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About the Shire of Carnamah 
The Shire of Carnamah in the North Midlands sub-region of Western Australia encompasses an area 
of 2 384 square kilometres. The principal town of Carnamah is situated on the Midlands Road, 308 
kilometres north of Perth. Eneabba is situated on the Brand Highway, 278 kilometres north of Perth, 
65 kilometres west of Carnamah and 30 kilometres east of Leeman. 
 
Both towns support the principal industry of agriculture (grain and sheep farming) with rural 
suppliers, machinery dealership, automotive & smash repair businesses, primary and high schools, 
and various retail and service outlets.  Recent extensions carried out by Cooperative Bulk Handing 
have resulted in Carnamah becoming one of the largest primary grain receival points in the Mid-
West region. The population of the district is 405  
 
The Shire itself is a small local government comprising of a Council of seven elected members, the 
Shire CEO and 20 FTEs.  

Contacts 
 
Sean Fletcher 
Acting Chief Executive Officer 
 
Phone:  9951 7000 
Email:  ceo@carnamah.wa.gov.au  
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Introduction 
 
The Shire of Carnamah thanks the Select Committee for the opportunity to make a submission 
regarding this matter. 
 
As a local government in the Mid-West Region and even more specifically the North Midlands sub-
region, the Shire strives to use its best endeavours, as set out under the Local Government Act, to 
meet the needs of the current and future generations of its communities. However, this is against 
the background of key challenges including the current level of vertical fiscal imbalance and the 
impact of ongoing cost-shifting as highlighted by the House of Representatives Standing Committee 
on Economics, Finance and Public Administration (2003) re its report: Rates and Taxes: A Fair Share 
for Responsible Local Government or as it is more commonly known as the Hawker Report along 
with many others since. 
 
Continuing to work collaboratively at all levels is essential to the local government of the future. 
Such interactions will lead to an effort to produce meaningful synergies that in turn will see more 
efficient and effective outcomes. The greatest challenges in all this though is the ever increasing 
legislative burden, diminishing levels of revenue and the ongoing lack of understanding by many 
parties regarding the role of local government (Despite the very good work and promotional 
campaigns by WALGA and others). 
 
The Shire is more than happy to appear before the Select Committee and discuss the contents of its 
submission or answer other questions that the Committee may have. 
 
 
 
 
Sean Fletcher 
Acting Chief Executive Officer 
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Legislation 

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

Local Government operates in a very heavily legislated environment. The issue is not so much the 
Local Government Act and its Regulations themselves, but rather the list of other legislation that 
puts an impost on a local government. This includes those acts and their regulations that require a 
local government to carry out a key function for example the Public Health Act, the Waste Avoidance 
and Recovery Act, the Public Works Act, the Bushfires Act, and the Land Administration Act. Then, 
further to this, as local government is also a public office, it is subject to the same statutory 
requirements applicable a State Government Department or Agency including the Freedom of 
Information Act, the Public Information Disclosure Act, and the State Records Act. 

Since the introduction of the current Local Government Act, there have been many amendments to 
this Act. These changes have added a level of complexity that would seem to undermine the original 
intent of the Act i.e. developed using a liberal construction. So, over time, the changes to both the 
Act and its regulations have become more prescriptive in nature. Conversely, those changes that 
need to happen that undermine a local government’s ability to raise rates are lagging including those 
regarding rating exemptions and rating restrictions regarding charitable entities, Government 
Trading Enterprises and the State Agreements Acts respectively. 

That being said, the Shire supports the current review of the Local Government Act and has made 
submissions to the Act Review to this effect. The Shire supports very strongly the notion of general 
competence and believes wholeheartedly that this needs to be retained. The need for size and scale 
compliance is a must i.e. compliance on a sliding scale that is tailored to suit small, medium and 
large local governments, although we recognize that legislating for such a framework may be 
difficult. However, one solution is for the regulations to call up Departmental Guidelines that would 
have such a framework set out. That way, the Guidelines can be changed when required without the 
need to go through a lengthy legislative process. 

Scope of Activities of Local Government 
b) The scope of activities of local governments 

Of the three levels of government in Australia (Commonwealth, State and Local), local government is 
that closest to the people. Although not recognised in the Australian Constitution, local government 
is recognised as part of the State under the Western Australian Constitution Act 1889.  

Part 2 of the Local Government Act makes it clear that for every district in the State there must be a 
local government to administer that district. When this is taken in conjunction with the requirement 
under section 1.3 of the Act to meet the needs of the current and future generations of its 
communities, we find that local government is uniquely placed to understand the issues that face 
people from all walks of life across the State. This often sees local government involved in issues that 
it does not have responsibility for, but because it is there within the broader community, the 
expectation is that the City, Town or Shire will solve the issue, or at least lobby and advocate on a 
community’s behalf. Such examples include where the State or Commonwealth has withdrawn a 
service that results in cost shifting (e.g. family services, local health care for the aged), or when the 
private sector rationalises it services including banks or doctors/health professionals relocating to 
heavier populated areas. Further to this, local government has both a policy/strategic arm and a 
regulatory arm which makes achieving the balance very challenging at times especially with matters 
regarding planning approvals where often the economic potential is pitched against the social and 
environmental impacts.  

The Shire of Carnamah as a small local government does suffer from not being able to provide a 
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wider range of services due to its limited ability to raise revenue, but does well with what it has. It 
does have a good road network in place, the recreational facilities in both towns are adequate and 
actively supports and promotes new business. In addition to this, the Shire does support the health 
and wellbeing of locals and visitors alike through providing resources towards a range of medical 
services so that: a local doctor is available in Carnamah itself, there is the provision of the Silver 
Chain and Flying Doctor Service at Eneabba, and there is access to other allied health professionals. 
In order to do this, the Shire has resisted making the same mistake that some other local 
governments have made of late of keeping rate increases well below the levels recommended in 
their respective long term financial plans. 

A key challenge to the Shire’s road network is the impact of larger and heavier vehicles on its roads. 
Although the current RAV network methodology is a good mechanism to help determine the 
suitability of a road whether local or state, pressure is being brought to bear on Shires such as 
Carnamah to approve vehicles that are not suitable for its existing roads. The challenge of the 
balance between commercial and industrial enterprises seeking to upgrade their truck fleets to help 
increase their outputs and the damage it does to roads or the pressure to upgrade roads is purely 
one of resourcing. The Shire spends at least 44% of its Operating Budget and 80% of its Capital 
Budget on keeping its road network intact.  

In terms of other key services mandated through other legislation, the Shire: 

 Strongly supports the hypothecating of all funds collected from the Waste Avoidance and 
Recovery Levy into strategic waste management activities. Local government is far better placed 
to put waste recovery initiatives in place on the ground in terms of value for money. Even more 
so when it comes to regional (collective) waste management with the potential to put in place 
services to deal with recycling of waste and disposing of commercial kitchen waste water. The 
latter would be a key income stream for country and regional local governments (as some have 
already demonstrated). The metropolitan area is finding it more and more difficult to dispose of 
this increasing waste burden; 

 Supports the suggested improvements to land use (Town Planning) planning and building 
services advocated by WALGA in its submission to the Select Committee; 

 Is a strong supporter of emergency management. However, the Shire finds the added impost in 
dealing with mitigation measures is an issue (identifying state hazards applicable to the area, 
recovery plans and so on), and would like to see this addressed through the State allocating 
some further resources to this matter. Not everyone has a CESM in place (e.g. Carnamah is a 
case in point) and so implementing such initiatives requires an alternative approach. Perhaps a 
mentoring approach would be more effective in this situation? 

Climate Change is having an impact. Regardless of what is deemed to cause the problem, there are 
matters that need to be addressed. From a climate change and environmental perspective, 
Carnamah does have in place a policy regarding LED retrofits for street lighting and supports 
renewable energy. For example, the Shire has been receptive and supports the current 
implementation of the Warradarge Wind Farm in the Shire of Coorow that includes the construction 
of the sub-terminal from that wind farm in the Carnamah District at Eneabba. The Shire also 
supports the implementation of renewable energy infrastructure as a prescribed charge regarding 
solar panels on homes. The Carnamah District does have 27kms of coast and despite a coastal 
management plan in place since 2008, has not been able to action it. Climate impacts are apparent 
and the Shire welcomes the comments regarding the implementation of a State Climate Change 
Policy.  

Of key concern is the matter of Economic Development and the Shire is working proactively to 
facilitate mechanisms that will make the Shire’s local economy more effective. It has an economic 
development plan and blueprint in place as well as a community working group and mentor for that 
group. 
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Department of Local Government 
c) The role of the department of state administering the Local Government Act 1995 and related 

legislation 

Of great concern is the change that has happened to the Department of Local Government over a 
long period of time regarding the area of support and advice and the need to act quickly when 
intervention strategies are required. The Shire considers the matter is of a systemic nature regarding 
under resourcing and not one regarding the dedicated officers themselves at the Department. By 
way of example, the Department’s Compliance Model currently used to guide such activities would 
seem out of step with what it can actually provide at this point in time. The Shire feels that the 
Machinery on Government changes to the Department and the reduced staff resources as a result is 
having an impact as follows:  

 The provision of guidelines and frequently asked questions on the Department’s website is not 
enough. The Guidelines overall are good documents, but some of the examples require further 
clarification. In terms of the frequently asked questions, these seem to be much reduced in 
number and some key items missing e.g. advice regarding tenders and the review of council 
policies. Also, the Local Government Accounting Manual requires not just completing, but 
revising of the parts currently in place. This is the same regarding the long overdue review of the 
Agenda and Minutes Guide. The Guide to Conducting Meetings is very good; 

 Contacting the Department recently has been challenging regarding the previous point, and 
regretfully not the most pleasant experience. Those now left to advise at the end of the phone, 
after the most recent changes, seem to be battle worn and weary; 

 The Better Practice Program that was in place previously for rural/regional local governments 
was of benefit because it clearly set out the key areas that a local government needed to be not 
only compliant with, but also be across. It would be of benefit to have this program reinstated; 

 The recent intervention by the Minister at a neighbouring Shire that has now seen the 
appointment of a commissioner, was of concern in terms of the time taken for this to happen. 
Stories circulated through the region for many months (and even longer), as each event or 
investigation unfolded, and was cause for great concern regarding the time it was taking to 
address this issue. It would be fair to say that this matter has now stalled informal discussions 
around future cooperation in the region that were planned to get underway recently. 

The submission mentioned earlier the impact of all legislation that puts a responsibility on local 
governments. Keeping up with the number of changes that happen is extremely difficult. Many local 
governments have established governance units to be across the changes. However, for small local 
governments (and even some medium size organisations) struggle with providing adequate 
resources so that the CEO can advise council accordingly regarding the myriad of changes. The 
Department and other government entities assist where they can through information bulletins, 
webinars and the like, but accessing such information often comes down to competing priorities.  

Although the Shire welcomes the advent of the Office of the Auditor General (OAG), it does feel as if 
the OAG has now entered into the Department’s space on some issues and is perhaps “dictating” a 
number of recommended outcomes that suit the Public Service rather than Local Government per-
se, although the Shire does acknowledge local governments are a public office. 

Role of Elected Member and Chief Executive Officers 
d) The role of elected members and chief executive officers/employees and whether these are 

clearly defined, understood and accepted 

One of the greatest challenges still is the community at large fails to recognise the different roles 
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that council (strategic in nature), the elected members (cannot act with authority individually or 
make decisions. This includes the mayor or president) and the CEO (operational responsibility) have 
within local government. This is despite very good campaigns carried out by WALGA and others 
regarding the role and work of local government. The understanding by elected members is 
improving, but is still not without its challenges. Officers generally understand the differences, but 
are still faced with how the CEO deals with matters regarding errant elected member behavior i.e. 
where the boundary is. The Act, in essence shows that the structure of a local government is 
effectively the following: 

 

Image One: Structure of Local Government (Courtesy of WALGA) 

On the matter of whether councils are, or are not, boards and elected members are directors 
required to “display” board like behavior, is a point of interest. Part Two of the Act does say the local 
government is a Body Corporate. This in itself seems to imply council is a governing board as this is 
the legal understanding applicable in a range of governance environments. From a practical 
viewpoint, the structure of a local government looks like this:  

 

Image Two: Structure of Local Government (Courtesy of WALGA) 



Page 8 

Also, in recent times the Department and former Minister did push for a number of local 
governments including their councils and senior staff to access and undergo the Australian Institute 
of Company Directors (AICD) survey and training as a means to improve board like behavior. Further 
to this, the recent changes to the Associations and Incorporations Act are clearly aimed at driving 
similar behaviours within community groups, clubs, associations and other bodies. Board-like 
behavior can be seen as follows: 

 

 

Image Three: Board-like Behaviour (Courtesy of WALGA) 

Further to the Act itself, the Local Government (Rules of Conduct) Regulations make it very clear 
what an elected member can and can’t do. Training and Development for both elected members and 
officers is critical to the long term survival of local government. WALGA’s training programs have 
been a breath of fresh air in this regard and are making a difference (Please note that as a WALGA 
contract trainer, and author of this submission, I do have a conflict of interest in this matter). The 
introduction of Universal Training for candidates and new councillors will also assist with better 
understanding of what an elected member’s role is. The Local Government Professionals WA is also 
undertaking a similar approach regarding the range of training programs it has rolled out for local 
government officers.  

The Shire welcomes the recent changes to the Local Government Act that provide for model 
guidelines on the recruitment and performance management of the CEO in an effort to better assist 
councils recruit and support their one and only employee. 

Images similar to those used in this submission would be very helpful if used more widely by the 
Department and others in helping explain the different roles in Local Government and their 
respective responsibilities. 

Funding and Financial Management 
e) The funding and financial management of local governments 

Funding Constraints 

For the Shire of Carnamah, like all local governments, the sources of revenue are limited. The 
traditional sources of income are rates, fees and charges, service charges and the ability to raise 
loans. Further to this, the Shire receives funding from the Commonwealth regarding the Financial 
Assistance Grants (FAGs) and the Roads to Recovery Program and other grant funding that is 
available. Other State funding includes Regional Road Group Program, Black Spot Funding (Also 
available at the Commonwealth level) and so on. 
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Further to the matter of grants, the Shire is of the view that the eroding of FAGs (now at 0.55%) 
must be addressed and for this funding to be restored to 1% of Commonwealth Taxation Revenue. 
For the Shire, the level of FAGs it receives is comparable to the rates it currently raises and together, 
both equate to 45% of the Shire’s revenue. It is clear that the Shire would not survive without this 
funding. 

The Shire strongly supports WALGA’s comments in its submission regarding rates, rating exemptions, 
charitable purposes, State Government trading entities, the State Agreements Acts, borrowing 
restrictions and fees and charges. Of these, those that undermine a local government’s ability to 
raise rates include legislation, Ministerial and Departmental requirements regarding rating 
exemptions and rating restrictions concerning charitable entities, Government Trading Enterprises 
and the State Agreements Acts respectively. 

Financial Management 
The Financial Management of a local government is a key challenge. Financial practices and 
reporting are very involved and even present a challenge for the most suitably qualified persons 
outside of the local government industry. Small to medium sized local governments do struggle to 
find suitably qualified persons to undertake the financial management and practices of the 
organisation. Once upon a time the expectation was that the CEO was suitably qualified to 
undertake the “finances.” This can no longer be the case with role that the CEO has in today’s local 
government i.e. strategic in nature and assisting councils and communities set the vision for the 
future. A CEO though should have a good appreciation of how the finances work. 
 
Local governments do have options to undertake financial management including: 

 Outsourcing the financial reporting function to a service provider; 

 Outsourcing the financial processing and management function to a service provider; 

 Building capacity and capability through finance staff attending financial management 
workshops and other training provided by a number of service providers; 

 Undertaking attraction and retention strategies to source a suitably qualified and experienced 
person. 

 
The Department of Local Government does provide some resources regarding financial management 
including guidelines on certain topics and the Accounting Manual (which, as mentioned earlier in this 
submission requires not just completing, but a review). 
 
Another key challenge is financial planning and reporting. Local Government is required to do the 
following: 

 Undertake monthly financial reporting to council i.e. prepare and endorse the monthly financial 
statements; 

 Undertake and prepare a budget each year for adoption by council; 

 Undertake and prepare a budget review after six months into the budget year; 

 Prepare the annual financial statements and undergo the corresponding annual audit. Many 
local governments also undergo an interim audit and also may be subject to a performance audit 
by the Office of the Auditor General; 

 Prepare and administer its asset management plans; 

 Prepare and report against the Long Term Financial Plan; 

 Report against at least seven financial ratios, of which due to the constraints on how some data 
is allowed to be reported, skew the ratios and paint a picture there is a problem when there is 
not; 

 Undertake a review of its financial management systems every three financial years that 
includes the review of the appropriateness and effectiveness of the financial management 
systems and procedures of the local government; 
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 Undertake a review (known as the Reg. 17 Review) every three financial years that deals with: 
o Risk management; and 
o Internal control; and 
o Legislative compliance. 

 
Each of the above consumes considerable resources whether through the use of suitably qualified 
staff or though outsourcing. Asset Management Plans tend to be complex and need to be simplified. 
The Long Term Financial Plans do tend to get out of date very quickly and are not regularly used. 

Other Related Matters 
f) Any other related matters the select committee identifies as worthy of examination and 

report 

Openness, Transparency and Accountability 

A key requirement under the Local Government Act is the need for openness and transparency. 
Local governments are continually evolving in this space. The introduction of Integrated Planning 
and Reporting has seen far more effective engagement with the community in recent years. 
Members of the public are encouraged to attend council meetings and local governments do work 
hard to get their communities to attend information sessions, workshops and events. Agendas and 
Minutes of council meetings are posted on a local government’s website as standard practice 
meaning that decisions are generally accessible. Even matters of a confidential nature have their 
decisions published publicly as required by the Act and its regulations, even though the reports 
remain confidential. The Shire itself does hold council meetings in both of its townships. 

There are a number of mechanisms in place to ensure that local governments are accountable to the 
community and the State. This includes annual reporting not only of current and proposed key 
activities but also the annual financial statements. The outcomes from the annual audits and the 
performance audits by the Office of the Auditor General have been interesting to date and of benefit 
and useful in terms of introducing further improvements within Local Government. The Shire of 
Carnamah has certainly embraced these outcomes, although it has taken on board some of the 
other comments, or suggestions, within the reports in addition to the recommendations when it 
didn’t need to as such. Enthusiasm for change for the better will always abound! 

State Local Government Partnership Agreement 

The Shire believes that the State Local Government Partnership Agreement is important and the 
consultation mechanism is critical in maintaining and building trust within the local government 
sector. 

Industrial Relations – Matters of Jurisdiction 

On the matter of Industrial Relations, the Shire would like the matter of State coverage versus 
Commonwealth coverage sorted sooner rather than later so that the confusion does not continue 
regarding jurisdiction. 

Conclusion 
 
The Shire of Carnamah would like to take this opportunity once more to thank the Select Committee 
for considering this submission. 
 
The Shire President, Cr Merle Isbister ASM, OAM and the Acting Chief Executive Officer, Sean 
Fletcher welcome the opportunity to present to the Committee on the matters in this submission.  


