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SHIRE OF SHARK BAY SUBMISSION  
  
SELECT COMMITTEE INTO LOCAL GOVERNMENT 
 
The Shire of Shark Bay Council would like to submit the following submission to the Select 
Committee into Local Government based on the Terms of Reference detailed in the 
correspondence of the Committee’s Chairman, the Hon. Simon O’Brien MLC, dated 8 July 
2019. 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
Council was somewhat surprised that the Legislative Council of Western Australia’s 
Parliament called for the Select Committee to be established when there is currently a 
comprehensive review of the Local Government Act being undertaken and that the conduct of 
this Select Committee may well delay the Act review process.  It is hoped that Members of the 
Legislative Council, in establishing this Select Committee, are not merely basing their Terms 
of Reference on a minority of the population that may have a grievance against particular Local 
Governments and that overall a balanced report will be delivered at the end of the Select 
Committee’s process.         
 
Whilst Council acknowledges that there has been some internal problems with particular Local 
Government authorities over recent times, the vast majority of the 137 mainland Western 
Australian Local Governments manage their authorities in a responsible and cohesive manner, 
with Elected Members and their staff acting in the best interests of their respective residents 
and communities. 
 
Not only are the majority of Local Governments managing their authorities responsibly, in 
what is a tight economic environment, the State and Australian Governments continue to 
devolve additional areas of responsibility to Local Governments without adequate recompense, 
leaving Local Governments more vulnerable to criticism in the collection of rates to cover for 
these additional services.  
The Select Committee will find that Local Governments do not work in isolation, but work 
collaboratively together, either on significant projects or as collaborative matters and 
opportunities arise. 
 
The Shire of Shark Bay is an active member and works well with other Gascoyne councils in 
the Regional Road Group and Gascoyne Regional Zone of the Western Australian Local 
Government Association.  
 
 
 
 

 
TERMS OF REFERENCE 
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(a) Whether the Local Government Act 1995 and related legislation is generally suitable 

in its scope, construction and application 
 

The current Act and related legislation has served the Local Government sector well for 
25 years but as has been identified by the current State Government, the legislation needs 
to be reviewed to better deliver the needs and expectations of the community and to 
promote more accountability and transparency in the overall operations of the sector. 
 
The Shire of Shark Bay has been proactive in the Act Review process, by way of 
providing a submission to the Department of Local Government and also provided 
comment through its representation on the board of the Western Australian Local 
Government Association (WALGA), as the peak body of Local Government in WA, to 
assist with its submission on behalf of the sector.   
 

(b) The scope of activities of Local Governments 
 

Local Governments scope of activities have gone well beyond the traditional roles of 
Roads, Rates and Rubbish.  The following examples indicate how additional services to 
communities have evolved due to the resident’s expectations:-     
 
GP Services 
The Shire of Shark Bay is committed to medical services for its residents in the district, 
with little financial assistance from Government and provides substantial funding on an  
annual basis and waives significant rate income from the Silver Chain medical facility 
and provides transport for a regular doctor service and provides accommodation for 
additional staffing during peak holiday periods. 
 
Child Care Services 
The Shire of Shark Bay provides accommodation at minimal rental and commits funds 
annually to provide for Child Care Services, an expectation of the residents of the district 
which in-turn encourages those residents who utilise the service to make their home in 
Denham which in turns provides those residents the ability to return to the workforce. 
 
Aged Care Housing 
The Shire of Shark Bay operates and maintains the Denham Aged Care Units consisting 
of 13 units located in the Townsite. The provision of this accommodation eases the 
burden on the State Health system by retaining elderly residents in local purpose built 
accommodation within the community rather than having to relocate to larger regional 
centres. 
  
Tourism development 
The Shire of Shark Bay is unique in that the majority of the Shire is either Unallocated 
Crown land, State or National Reserves or Parks with a significant portion declared as  
World Heritage Property. These areas are not rated and generate significant tourism, 
while this provides economic opportunities for business, the Shire has the impost to 
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maintain roads, significant facilities and infrastructure for a transient population far in 
excess of the resident population and limited rate base. 
 
The Shire of Shark Bay also operates the World Heritage Discovery Centre which largely 
promotes the Federal World Heritage properties and States natural assets resulting in a  
substantial cost to the community with no ongoing funding from other sources.  
 

   
(c) The role of the Department of State administering the Local Government Act 1995 

and related legislation 
 

The Department of Local Government is totally under resourced and therefore is unable   
to provide meaningful support to the Local Government sector. 
 
Whilst some have been critical of WALGA’s growth and position within the sector, 
without WALGA taking a leading role and providing support in a number of areas once 
offered by the Department, Local Governments would have been unable to source advice 
in legislative areas within a suitable timeframe.  This comment in no way disparages 
those currently employed within the Department, it merely is an observation that the State 
Government needs to resource the Department better to service the sector that it 
represents. 
 
 

(d) The role of Elected Members and Chief Executive Officers/employees and whether 
they are clearly defined, delineated, understood and accepted  
 
The Act clearly defines the responsibilities of the Elected Members and Chief Executive 
Officer and it is considered that this is mainly understood by the Elected Members and 
the respective roles are reiterated via Elected Member training courses that are conducted 
by WALGA.  Elected Members are aware that they are responsible for the employment 
of the CEO and that the CEO’s role is to manage the administration and employ all other 
staff, but is answerable to the direction of the Council in a strategic sense.  Whether the 
above roles are understood by the residents of the district is another matter. 
 
Too often adverse publicity is directed at both Elected Members and CEO’s over roles 
and responsibilities, but it is the legislation that Local Governments have to work with 
as defined by the current 1995 Act.  Should the State Government, as the regulator of 
Local Government wish to revert back to the 1960’s type roles, then that is the 
prerogative of the State Government. 
 
One must be mindful that the majority of Elected Members, particularly in rural Local 
Governments, are community representatives and not professional Board Members.  
Whilst they are expected to make significant decisions on financial management issues 
from their initial appointment, this responsibility definitely supports a level of training 
being required as has recently been legislated. 
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(e) The funding and financial management of Local Governments 
 

The Shire of Shark Bay, due to its minimal rate base, has limited available funding. 
Therefore the expectations of the community and the substantial annual influx of tourists 
places significant strain on the resources that are available to the Shire. 
 
The demands of a community that is very isolated and has limited State or Federal 
presence dictates that in the first instance any issues are directed towards the Local 
Government to resolve. This impacts upon the financial and human resources that are 
available to the Shire and inevitably results in a cost to the community  
  
Local Governments such as Shark Bay 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. 
 
In 1996, FAG’s were equal to around 1% of Commonwealth taxation revenue. 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 many exemptions in this area.  For rural Local 
Governments, the inability to effectively rate or have an agreement with state bodies to 
make a contribution places a strain on other ratepayers.  Council is also aware of the 
financial effect 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.  
 
         

(f) Any other related matters the Select Committee identifies as worthy of examination 
and report 

 
Local Government is the sphere of government that is closest to the constituents that it 
represents.  It is transparent, accountable and more open to public scrutiny than State and 
Federal Governments, with publicly accessible Council meetings, Public Question Times 
and Annual Meetings of Electors. 
 
 
           
 
  
                   

         


