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LOCAL GOVERNMENT — BUILDING PLANNING APPROVALS 
Grievance 

MR C.D. HATTON (Balcatta) [9.53 am]: I rise to grieve to the Minister for Local Government about the 
inefficiencies and delays in local council planning approvals for single residential dwellings. Over a time, local 
councils have displayed levels of inefficiencies in areas of administration and service delivery to residents and 
ratepayers. A common problem in the housing and building industry is that there are too many local government 
authorities to deal with, and inconsistencies within each local government authority affects productivity. The 
Housing Industry Association states that these are some of it problems. There are 138 local government 
authorities, which — 

… is far too many for industry to deal with as each LGA have their own requirements, unique 
methods and processes. 

• Inconsistencies in local planning schemes from LGA to LGA. Builders employ “Planners” and 
“Shire Liaison” staff just to deal with the LGA and the irregularities within each LGA. Also, to 
manage the process to ensure the application progresses within a reasonable timeframe and is 
not delayed for the consumer. 

• Individual Local Planning Schemes used to override the Residential Design Codes causing 
additional delays. 

• “Councils on Line” building application online processing system is not supported by all 
LGA’s with some opting to use their own system and approach. 

• Approximately 12 out of 30 metropolitan LGA’s require all Building Application to be 
submitted to their Planning Department, even when it is a single residential dwelling and 
complies with the Residential Design Codes, causing additional unnecessary delays. 

• Alternative “cross over” details for each LGA. 

Human Resourcing: Decline in Local Government Authority Staff and Human Resourcing has been 
reported in the building and planning approvals departments, which have caused delays in approvals 
timeframes.  

Recently, a number of building company proprietors have contacted me to express their ongoing concerns about 
planning approvals and the City of Stirling. Discussions and concerns relate to the following—delays in 
approvals from submission to process to approval; the hiring of private certifiers is an extra cost burden that is 
not effecting more efficient or faster processing; and depleted staff levels in the planning development at the City 
of Stirling. The City of Stirling planning approval process is affecting housing industry confidence and 
productivity. Every delay causes financial consequences to building companies and to homeowners who are 
building or contracting builders. On a broader level, approval delays impact the whole housing sector with 
obvious impacts on housing availability and affordability. Costs, such as interest on finance borrowing and 
labour and market increases, are to be absorbed by the builder, and then passed on to the consumer.  

Specifically, I have corresponded with both the City of Stirling and the Minister for Planning about complaints 
of delays in approvals. In its reply of 2 September, the City of Stirling acknowledged a high workload in 
planning approvals, and that the processing times for development approvals for planning applications are not 
acceptable. The city has indicated that it is hiring additional staff and implementing process improvements. The 
city has also advised that following the notice of motion, the city has requested a report to be prepared to address 
the initiation of a scheme amendment to the city’s local planning scheme 3 to remove the requirement for 
planning approval to be obtained for certain classes of development. The city has advised that when the report 
has been considered, should council ultimately determine to initiate such an amendment, the amendment will be 
advertised for public comment, and those comments will then be considered by council. Further council advice 
to me states that the final decision rests with the Minister for Planning.  

Recently, I was again contacted by building company proprietors who strongly indicated that planning delays 
have not improved and, in their opinion, are becoming worse. The delays are considerably impacting on their 
business productivity and customer satisfaction. Also of concern is that a number of stakeholders have expressed 
concern that small building projects such as driveways and walls are taking a long time to be processed. As of 
late, business industry stakeholders are unable to identify any gains in approval times and are of the opinion that 
the City of Stirling is not affording due urgency to the issue. It appears that if the city has hired additional staff 
and/or has implemented process improvements as it has stated in previous correspondence to me, such measures 
are not adequate. I bring this to the minister’s attention here today in the interest of those who have raised their 
ongoing concerns. Building industry stakeholders need the City of Stirling to demonstrate a commitment to 
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improving the processing of planning approvals and to reducing delays. I seek the minister’s consideration and 
advice on this matter.  

MR A.J. SIMPSON (Darling Range — Minister for Local Government) [9.57 am]: I thank the member for 
his grievance this morning. He pointed out a number of planning issues. In some ways he is right: it falls to the 
Minister for Planning because the issue concerns planning documents, but the main crux of his grievance is 
regarding the process in local government, which is the issue that we are trying to work on today. All the 
recommendations in the Robson report were to do with the process of local government.  

I will provide some background on the planning process. Since coming to government in 2008, the Liberal–
National government has been very keen to move along this planning process. The member touched on the fact 
that one of the main factors in any property development is that time is money. Once someone has decided to 
borrow money to buy land and build, every day, every week and every month interest has to be paid, and it starts 
to cost the developer a lot of money. That is one of the areas we have to work on. Whether we call it “process” 
or “red tape”, we all have to work within certain parameters. In September 2009, the Minister for Planning 
commissioned a blueprint for planning reform that looked at a number of things. The member may remember 
that we brought in development application panels to try to speed up the process for big developers. It was also 
about bringing people together around the table to go back to the departments.  

When someone applies to their local council to build a patio, shed or apartments, under the act the council has a 
certain time frame within which to deal with it. It is 60 days or 90 days if it has to be advertised. If the council 
has not dealt with the matter after 60 days, the application is rejected and the applicant can go through an appeal 
process. The developer appeals to the State Administrative Tribunal, which has quite a lot of work to deal with 
what we call simple processes. We are looking at a couple of things to get this process moving faster. Recently, 
in August this year, the R-codes were changed to reduce the need for single housing or small lots to 
require planning approval. However, the member pointed out that some old planning schemes still require that. 
Just to clarify that, when a structure plan around a certain area is adopted—the planning approvals about 
setbacks from the road and where a building sits on a block—a planning process does not need to be gone 
through; a developer has to comply with only the building and health regulations. That is where the R-codes 
come in. Consequently, less paperwork has to go through council. A lot of local governments are doing it that 
way. The member for Balcatta acknowledged in his speech that not all local governments have taken that on and 
some have slightly different processes.  

The SPEAKER: Minister, can you please speak more slowly and clearly so that the Hansard reporters can take 
down what you are saying? They are flummoxed.  

Mr A.J. SIMPSON: Certainly, Mr Speaker.   

Since I have become Minister for Local Government, I have met with the Master Builders Association of 
Western Australia and the Housing Industry Association of Western Australia. One of the issues they have raised 
with me is crossovers. There are currently 121 regulations for crossovers, out of 138 local governments. So this 
issue needs to be addressed from a building perspective. 

I have been advised that the City of Stirling has experienced significant growth in the last three years alone, with 
nearly $1.4 billion in development applications. That is up from $800 million in the last three years. The Urban 
Development Institute of Australia informs me that there has been 14.3 per cent growth in the last five years, 
from 2007 to 2012; a 27 per cent increase in the rooftops that have happened through the City of Stirling in those 
last five years. 

The City of Stirling has appointed a new manager, who commenced in September this year. So the city is trying 
to address this issue. It has also transferred 10 staff from elsewhere in administration to help move this process 
along so that it can get on top of its approvals workload. In the past year, the city’s time frame for the approval 
of development applications was shorter than is required by statute, and with the assistance of the measures I 
have mentioned, the city is working towards achieving the optimum time frames by 2014. 

I have noticed also the resolution of the council at its meeting of 20 August that flagged its intention to initiate an 
amendment to the city’s local planning scheme that will effectively exempt single housing from the requirement 
to obtain planning approval if it complies with the acceptable development standards under the residential design 
codes. The council is trying to deal with this issue. But it is an interesting process for us from a government 
perspective in trying to speed up development approvals in line with the rules that councils have to operate 
under. I take on board the member’s comments about the growth in the City of Stirling. That has certainly had an 
impact on the city. But the most important thing is to work out how we can best work with local governments to 
make this process happen more quickly. 

Since we have come to government, we have brought in development assessment panels. We are also 
introducing a self-certification process. What local governments need to realise—I talk to them about this quite 
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regularly—is that we are proposing to take a power away from them and give it back to the state government at a 
planning level to grant these approvals. The City of Stirling is a classic example of why this needs to be done. 
The reality is that the processes are in place. Councils are given a certain time frame in which to deal with 
development applications, and they need to work within that time frame. So what is happening from a state 
government perspective is that we are starting to take back that power from local governments. I am getting 
concerns across my desk as Minister for Local Government—I imagine the Minister for Planning gets just as 
many concerns—from builders and developers about the way this process is being handled by local 
governments. This is more of a planning issue than a local government issue. But it is a process issue within 
local government that I have to deal with. So I am happy to take on board the member’s grievance, and I hope 
that I have helped to alleviate some of the concerns that the member has raised about the approvals process.  
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