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CITY OF GREATER GERALDTON — RATES 
Grievance 

MR I.C. BLAYNEY (Geraldton) [9.51 am]: My grievance is to the Minister for Local Government. My local 
government council, the City of Greater Geraldton, has this year undergone a revaluation. The impact of the 
revaluation has been an average increase in rates of some 23 per cent, with the council adding a further 6.7 per 
cent on top. Increases vary across the city, but of real concern are increases in the CBD of 350 per cent in some 
cases and in some poorer residential areas of in excess of 40 per cent. A large number of questions flow from 
this decision. Understandably, there has been an extreme level of community concern. I have written to the 
minister twice. The Mid West Chamber of Commerce and Industry and I have written to the Premier, and some 
500 people attended a public meeting at which a number of concerns about the increase and the process were 
raised. A number of motions were passed at this meeting, but judging from the way they have been dealt with in 
the council’s next agenda forum, it appears that the motions are going to be dismissed. 

Firstly, I understand that the minister was required to approve the council’s wish to have a structure under which 
some rates would be double the minimum. Some community members have contacted me to say that they are 
disappointed that the minister did this, and describe the rate increases as excessive. Criticism has been levelled at 
me, the MWCCI and others for not making submissions against the full adoption of the revaluation before the 
meeting. However, a local newspaper advertisement—in this case, two full-colour pages—that appeared before 
the council budget meeting led most people to believe that the increase in rates would be in the order of 6.7 per 
cent. The advertisement mentions revaluations but gives no indication of the level of increase proposed. 

The council’s justification for the full adoption of the revaluation included criticism of a previous council 
decision to not pass on immediately the full increase from revaluation, through the use of terms such as 
“sheltering ratepayers” and “catch-up years”. Surely the budget process is to examine funding and expenditure 
requirements and to set the rate accordingly. I ask whether this immediate full adoption will be expected in local 
government from now on. It is worth adding that our rates have increased in the order of 7.5 per cent per annum 
for the last four years. The council has made frequent references to the increase in charges from the state 
government to justify its own increases, but it appears to have made no effort to quantify the actual amount of 
the increase flowing from this area in either dollar amounts or as a percentage of increase in costs. 

A number of justifications have been given for the increases. A major area of justification involves programs 
from the Department of Local Government, including maintenance and renewal of infrastructure and facilities 
assets, with a value of $425 million put on assets; the financial sustainability policy, derived from a community 
strategic plan; the 10-year assets management plan; and the 10-year financial plan. The result is “financial 
sustainability indicators”. Given the council’s stated aims of placing $159 million into asset renewal over the 
next 10 years, and a further $126 million into eliminating the asset renewal gap, also over the next 10 years, it is 
clear that these sorts of sums are going to lead to ever higher rate charges. It will result in people leaving, or 
deciding not to move to Geraldton. It will mean that businesses close in the CBD. Are these levels of charges 
expected, or will they even be mandatory under the Department of Local Government in the future? 

A frequent concern expressed to me by ratepayers and, indeed, by members on both sides of this place, is the 
drift of local government into new areas of activity. The council has started to involve itself in a number of 
property developments and an airport technology business park. These involve tens of millions of dollars and 
involve risk and debt. Is this where the minister sees councils heading—not just filling the gaps where the private 
sector is not involved, but rather competing with it? 

The Mid West Chamber of Commerce and Industry put four points to the council, drawing on the large amount 
of skill and experience available to it. The first point is to immediately cap operational expenditure at consumer 
price index, and to undertake an urgent independent review of all major items of planned expenditure; this 
addresses concerns about how various projected costs were arrived at. The second point is to resolve to abandon 
the approach of taking the increase in aggregated valuations as a rate increase, and to rescind the council’s 
motion to seek annual revaluations. The council seems to regard as proper its practice of increasing rates 
automatically via annual revaluations and its process of overseeing council expenditure, but the community has 
not been made aware of these processes, either through advertising or open meetings. The third point is to 
properly research the capacity of the community and local businesses to meet future rate costs and, through a 
transparent consultative process, have these factors incorporated into the city’s financial sustainability policies. 
There was no community forum held to openly discuss rate increases of the magnitude brought in; nor was work 
undertaken to see what the impact of these rate increases would be on the businesses and residents of the city. 
The last point is for the City of Greater Geraldton to write to the Department of Local Government, seeking its 
advice on the process of consultation, public advertising and budget setting; the deliberations it has undertaken 
for the 2012–13 budget; how these processes comply with the Local Government Act, regulations, policies and 
practices; and best practice on these matters.  
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I endorse the MWCCI’s four points and I stand by them; I think they would be a good path forward and would 
help start rebuilding community confidence in the council and its processes. I am told that people who have been 
involved in local government across the state for more than 30 years have never seen a rate increase like this one. 
As 57 per cent of rates have now been paid, the council is now claiming that this shows that ratepayers have 
agreed to and accepted the increase. In reality, they have paid their rates because they are decent law-abiding 
people and are probably afraid not to. 

I ask the minister: will he intervene to reduce this massive impost? I am told that the rate assessments cannot be 
rescinded, but I am also told that this is based on a legal opinion. Perhaps the council can be ordered to rebate 
some rates back to ratepayers. I would also like the Department of Local Government to consider a cap on the 
amount by which the council can increase its rates. I am worried about the financial path the council is heading 
down, and I ask the minister to consider the content of this grievance and review the council’s decisions on rates 
and its expenditures.  

MR G.M. CASTRILLI (Bunbury — Minister for Local Government) [10.00 am]: I thank the member for 
Geraldton for his grievance. This is a matter that I am familiar with, because I have written to the member about 
it, and I have also had to respond to media inquiries from within the member’s electorate. 

The 2012–13 rate increases in my opinion were unacceptably high, and I have come out publicly and said that; I 
think the member knows that. I also believe that the City of Greater Geraldton could have better communicated 
with its ratepayers over this matter. I understand that many ratepayers thought that the rate increase would be 
less than seven per cent—6.7 per cent, I think the member said. However, the important element was the lack of 
information that the City of Greater Geraldton brought out to the community about the revaluation of properties. 
That revaluation is done by Landgate. I think the member knows how it works. Landgate revalues properties, but 
it is then up to the individual local governments to set the actual rate in the dollar. That should have been 
communicated to the community, and that is something the City of Greater Geraldton could have done, and 
should have done, better. 

I want to be very clear on one fact. The rate increase is not related to any costs of the merger between the former 
City of Geraldton–Greenough and the former Shire of Mullewa. I want to make that point absolutely clear. It is 
my understanding that 70 per cent of the increased cash flow—which is close to $8 million—will be used for 
capital investment. This includes the $13.8 million for the West End project, which the member may be familiar 
with, in the city’s CBD, and the $28 million, from my understanding, for the Wandina Karloo project; the 
member would know about that better than I do. These projects, together with the redevelopment of the airport, 
and other capital projects, are significant for a regional city. I doubt if projects of this scale could have been 
contemplated by the previous City of Geraldton or the previous Shire of Greenough. 

It is my understanding that of the total cost of these projects of $41.8 million, the city has successfully secured 
$34.2 million in grant funding. To attract funding of that scale requires confidence by the state and federal 
governments, as the grant bodies, that the City of Greater Geraldton has the ability and resources to undertake 
and complete such projects. The member for Geraldton referred to the requirement for local governments to 
undertake integrated financial planning as a justification for rate increases. One of the reasons that I introduced 
this requirement was that most local governments had no real knowledge of their asset management position, 
and, importantly, they had no real knowledge of what the maintenance gaps were and of where they should be 
and where they are now with regard to those matters.  

The asset management strategy requires local governments to respond to the following four questions: what 
assets does the local government currently have; what is the current asset management position of the local 
government, including current and forecast future needs and the adequacy of the funding; where does the local 
government want to be in relation to its plan for the future; and, importantly, how will it get there? Undertaking 
this assessment does not create a funding need; it recognises one that already exists. How a council addresses 
these issues should form part of the community consultation that takes place in the formation of the community 
strategic plan, which is one element of the integrated financial planning. I think we have talked about how these 
things could maybe have been done better. I have mandated the fact that those four pillars—namely, strategic 
planning, which includes community consultation; asset management; financial management; and workforce 
planning—must be done.  

Whilst I am critical of the direct impact—which I recognise—that these rate increases will have on the Geraldton 
community, especially those who can ill afford it, I respect the lawful decisions of the elected council. So there 
are two different things there. Every two years, every council in Western Australia is subject to an election. The 
elected members who made this decision are accountable to the electors of the City of Greater Geraldton, and 
that is when they will be judged.  

I understand that a public meeting was held in Geraldton on the evening of 11 September 2012. The mayor has 
advised my office that an estimated 500 residents attended that meeting, as the member has confirmed today. 
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The calling of that meeting by the council is a display of elected members being held accountable to their 
electors. I am advised that a number of motions were put to the meeting, and they were supported, and the 
elected council will consider those matters at its next council meeting, as required under the Local Government 
Act. I would expect, member, that the City of Greater Geraldton would have gained some important experiences, 
and appreciation, after this episode, of the impacts of its decision on its ratepayers and on the community in 
general. I also expect that from now on the residents of the City of Greater Geraldton will take a very healthy 
interest in the decision-making process and in the projects that its elected council is undertaking now and into the 
future, and will take time out to make comment when the council asks for comment so that they can have input 
into those decision making process.  

It is a good process, provided it is done properly. It is how democracy works. I can tell the member, from many 
years’ experience as a former mayor and councillor, that community input into decision making greatly improves 
the prospect that informed decisions will be made by the elected council. Councils need to determine what their 
communities can afford, and the difference between the wants and the needs of their communities. That is 
something they really must look at. 
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