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Submission to the Select Committee 
into Local Government 

Introduction 

The Shire of Serpentine Jarrahdale (the Shire) welcomes the opportunity to provide a submission to 
the Select Committee into Local Government.   

The Shire welcomes the Select Committee’s interest in local government and suggests that local 
government in Western Australia serves the people of Western Australia well by: 

 providing genuine local democracy and civic participation that is not possible in other tiers of 
government; and 

 delivering services locally which support economic growth, social cohesion and prosperity and 
environmental protection. 

Local government has a challenging role.  The remit of local government is often in difficult areas where 
community opinions are divided or performing tasks that are necessary but inherently unpopular.  For 
example, local governments are responsible for regulating land use and development, through a local 
planning framework seeking to align community vision and aspirations with the prevailing regional 
planning remit of State government. This remit is often not well understood by the community.  Local 
governments are also responsible for registering dogs and cats and managing complaints; conducting 
food safety inspections; and setting local laws that govern topics like parking, dividing fences, and 
noise. 

Local governments also deal with at risk communities, through our leading role in the areas of disability 
access and inclusion, community development, children and youth support and financial counselling. 
Emerging crises in the areas of domestic violence, homelessness, substance abuse and youth suicide 
also find local government needing to be a central (and often coordinating) response agency to create 
a solution that meets the needs of our local community context.   

Local government also protects its community by providing emergency management, recovery and 
coordination efforts, in order to sustain readiness in the face of the high risk landscapes common to 
WA.  

This operating environment inevitably means that local government deals with highly complex issues, 
and often sees a proportion of people that will be dissatisfied or unhappy about the decisions required 
to be made.  While local government maintains a clear narrative as to vision, and demonstrates its 
delivery through the integrated planning framework of the corporate business plan, it suffers from 
significant demands for its service in an environment where communities are needing increased levels 
of support to deal with complex issues. It is this local connection to community that makes local 
government unique in its capacity to deal with such issues.  

The model of local government that operates in Western Australia means that decisions are made 
locally by the community.  This is a model that is unique to local government, and particularly the 
system within WA. The Shire submits to the Select Committee that this is a model worth nurturing and 
emulating.   

Local governments’ success in delivering community services and infrastructure, planning our 
communities, and increasing the livability of where we work, live and play means that we are more 
often than ever before partnering with Commonwealth and State Government to achieve shared local 
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outcomes.  The Shire welcomes these partnerships - because no single tier of Government alone can 
deliver the vision for our community. 

We recognise that in any partnership there are trade-offs, negotiation and occasional disagreement.  
We share the commitment to improving local government that underpins the Select Committee’s Terms 
of Reference and emphasise that the Shire seeks to collaborate and innovate with the State 
Government to deliver shared local outcomes that will benefit everyone in our community. 

We look forward to the Select Committee’s findings, because we recognise the importance of 
continuous improvement and fundamentally believe in the model of local democracy, local 
decision-making and local service delivery, that local government provides. 

 

About the Shire 

Located approximately 45 kilometres from the Perth CBD, Serpentine Jarrahdale is set against the 
picturesque backdrop of the Darling Scarp, within the Peel region of Western Australia. Home to the 
breathtaking Serpentine Falls and Serpentine Dam, residents and visitors enjoy the picturesque 
environment with bushwalks through the forested hinterland of the Darling Range. Forested hills and 
wetlands are complemented by areas of pristine wilderness, an abundance of wildflowers and wildlife.  

This unique landscape delivers an enviable rural setting in close proximity to a major metropolitan area. 
Coastal flats are a highly productive agricultural and equine sector, with this supported by careful 
planning that contains current and future urban development to defined villages edged by peripheral 
rural living hamlets. 

The Shire’s population in 2019 was 32,711, and sits on a continuing growth projection to achieve 
68,355 by 2036. The fastest in WA, and in the top three Australia wide. We are unique in respect of 
our hypergrowth status, in that while being on the edge of an urban metropolis, careful planning will 
ensure clear containment and reinforcement of rural character through focusing development in a 
planned and coordinated way. 

   

In representing our local community we are committed to our objectives of 

 a connected, thriving, active and safe community 

 a protected and enhanced natural, rural and built environment 

 an innovative, commercially diverse and prosperous economy; and 

 a resilient organisation demonstrating unified leadership and governance. 

 

Why is the Shire making a submission? 

In recent years local government and the broader public service have been the subject of high profile 
reviews and reforms.  Where the McGowan Government’s Priority Service Review, Special Inquiry into 
Government Programs and Projects, and Public Sector Reform project is reshaping the State public 
service, the Minister for Local Government’s review of the Local Government Act 1995, the City of 
Perth Inquiry, the Office of the Auditor General’s performance audits and work of integrity agencies is 
challenging local government to think and operate differently. 

The goal of these reviews and inquires is to make the public service better for Western Australia. 

We share this goal.   
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The Shire is undergoing a transformation.  We are demonstrating care for our Community by:  

 embracing innovative approaches to public engagement, so that our community have the 
opportunity to frame their values and ensure these underpin decisions regarding future growth; 

 preparing our local place plans for our urban settlement areas, to provide a clear line of sight 
between community aspirations and capacity to fund and maintain assets; 

 enhancing our comprehensive asset management plans, that will provide the Shire with a 
robust management and renewal framework for its broad asset and facility base; 

 investing in the Shire’s Information Technology systems to modernise our processes and 
improve service delivery; 

 looking forward, following the organisational restructure and appointment of a new Chief 
Executive Officer which has given impetus to cultural change; 

 creating a clear advocacy agenda in which to advance partnerships for meeting the needs of 
infrastructure delivery to support our hypergrowth status; and 

 focusing on solutions to drive resource efficiencies and outcomes for our communities. 

 

We have: 

 established internal audit and rolling out enterprise risk management; 

 formally commenced 7 day a week Ranger services;  

 established in-house youth development services; 

 employed two new additional Statutory Enforcement Officers to address the increased amount 
of unauthorised developments/works occurring in the shire; and 

 established an after hours call centre.  

 

The Shire is collaborating through: 

 with the cities of Gosnells and Armadale to deliver the environmental education program ‘Switch 
Your Thinking’; 

 Landcare SJ;  

 Peel Regional Leadership Forum; 

 Perth Hills Tourism Alliance and 

 Growth Alliance Perth and Peel. 

 

The community we represent and serve is transforming.  Planning and supporting vibrant, 
healthy and prosperous communities requires a joint effort and in this submission we advocate 
that the Select Committee recognises the opportunity presented through lasting partnerships 
and collaborations with Local Government to deliver outcomes for all Western Australians. 
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Comment specific to the terms of reference 

Whether the Local Government Act 1995 and related legislation is generally 
suitable in scope, construction and application 

The Shire looks forward to the Minister for Local Government announcing his vision for a new Local 
Government Act following a six-month long public consultation period which received more than 3,100 
responses to the review. 

The Shire notes that across Australia local government jurisdictions operate in relatively similar 
legislative environments.  While there are opportunities to modernise the Act in keeping with 
contemporary technology and public expectations, overall the framework of local democracy provided 
for by the Act and delivered upon by local government is successfully delivering outcomes for Western 
Australians. 

The Shire wishes to highlight some of those strengths that are unique to local government: 

 through council meetings the public has the opportunity to pose questions directly to their 
elected members; 

 the advertising of rates and fees and charges occurs before the adoption of the budget with the 
public having an opportunity to have their say; 

 through Integrated Planning and Reporting the community has a direct input into the long-term 
vision for the community; 

 public disclosure of potential conflicts of interest in decision-making occurs for both elected 
members and staff; and 

 agile industrial relations practices and flexible working arrangements that draw on the strengths 
of private and public sector practices. 

 

The scope of activities of Local Governments 

Community expectations of service drives the breadth and range of services that local government 
provides.  As representatives of the community, council members play a critical role in assessing what 
the community needs and is able to afford.  The breadth of services provided by local government 
varies greatly across the state.  In regional Western Australia, local government is often one of the few 
local service providers and is the sole access point for health services, transport and community 
services. 

The Shire delivers services such as roads, waste management, library, youth services, provides 
community infrastructure, parks and gardens, assesses development applications, issues permits and 
protects the community through emergency management and response.  The Shire is committed to 
delivering these services because the community expects and because in many cases the State 
Government law requires us to do so. 

The range of services provided by the Shire increase the livability of the community making the Shire 
a prosperous, environmentally sustainable and vibrant place to live, work and play.  The freedom 
afforded by the Act to deliver services that are not in conflict with Commonwealth and State 
Government services recognises the tremendous diversity in Western Australia socially and 
geographically.  It also empowers local communities to determine what services they want and are 
able to afford.  This democracy also enables the community to express different views about service 
levels and the scope of local government activities. 
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Local decision making about services is a unique strength of local government.  This strength is 
recognised by Commonwealth and State Governments in the devolution of services to local 
government.  Empowering local service users in decision-making has revolutionised community 
service delivery.  Through partnerships with the State Government the Shire delivers services locally 
that go beyond roads and rubbish.  Some examples include partnerships with: 

 Department of Sport and Recreation  - to deliver high quality, locally relevant sporting facilities 
and programming; 

 State Library Western Australia – public libraries deliver opportunities for lifelong learning and 
community connection;  

 Child Health Service – collaboration to offer local services in relevant locations to young 
families; 

 Peel Development Commission - to boost local economy and create jobs using local knowledge 
ensures projects are well received and functional at a local level; 

 Department of Biodiversity Conservation and Attractions - to promote environmental awareness 
and use of nature to increase health and wellbeing eg trails development; 

 protecting the environmental context of the Shire of Serpentine Jarrahdale; 

 ensuring an effective bushfire brigade response service to fire and associated emergencies 
within the Shire; and 

 promoting improved education and social outcomes for teenagers and they transition to become 
young adults. 

Some of these activities like the regular hosting of Citizenship Ceremonies and commemorative 
services recognising the contribution of servicemen and servicewomen provide a unique and welcome 
opportunity to celebrate our community that would not have been envisioned when Road Boards as 
the precursor to local government were created.  

We welcome these partnerships and opportunities because it makes our community a better place and 
empowers our community in local decision making.  The Shire does however needs greater 
government support, recognising its unique status in comparison to most other metropolitan local 
authorities which enjoy a stronger rate base driven through pre-existing industrial and commercial rate 
bases that have been the product of previous direct investment action of local government. 

The Shire concurs with Hon Martin Aldridge MLC, when he noted in the Legislative Council debate to 
establish the Select Committee that the best decisions are made closest to the people.  At the same 
time we recognise that no Government entity can possibly fund all of the services wanted or required 
by the community and that a gap often exists between State Government expectations of local 
government and the funding available to deliver.  The local government model means that everyone in 
the community has an opportunity to participate directly in these difficult decisions. 

 

The role of the Department of State administering the Local Government Act 1995 
and related legislation 

The Shire submits that the role of the Department administering the Local Government Act 1995 is a 
matter for the Minister of Local Government and the relevant Director General.  The Shire notes that if 
that role is to support the sector through the provision of advice and ensure compliance with the Act, 
then the Department has a challenging remit. 

The Department has fewer than 30 staff to regulate an entire tier of Government comprising 137 local 
governments, 1,200 council members, and 25,000 public servants.  The Department’s role as a 
supporter and regulator to local government has parallels to the roles performed by agencies that 
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support and regulate the State Government such as the Department of the Premier and Cabinet, Public 
Sector Commission, WA Treasury, Department of Finance, State Solicitors Office, Parliamentary 
Counsel’s Office, as well as various integrity agencies.   

 

The role of Elected Members and Chief Executive Officers/employees and whether 
these are clearly defined, delineated, understood and accepted 

Managing the balance between elected officials and public servants is a challenge that is not unique 
to local government.  Within Westminister systems of government across Australia the separation of 
powers is occasionally tested.  This is true of the relationship between Ministers and Directors General, 
as much as council members and local government CEOs. 

It is a widely held view within local government that the role of council members is ambiguous and that 
greater prescription in legislation is required to define and redefine the roles.   

Previous inquiries have found that poor communication and relationships between council and 
administration are often the reason for dysfunction.  These types of organisational failure can be difficult 
to predict and cannot be resolved through the blunt instrument of legislation.  As identified in the Local 
Government Act 1995 review many within and outside local government are concerned about councillor 
behaviour, what is considered reasonable and unreasonable behaviour within a local political 
environment and the penalties associated with breaches of codes and rules of conduct.  The Shire 
notes that proposed amendments to the Standards Panel but submits that these changes alone will 
not mitigate relationships breakdown.   

The Shire supports the introduction of reforms to improve the performance management of CEOs and 
better prepare council members for their challenging role.  The Shire believes that these reforms will 
deliver outcomes for local democracy. 

In keeping with the Shire’s commitment to continuous improvement, the Shire looks forward to the 
publication of the Office of the Auditor General’s performance audit in relation to governance in local 
government which will examine the relationships and organisational culture of local governments. 

The Shire notes that some of the published public feedback from phase two of the Act review expressed 
concern regarding the politicisation of local government.  Local democracy inevitably involves local 
politics.  The insertion of politics can be a detriment to high-functioning organisations that are 
contingent on collaboration, affirmation and cooperation.  At the same time, different views and 
philosophies leading to debate are a cornerstone of successful democracies.  In this sense, the division 
between a locally elected council and an apolitical, administration found in local government is one of 
purest forms of the Australian Westminster system of Government and one of the more challenging 
issues facing local government at the moment. . 

Many within and outside of local government are concerned about community consultation and 
engagement.  The Shire believes that encouraging high-calibre candidates for public office and 
securing high-calibre public servants is key to strengthening the performance of local government 
collectively across the state.  The Shire also believes that oversight, in the form of democratically 
elected local councillors, is fundamental to maintaining public confidence in local government for the 
long term. 

  

The funding and financial management of Local Governments 

Local government draws revenue from grants, fees and charges and rates.  The proportion of sources 
of funding varies considerably between local governments across the State.  The Shire draws 
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approximately 64 per cent of its operating revenue from rates.  This puts the Shire in the top-third of 
local governments in respect to own source generated revenue.  This means that that majority of 
services delivered in the Shire are funded directly by residents and land owners in the Shire. 

Local governments are unique in the level of transparency provided for in respect to financial 
management.  Local government’s annual budget is advertised in advance of council’s decision with 
proposed rates, fees and charges advertised.  Local governments must also advertise their intention 
to borrow outside of the annual budget process and require Ministerial approval to impose differential 
rates that are two-times greater than the minimum. 

Rates are a clear source of concern in the community.  This may be in part because rates are the most 
visible form of taxation.  The Shire recognises that the issuing of an annual rates bill is an unwelcome 
arrival for property owners.  Unlike income tax, which is hidden due to Pay As You Go (PAYG), the 
method of imposing rates set in the Act is an overt instrument to fund government services. 

Government at all levels should respect and value public money and seek to reduce waste and 
inefficiency.  Local government, like the State Government and Commonwealth Government is not 
immune to poor decision-making and practice, however the Shire has demonstrated its commitment 
by delivering greater efficiencies including: 

 adjusting the disposal points of hard waste from landfill to a transfer station. This means that 
the recovery of recyclable materials from residents waste is now occurring, increasing the 
Shire's recycling figures;  

 single stream cardboard recycling services at the Admin/Operations/Transfer Station, reducing 
the Landfill footprint and making cost savings. Also, introduction of additional recycling streams 
at the Transfer Station; 

 a new service provider has been sought for the confidential document shredding, resulting in a 
cost saving;  

 replacing external contracts with in-house services that have reduced expense and improved 
service deliver; and 

 commercial collection schedules have been adjusted to maximise receptacle volumes resulting 
in additional cost savings.   

As an employer, local government is an important job creator and contributor to economic growth 
through the training of young Western Australians.  Local government is a direct employer in local 
communities where opportunities may be otherwise limited for example, because of remoteness, 
particularly for young Western Australians, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, older 
Australians and people with disability.  While we recognise that more can be done, the Shire’s 
commitment is to build opportunities for prosperity for all of our community.     

To meet the challenges of a growing, ageing population; support local jobs; and protect the 
environment, government at all levels will need to work in collaboration and partnership.  Our approach 
to financial management focuses on these partnerships to deliver for the community today and 
tomorrow. 

 

Conclusion 

The Shire views the establishment of a Select Committee as an opportunity to advocate for its 
community.  We believe in local democracy, local decision-making and local service delivery.  We also 
recognise that partnerships with the Federal and State Government are essential to delivering our 
vision of a ‘City living offering a rural lifestyle with abundant opportunities for a diverse community.’ 
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We recognise that local government, like all forms of government, must improve and our commitment 
to continuous improvement is reflected in our approaches to business and working with and for the 
community. 

We welcome the Select Committee’s research into local government and look forward to the publication 
of the Select Committee’s findings. 

We trust that this information is of use and request the opportunity to appear before the Select 
Committee. 


	Blank Page

