservative elected members would treat them so 
poorly and dismiss their concerns out of hand; they would not consult and they would not listen. There was an 
air of exasperation among people at those zone meetings that no matter who came from government to talk to 
them, they were getting nowhere. They felt as though they were banging their heads against a brick wall of 
people from their own conservative side of politics. They became resentful towards the government and 
indicated that they were prepared to fight, and fight they are. The local government authorities are against the 
proposed blunt instruments the government is calling local government reform.  

It is a very hot issue in my electorate. I get lots of emails, as I am sure other members do, about the importance 
of preserving the Dadour provisions. I certainly get a lot of emails from local governments that are concerned 
because there has been no explanation of what is sought to be achieved by amalgamating local governments in a 
way that involves boundary changes rather than the abolition of all local governments and resetting the 
boundaries. I think country people are very pragmatic; they give their views straight up the line. I am sure that 
my regional colleagues from the other side of the house will support what I am saying. It is best to walk straight 
up to people, look them in the eye and tell them our point of view face to face. We might not always hear what 
we want to, but at least we can be straight with people. Country people were very disappointed that this 
government was not straight with them and did not tell them what was going on and was trying to come up with 
circumstances that would inevitably result in a negative outcome. I think country people can also tell when 
people are not being honest and that they have seen through this fairly early. It became apparent a very long time 
ago that there would be resistance to amalgamation and now there is anger about the process in the local 
government sector where I live. 

Hon Ken Travers has run through a lot of the history of amalgamation, which I have here, but I will not repeat all 
that. However, as I pointed out, there was a big stick approach. Historically, the intent of the act has always been 
to apply the Dadour provisions. That does now not seem to be the case. Few suggestions for amalgamations have 
come from local governments themselves. We know that the Shire of Broomehill–Tambellup is an amalgamated 
shire and the City of Greater Geraldton is an amalgamation of Greenough and Mullewa. I think in the fullness of 
time that amalgamation will be successful; however, there was certainly a ratepayer backlash to the  
20-plus per cent rate increase that occurred as a result of that. I often quote those increases in rates as a reason 
for being a little circumspect in charging into local government reform before we consider all the options. 

Before I get into further parts of my speech, I will take a slight tack. I made some notes, as I mentioned. I will 
not go through the whole list because I am sure that members who were not away on urgent parliamentary 
business will remember the last time I spoke about the Local Government Amendment Bill. I certainly have 
concerns about this matter, as I am sure members of the local governments have. For instance, the 
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Shires of Chapman Valley and Northampton would not like to be amalgamated by a boundary change, but if they 
were, their ratepayers would like the chance to have a say on it. Similarly, if the City of Greater Geraldton and 
the Shire of Irwin were amalgamated by a boundary change, the ratepayers of those councils would like the 
chance to have a say on it. The same would apply for areas such as the Shires of Mingenew and Morawa, and 
Three Springs and Perenjori. I have some maps with me—I know that Hansard cannot see them—that we can 
look at and work through which local governments could be easily amalgamated. The list could include the 
Shires of Three Springs and Perenjori; Coorow and Carnamah; Gingin and Dandaragan, Moora and Dalwallinu; 
Chittering and Victoria Plains; Northam and Toodyay; Wongan–Ballidu and Koorda; Goomalling and 
Dowering; and Wyalkatchem and Trayning. The Shires of Mount Marshall and Mukinbudin could be 
amalgamated through a boundary change without using the Dadour provisions for the ratepayers to have a say. 
The Shire of Nungarin could be swallowed up by the Shire of Merredin. I am sure the people of Nungarin and 
President Eileen O’Connell would have a different view on whether or not that was a good thing, and especially 
if they were not to have a say.  

Other possible amalgamations are the Shires of Cunderdin and Tammin; and York and Beverley. The 
Shires of Quairading and Corrigin could be amalgamated together through a boundary change without a vote or 
a poll; also the Shires of Bruce Rock and Narembeen; and Kondinin and Kulin. Also, we could amalgamate the 
Shires of Brookton and Pingelly. The Shires of Wandering and Boddington could be amalgamated by a boundary 
change without a poll, as could the Shires of Wickepin and Cuballing. The two Narrogins—the Shire of Narrogin 
and the Town of Narrogin—could be amalgamated. There is a view in Narrogin for amalgamating the town and 
the shire; that one just might work. However, I continue to say that we should have a poll and let the people 
decide. There are several other shires in that southern part of my electorate that could be amalgamated, such as 
the Shires of Woodanilling and Wagin; and possibly even in the next stage incorporating the 
Shire of Dumbleyung as well. An amalgamation would not need to be limited to just two local governments. For 
instance, the Shires of Woodanilling and Wagin could be put together and in a few years the same process could 
be gone through to bring in the Shire of Dumbleyung to that rather large shire. Other amalgamations could be the 
Shires of Williams and West Arthur; and Katanning and Kojonup, and perhaps in time bring in the Shire of 
Broomehill–Tambellup. Other amalgamations could be the Shires of Plantagenet and Cranbrook; Gnowangerup 
and Jerramungup; and Lake Grace and Kent. We could hop over the border into the south west. I wonder what 
the view would be of ratepayers in the south west, for instance in Busselton, if they were — 

Hon Kate Doust: Or Margaret River! 

Hon DARREN WEST: Exactly, Hon Kate Doust; that is a very good point; I am glad she picked up on that. 
Busselton could be, by a boundary change and without using the Dadour provision and without a poll, 
amalgamated with the Shire of Augusta–Margaret River. I think a lot of people in that part of the world would 
have a very firm view on whether that was a good thing without the consultation of the people. Similarly, the 
Shires of Nannup and Bridgetown–Greenbushes could suffer the same fate; so could the Shires of Boyup Brook 
and Manjimup. Also the Shires of Albany and Denmark could be amalgamated through a boundary change 
without a poll through the Dadour amendment. The Shire of Collie could be amalgamated with the 
Shire of Donnybrook–Balingup. The City of Bunbury and the Shires of Capel and Dardanup could be eventually 
amalgamated through a boundary change without anyone from those councils having a say through a poll. That 
is not a good thing. The Shires of Harvey and Waroona could be amalgamated. The Shire of Murray could go 
into the City of Mandurah without a poll. 

These are all possible amalgamations but they are not palatable under this set of circumstances. I am glad that 
the National Party in WA has realised that the process that was put in place that led to these changes in the 
metropolitan area would certainly have got to the point that I have just outlined—all these local governments 
could be amalgamated once, twice and three times. National Party members were inevitably going to be turned 
on by their own electorates for agreeing to a process in the metropolitan area. I am so pleased that the members 
of the National Party have acknowledged this stealthy and tricky process before the event rather than after the 
event. We said this all along. Our position has not changed, and I am pleased that there is some support for it. 

I understand Hon Martin Aldridge’s point and thought it was very good. The National Party believed that it had 
ring-fenced country local governments. However, a boundary change can be acted on by future Parliaments. It 
may not be acted on by this government in this Parliament, but it could be acted on by future governments. It 
was very wise to keep the status quo for country local governments so that a future government of any 
persuasion could not pull off the little stunts that I outlined earlier by bypassing the intent of the act and 
absolving itself from any need for a poll under the Dadour provisions. No matter what comes as a result of this 
motion and the government’s position, the core of it all should be the ability of ratepayers to have a say and 
decide whether it is in the best interests of their local government and their ratepayers’ dollars to be merged with 
one, two, three or possibly more local governments. Local governments need to be financially sustainable to 
deliver the important services that they deliver—everybody accepts that. However, there is no evidence 
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anywhere to suggest that that financial efficiency is gained by amalgamation. It has not worked in other states. If 
we want more efficient local governments, there should be measures and enticements for local governments to 
find efficiencies. There should be enticements for ratepayers to vote for these efficiencies, rather than just use the 
blunt instrument of amalgamation, which clearly will not work. We all know that it will not work. It has not 
worked anywhere else. 
Once again I come back to the question that I have asked three times: what are we actually trying to achieve? 
What is it that we are trying to do here? If it is just to have fewer local governments, that is one thing, but there 
must be an underlying reason for wanting fewer local governments. I presume it is to make them more 
financially sustainable, but I do not see any evidence for that. 
I have some quotes from various people throughout the course of this debate that I found very interesting. The 
first person I want to quote from is the Premier, Mr Barnett and member for Cottesloe, who circulated 
a newsletter earlier in 2013, which states — 

There has been much said about local government over recent months. I have always believed that 
a combined council covering Claremont, Cottesloe, Mosman Park and Peppermint Grove makes sense, 
however claims that the State Government will use its powers to force such an amalgamation are simply 
not true. 

That is what the Premier put out in a public newsletter to his constituents in the seat of Cottesloe early in 2013. 
That is a public piece of information that was posted out at the expense of the Premier’s office. There are some 
very nice photos and some nice news in there, but he said to his constituency that it was simply not true that the 
state government would use its powers to force such an amalgamation. 

Several months later, on 17 September 2013, in the other place the Leader of the Opposition and member for 
Rockingham, Mark McGowan, asked a question of the Premier. It is quite a long question and I will not read out 
all of it; it is question 501 for those who are interested. However, in reply the Premier quipped across the 
chamber, as the Premier does when he is a bit grumpy — 

Talk about an example of someone who could never make a decision! 

On and on the debate went and the interjections came. Then once order was restored, the Premier said — 

There are many local authorities in country areas that have responsibility for fewer than 500 people. 

That is when I started to become a little concerned that this issue was not just about the metropolitan area, 
country local governments and the WA Nationals, as we were led to believe. The Premier made a direct 
reference to local authorities in country areas that have responsibility for fewer than 500 people. He also said — 

There are local authorities in the city area, particularly in the western suburbs, that have fewer … than 
five square kilometres. As to the need for reform, the Western Australian Local Government 
Association has argued the case for reform, — 

And he quoted some other reports — 

We are not going to shy away from that. Yes, it creates issues for local members in their electorates; 
I got abused the other day by a group of western suburbs people—you know, cop that! 

That is in direct contradiction. The Premier goes on — 

… but I think the vast majority of people actually are more interested in the level of service they get and 
more concerned about rate increases, which this year, across the board, was seven per cent. … If the 
Labor Party believes 140 local authorities will serve Western Australia well for this century, it is wrong. 

This is what the Premier said. He continues — 

If the Labor Party believes that local authorities having responsibility for fewer than 500 people will be 
good for their citizens, it is wrong. 

The Premier therefore, in his answer to the question, told us the real agenda. The real agenda is to reform country 
local governments that have responsibility for fewer than 500 people. There are quite a few such local 
governments in regional areas, and once the bar is set at 500, that number will certainly be increased. 

There has been a lot of media around this issue, as members would be aware. 

Debate adjourned, pursuant to standing orders. 
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