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The Shire of Bruce Rock welcomes the opportunity to provide the following submission to the WA Legislative 
Council’s Select Committee into Local Government.  This submission has been prepared in consultation with 
Councillors and staff addressing the Terms of Reference set by the Select Committee and providing additional 
comments on matters that Council felt important to create awareness with the Select Committee. 
 

The Shire of Bruce Rock 

 

Bruce Rock is located in the heart of the West Australian Wheatbelt, 244km east of Perth.  The Shire of Bruce 
Rock covers 2,724 square kilometres. In 2016, the Shire of Bruce Rock’s population on the night of the census 
was 930. 
 
Settlers had been allocated land around Bruce Rock township commencing in 1860, with the town of Bruce 
Rock gazetted in 1913. The Shire comprises of five town sites, Ardath, Babakin, Bruce Rock, Kwolyin and 
Shackleton. 
 
The continued provision of community infrastructure remains one of the key priorities and major expenditure 
for the Shire.  The Shire continues to maintain a large number of assets to service the community, and 
welcomes visitors to enjoy what Bruce Rock has to offer from our infrastructure to the natural beauty of our 
environment. 
 
The following key strategic priority areas are captured in the Shire’s Strategic Community Plan 2017-2027: 

• Improving the economic and financial return on Shire owned or managed infrastructure, services and 
ultimately the Shire’s financial position; 

• Improving the economic return of Shire led projects to businesses within the Shire; 
• Improving the level of community commitment and leadership in local projects and therefore investing 

into the capacity of our people; and 
• Ensuring our investments return social, economic and environmental benefits. 

 
With a great community spirit, rich agricultural history and excellent services and facilities on offer, the Shire 
of Bruce Rock remains committed to deliver for the needs of our community. 
 

Introduction 

 

Whilst the Shire of Bruce Rock fully supports WALGA’s submission to the Select Committee into Local 

Government on behalf of the sector, it has resolved to also provide its own submission. 

 

The Shire of Bruce Rock has a long and proud history as a strong Council with great leadership.  The community 

are very supportive and passionate about our Shire and the desire to keep our Council strong is evidenced 

with good candidates nominating during election periods and vacancies being filled on each occasion. The 

Shire of Bruce Rock has a great diversity of Councillors, which represent their constituents with integrity and 

balance, and make decisions with the best interests of the community in mind. 

 

Council is focused on serving the community’s needs that are identified through continual consultation and 

engagement and guided by our Strategic Community Plan.  As the level of government closest to our local 

community we are best placed at understanding and delivering the needs and directions that have been 

identified, whilst continuing to ensure improvement and progress at all levels. 



 

To ensure the sustainability of our community the Shire of Bruce Rock has been at the forefront of innovative 

ideas and ways of achieving this. 

 

Briefly these include:- 

Structuring a work force to achieve maximum productivity and be of the best benefit to the community.  This 

includes a building and maintenance crew, which has enabled Council to construct housing, complete major 

projects, eg. Aquatic Centre, Recreation Centre and grounds upgrade, skate park, accommodation, health 

centre, extensions to the Hospital, Emergency Services Centre and maintain all of Council’s facilities and 

housing stocks. 

 

The formation of a Town / Concrete crew enables Council to construct its own bridges, culverts, drains, 

kerbing, footpaths, house pads and create revenue by way of constructing bridges and culverts for surrounding 

Shires and Main Roads WA and also concreting private works for farmers, businesses and residents. 

 

Council’s Construction crew is responsible for all Council’s roadworks, construction and maintenance.  Over 

many years the crew have also been involved in large construction projects for CBH and Main Roads WA.  This 

has provided the Shire with increased revenue, which has allowed Council to achieve and maintain excellent 

facilities for its residents and reduced the dependence on Council’s rate structure and outside grants and 

funding. 

 

Council has, over the years, embarked on innovative ideas to help make the Shire and its community more 

sustainable and these ideas have succeeded.  This is evident by the slowing down of declining population 

considering farm reduction, downsizing of government departments and services, banking and the private 

sector. 

 

Some of the innovative ideas are:- 

• Release of free land to attract residents. 

• Building of factory units (14) to lease out to attract business to town (at present all but one is 

occupied).  In addition, many businesses have now purchased these outright. 

• Revamping vacant shops and leasing them out at cost covering rents to attract business.  All are 

occupied at present. 

• Provide sporting and cultural facilities of a high standard for the use of residents and visitors. 

• Enter partnerships with the surrounding region, this includes:- 

- WEROC (Shires of Merredin, Bruce Rock, Kellerberrin, Westonia and Yilgarn) 

- CEACA (Central East Aged Care Alliance) 11 Councils working collaboratively for the provision and 

support of Aged Care and Support Services within our region.  Of most significance is the recent 

construction of over 70 Independent Living Units across the 11 Shires to address the shortage of 

available accommodation options for seniors. 

- Roe Tourism (Shires of Bruce Rock, Narembeen, Corrigin, Kulin and Kondinin) 

- Wheatbelt Secondary Freight Network – 42 Wheatbelt Local Governments working 

collaboratively to provide improved road network for heavy vehicles across the region. 

- Roadworks – work not only on Shire roads but also Main Roads and other Shires. 

- Joint Venture with Ministry of Housing (singles units, aged units and housing) 

- Joint Venture to set up Emergency Centre, which involves fire brigade, road rescue and 

ambulance. 

- Housing for State Government Agencies – Council has constructed and currently supplies 5 

houses for GROH staff (Police, Nurses & Teachers). 



 

With these processes and projects in place, our low debt levels and having good reserves, Council has been 

able to prove that we can provide facilities equal to anywhere and remain sustainable, with big plans for the 

future. 

 

Council continues to ensure that it has an effective approach and best practice principles to ensure efficient 

and effective administration of the organisation.  Council and its staff are always looking to identify areas of 

improvement and is receptive to change that will assist in benefiting its community. 

 

Strong evidence of Council’s endeavour of self-improvement and achieving/maintaining best practice has 

been Council’s decision to engage Civic Legal and participate in their “Project Aware” program.  This program 

aims to self-assess with guidance and not only comply with Regulation 17 but to review processes and 

procedures that will ensure staff are trained and practices established for ongoing good governance. 

 

 

Terms of Reference Responses 

 
The Shire of Bruce Rock provides the following responses to the specific points identified in the Legislative 
Council’s Select Committee into Local Government Terms of Reference. 
 
 
Whether the Local Government Act 1995 and related legislation is generally suitable in its scope, 
construction and application 
 
Council has been open and receptive to the Local Government Act Review Phase 1 and 2 and participated in 

regional workshops/forums, provided feedback through surveys, given input at regional levels and through 

WALGA and has made its own submissions to both phases of the review. 

 

Council and its staff committed substantial time and resources and have made a significant effort in ensuring 

input has been provided during the Act review process.  Council considers the process that was undertaken to 

be thorough and a collaborative approach and generally supports the amendments that have been identified.  

It would be disappointing if this new process of a “Review into Local Government” ignores what has been 

achieved as a sector (which was an open process) to appease the minority or to satisfy those with self-driven 

agendas. 

 

Council looks forward to a new Act that will hopefully reduce red tape, remove outdated administrative 

burdens and enable the effective delivery of services and good governance for its community well into the 

future. 

 
 
The scope of activities of Local Governments 
 
Despite the current noise that Local Government should focus on Roads, Rates & Rubbish, the sector has 
evolved a long way from this old adage and expectations from the community are very clear that we should 
be providing much more.  This is not just perception but is clearly identified through our Integrated Strategic 
Planning and in particular the outcomes of community consultation through the development and continual 
review of our Strategic Community Plan. 
 



One of the biggest hurdles that many Councils continue to face is the issue of funding and in particular in areas 

that have become the additional responsibility of Local Government due to cost shifting or failure of provision 

of services by others, including higher tiers of Government. 

 

Council has been affected by the cost shifting by way of increased pressure placed on Council to provide 

housing for government employees, providing services for government departments, providing facilities for 

Doctors and other health professionals. 

 
The ever-increasing pressure on rural and regional local government to pick up the deficiencies for its 
community should not be portrayed as Local Government not aligning to its key areas of activities.  The key 
area of activities for any Local Government can vary due to its community’s makeup and expectations, which 
can often be dictated by external factors. 
 
Additional services we provide in our community that may differ to others includes, but not limited to; 

- Provision of a Doctor including financial support, Medical Centre, housing, car and support staff 
- Support retention of Chemist with provision of housing 
- Financial & infrastructure support for Allied Health Services 
- Child Care Services – provision of building, utility charges and administrative support for staffing 
- Support of the local Aged Care community through the provision of accommodation (independent 

living units, senior citizens building and associated support services). 
- Provision of housing for State Government Employees such as Police, Nurses and Teachers 
- Natural Resource Management and LCDC support 
- Museums 
- Libraries 
- Public Health services, including food control 
- Supporting community events 
- Provision and maintenance of a community bus 
- Supporting the CRC (Community Resource Centre) with provision of building and financial assistance 

to produce local weekly paper, deliver tourism and community programs for Youth 
 
In addition to the above there are also other areas that Local Government have had to develop into providing 
support for its community.  A couple of examples are: 
 

• Support of Sporting Clubs – this has been an area that Council continues to support by employing staff 
that can assist local sporting clubs in delivering programs, constructing sporting facilities and surfaces, 
and assisting in meeting their administrative needs.  Council has done this through the previous 
employment of a Be Active Coordinator and more recently Council’s Community Development Officer 
who assists sporting clubs accessing grant funding and guiding them through administrative processes 
and requirements for their clubs. 
 

• Economic Development – Since the removal of the Small Business Network program that previously 
supported local small businesses, Council staff have had to meet the support gap in this area. 

 
Economic development support for our local businesses and community has become time consuming for staff, 
especially in assisting local businesses navigate the various Acts, Regulations, rules put in place externally.  
Over recent years staff have assisted local businesses with headworks application processes, obtaining land, 
meeting State Government food, health and building requirements, navigating the Department of Fire & 
Emergency Services Bushfire Attack Level (BAL) assessment process and many other areas of Red Tape or 
roadblocks that are not set or controlled by Local Government. 
 
As you can see, the scope of Local Government activities is broad and wide ranging and this is another example 
of how rural local governments don’t have a choice and shouldn’t be expected to stick to perceived traditions 
of “roads, rates and rubbish”. 
 



The role of the Department of State administering the Local Government Act 1995 and related legislation 
 
It is Council’s belief that the Department of Local Government is under resourced and is not able to effectively 
provide the required level of guidance and support to individual Local Governments or the sector as a whole. 
 
In recent years there have been many instances where staff have sought advice and direction from the 
Department of Local Government and the timeliness or the adequacy of support have not been at a level that 
should be expected.  (Previously you could call the Department, ask for advice, know who to speak with and 
they would provide an adequate response there and then). 
 
This is not a criticism of the individual staff at the Department, more the staff and experience that has been 
lost in recent years and not replaced with personnel that have vast levels of experience in the Local 
Government sector or even previous on ground Local Government experience. 
 
It is felt that advice has become very generic and when you receive responses that finish with a disclaimer 
which states “my comments have been provided in good faith for the Shire’s consideration”, how can we feel 
confident that the advice is going to stand up against matters raised by the Auditor General?  It is felt that the 
onus is on the Local Government to obtain further legal advice on every situation. 
 
Staffing levels are also of some concern.  As an example, we recently had a situation where we received an 
email response early September 2019 advising that the documents (draft Local Laws) were received by the 
Minister back in June 2019 but were not forwarded to the appropriate officers for checking.  Subsequently we 
have now been asked to delay presenting them to Council to enable staff time to review.  It is felt that this is 
not adequate. 
 
It is also felt that overall the Department has become too focused as a regulator rather than perhaps benefiting 
the sector by providing a capacity-building approach.  The Department should be acting as an educator and 
assisting in improving Local Governments in best practice. 
 
There are certainly circumstances and failures that require attention and addressing in the Local Government 
sector, however these are a minority.  Unfortunately, when the minority are highlighted we are all tarred with 
the same brush and the current perception is that the Department, Auditor General others are more focused 
on pursuing those who make innocent mistakes or have inadvertently overlooked/misinterpreted a piece of 
legislation, rather than capacity-building. 
 
Whilst there has been some public commentary about WALGA’s role, it is our view that WALGA has had little 
choice but to provide for the deficiencies or lack of support that was previously provided or, in essence, should 
be provided by the Department of Local Government.  Council’s view is that without WALGA’s leading role we 
would have an ad-hoc approach in the sector when addressing and dealing with many areas of compliance, 
legislative requirements, good governance and training for both Councillors and staff. 
 
 
The role of Elected Members and Chief Executive Officers/employees and whether these are clearly defined, 
delineated, understood and accepted 
 
The Shire of Bruce Rock believes that clarity of roles is a key element of good governance.  The role of elected 
members and the functions of the Chief Executive Officer are adequately defined in the Local Government Act 
1995 and Council provided comment on this as part of its submission to the Phase 1 review of the Local 
Government Act in 2018. 
 
These roles are important and the understanding and respect of these roles is critical to the effective 
functioning and governance of the organisation. 
 



Due to the variation in size and scope of local governments within Western Australia, the practicalities and the 
role parameters will differ at each Local Government.  It is through proper administration of delegations, 
policies and procedures that the roles are better defined. 
 
The Shire of Bruce Rock considers that the current legislation adequately defines the broad roles of the Chief 
Executive Officer and its elected members.  Council has the appropriate policies, procedures and delegation 
to assist in further defining and clarifying how these roles are implemented. 
 
Unfortunately, sometimes the community and general public don’t understand the delineation between 
Council and staff.  This can also lead to bad publicity due to some matters/decisions of Council/staff outside 
of our control, particularly when they are dictated by legislation or red tape at a higher level. 
 
Council supports the implementation of training requirements and believes it is essential to ensuring that 
elected members are equipped with the skills and understanding of their roles and responsibilities, however 
it strongly objects to Councillors who have already completed the relevant training in the past 12 months being 
required to undertake the same course again. 
 
 
The funding and financial management of Local Governments 
 
The Shire of Bruce Rock is planning for a positive and stable future. The Shire seeks to maintain, and where 
possible, improve service levels into the future while ensuring a healthy financial position. 
 
The continued provision of community infrastructure remains one of the key priorities and major expenditure 
items for the Shire.  Road maintenance and renewal remain a high priority for the Shire due to the strategic 
economic benefit the road network provides to the district.  Adequate maintenance, renewal and upgrading 
of the road network remains highly dependent on the receipt of external grants and contributions. 
 
Council strongly objects to any proposed freeze or potential restrictions on rates increases.  The impact of this 
decision could be detrimental to rural and regional Local Governments who only have a small rate base.  An 
example of this is that a small rate base with a 2% cap on increases would mean that the total dollar increase 
may not even cover the utility charge increases for the year.  This is not sustainable when considering the asset 
management programs in place and the recent long-term financial plans that have been adopted by Councils. 
 
As outlined in the scope of activities of local government above, the continual cost-shifting, and the additional 
responsibilities and expectations placed on rural and regional local governments creates an additional financial 
impost that ultimately needs to be passed on to the ratepayer. 
 
Other additional financial impacts occur from time to time that are outside of Council’s control (but have major 
impact on rural/regional Local Governments) and a couple of examples of these are outlined below. 
 

1) ARC Infrastructure’s decision to close Tier 3 rail within our Shire and many neighbouring Wheatbelt 
Councils has had a significant financial impact on our budgets.  Whilst initial funding was provided to 
assist in improving identified strategic road routes, no ongoing funding has been provided for 
increased maintenance requirements due to higher volumes of heavy vehicle movements on those 
routes.  In addition, CBH has changed their strategic directions, farmers have in turn changed their 
paddock to bin routes and this has caused high volume traffic movements on additional roads within 
our Shire.  This has increased demand on Council’s road maintenance program and subsequent costs. 

 
2) The Shire of Bruce Rock had to fight and lobby for many years to have a sewer scheme installed in 

Bruce Rock.  This essential infrastructure project not only took time and resources during the lobbying 
stage, but now that the project has finally come to fruition the Shire of Bruce Rock has had to provide 
a significant financial contribution to assist in ensuring the rollout and delivery of the sewer scheme 
to the community. 
 



This is not an investment that Council should be undertaking and a larger or city Council would not be 
expected to assist financially, however it is deemed as a necessity for our community to move from a 
third world system and meet health requirements.  Council’s commitment and contribution were 
essential to ensure that the project came to fruition. 

 
By placing a freeze or cap on rates increases on our Local Government would have a detrimental effect and, 
as you can see from just the projects outlined above, sometimes Council has no option but to increase rates.  
With this said Council has always had a conservative approach to rates increases and is very conscious of our 
community’s’ capabilities and have rarely received complaints or angst following increases. 
 
In addition to the above comments Council supports the WALGA Great Eastern Zone’s comments in relation 
to the funding and financial management of Local Governments.  This position is outlined below: 
 

“Whilst Local Governments are dependent upon the Financial Assistance Grants (FAG’s), the financial 
sustainability of Local Governments and their ability to provide essential services and infrastructure is 
impacted by the relative decline in core Federal funding to Local Government in the form of FAG’s. FAG’s 
were once equal to around 1% of Commonwealth taxation revenue in 1996.  Despite an annual growth 
in Australia’s GDP of an average of 3.47% from 1960 to 2017, FAG’s have declined by around 43% in 
relative terms over the past 20 years, and in 2018 amounted to approximately 0.55% of Commonwealth 
tax revenue. 
 
In respect to a Local Governments ability to raise its own revenue through rates, the Local Government 
Act 1995 provides too many exemptions in this area.  For rural Local Governments, the inability to 
effectively rate Cooperative Bulk Handling (CBH) places a strain on other ratepayers.  Council is also 
aware of the financial affect that rating exemptions have on Local Governments generally e.g., State 
Agreements, Religious Bodies, Charitable Organisations etc. as per Section 6.26(2) of the Act.” 

 
 
Any other related matters the Select Committee identifies as worthy of examination and Report 
 
There has been a very public campaign by the media and other self-interested parties highlighting the (in our 
view) perceived Red Tape burden on the public created by Local Government.  Council’s view is that this 
current propaganda campaign is unjustified and is extremely biased with very little attempt to highlight the 
facts, tell both sides of the story or explain that in many situations the Red Tape is actually outside of Local 
Government’s control. 
 
As with any business, ratepayer, community group or the general public, Council and its staff always work 
diligently with them to ensure that their needs and expectations are met, with the best outcome being 
achieved within the confines of the Local Government Act 1995, legislation, compliance and policies. 
 
The example below highlights two important considerations to the above, one being the mistruth about Local 
Governments creating red tape / hindering or delaying progress; and the other is the crucial role that 
rural/regional Local Governments play for their community. 
 

The Shire of Bruce Rock received initial enquiries in September 2018 from a local business who was 
seeking to expand their manufacturing business, including increasing staff from 45 to 75 with the 
construction of an accommodation village.  The business proposal was sound and the benefits of this 
project to a community of our size were enormous. 
 
Whilst Council involvement was initially just to consider the planning application, approve building 
permit and respond to a request to purchase Council land, it become very evident that Council staff 
were needed to provide an economic development support and lobbying role to assist the business 
navigate the red tape and plethora of external hurdles. 
 



Council staff worked to ensure that the Planning Application and Building Permit approvals were all 
completed within the required timeframes.  The request to purchase vacant land from Council was 
conducted in accordance with Local Government Act 1995, Disposal of Property requirements and was 
completed as quickly as allowable in meeting legislative requirements.  Therefore, Council’s approvals 
processes were all completed within a timely manner and satisfied both the business’s expectations and 
met our compliance requirements. 
 
The following delays (which some took nearly six months) occurred to the business proposal and were 
outside of Council’s control: 
 

• Bushfire Attack Level (BAL) assessment and approval (DFES) 

• Finding a suitable solution for provision of water and associated headworks (Water Corporation) 

• Finding an agreeable solution for access to sewer scheme (Water Corporation) 

• Accessing a small portion (1012m2) of Crown Land which adjoined their purchased land and was 
required to meet accommodation structure requirements, including carpark (Department of Lands) 

 
Council assisted the business in lobbying and made arrangements for meetings with many key 
stakeholders, Departmental staff, Parliamentarians and advisors.  These included; 
 

- Water Corporation 
- Western Power 
- DFES 
- Department of Lands 
- Regional Directors / Managers from Water Corporation & Department of Lands 
- Local Member, Hon. Mia Davies 
- Minister for Local Government 
- Director General of Department of Local Government 
- The Hon Darren West, Parliamentary Secretary to Minister for Agriculture 
- Wheatbelt Development Commission 
- Wheatbelt Regional Development Australia 

 
This clearly indicates that Council and its staff worked hard to assist in ensuring that every opportunity 
was provided to the local business to achieve a successful outcome and ensure the subsequent 
community and economic benefits. 
 
Twelve months on we have just seen the first actual earthworks commence and it is disappointing for 
both the business, community and Council that such an exciting project has suffered these delays and at 
stages the entire project expansion was put at jeopardy due to the red tape and constant road blocks that 
were faced. 
 
Without a doubt this business expansion proposal would not have come to fruition without the 
involvement of the Shire of Bruce Rock as the business itself does not have the knowledge and resources 
to navigate the compliance issues unaided. 

 
In addition to the above, another situation has recently occurred which is hindering Council’s development 
and supports our argument that delays are sometimes beyond a Council’s control. 
 

The Bruce Rock Hockey Club requires lighting to its new synthetic turf facility and the initial application 
for power headworks upgrade (which is the shortest practical connection point being across a rail 
corridor) was declined.  The reason we were provided was that Western Power can’t approve the 
application because they are currently unable to undertake works within a rail corridor due to matters 
between themselves and the governing body of the rail corridor. 
 
We were not advised that this would be an issue during the initial assessment period nor the application 
stage, therefore significant works, time lost and costs to a consultant were wasted.  A new application 
was submitted and we are still awaiting approval. 



 
Overall red tape continues to hinder progress and creates excessive delays and encumbrances when trying to 
achieve the best outcomes for our communities and as outlined this is not always the fault of the Local 
Government. 
 

Closing Comments 

 
The Shire President, Mr Stephen Strange and Council would like to thank Committee Members for the 
opportunity to provide a submission to the WA Legislative Council’s Select Committee into Local Government. 
 
Council is conscious that Local Government must always be seeking to improve and as evidenced in our 
submission we are committed to continuous improvement and the best interests of not just the organisation 
but for the community. 
 
Council has resolved to request that a Public Hearing of the Select Committee be held at the Shire of Bruce 
Rock.  Therefore, should the Select Committee be considering regional hearings, Council would like to offer 
for a regional public hearing to be held in Bruce Rock. 
 
Council also resolved to formally invite the Select Committee Members to visit Bruce Rock to gain a greater 
understanding of how the Shire of Bruce Rock effectively delivers for its community, the encumbrances we 
are challenged by and our operational approach as a rural local government. 
 
Should a visit to Bruce Rock or a regional Public Hearing not proceed in Bruce Rock, the Shire of Bruce Rock 
would still request an opportunity to present in front of the Select Committee. 
 
Council is flexible as to arrangements for either a regional public hearing, in person meeting or an in person 
visit that would suit your busy schedules, we look forward to your response to our request. 
 
Council expects that this process is treated with an open approach and that predetermined views do not 
prohibit decisions or recommendations that have an imbalanced outcome or create biased views of the sector. 


