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SHIRE OF WAGIN 

SUBMISSION TO THE SELECT COMMITTEE INTO LOCAL GOVERNMENT 
 

Introduction: 

The Shire of Wagin welcomes the opportunity to present this submission to the Select Committee into 

Local Government. 

 

Local Government plays a key role in the Australian Federation. Local Governments in Western 

Australia provide democratic representation and a range of services to their respective communities 

which span the length and breadth of the state. 

Local Governments, in one form or another, have existed in Western Australia since the arrival of 

settlers from Britain in the nineteenth century. The first piece of legislation to weave the fabric of 

today’s Local Government sector was the Towns Improvement Act of 1838. Today, Local Government 

is constituted and primarily regulated by the Local Government Act 1995 but there are many other 

legislative instruments which impact the way Local Governments operate in their diverse array of 

activities. 

Local Government is a key democratic institution which serves local communities throughout Western 

Australia. Councils have well-established relationships with the communities they serve and 

represent, local businesses, industries and organisations as well as providing a conduit to other 

spheres of government. 

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

construction and application (“Red Tape” and its consequences):  

The Local Government Act and related legislation is generally suitable in its scope, construction and 

application, however, is overly prescriptive in many areas. Whilst the Act itself is reasonably 

functional, the accompanying regulations bog down Local Governments in process and complying with 

extremely pedantic requirements. 

 

Increased compliance requirements placed on Local Government have resulted in ever increasing 

expenditure in employing additional staff and/or consultants, with adverse financial impacts on 

ratepayers. Tragically, an unfortunate and perhaps unforeseen consequence of the massive 

compliance burden, has been the diminishment of interest and preparedness of people willing to 
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stand for Council. Most Councillors (and staff for that matter) wish to focus on progressing things that 

will benefit their local communities. They see little, if any, meaningful purpose in spending too much 

of their time being digressed from the main game, because of the ever-increasing burden of 

compliance; the weight of which is adversely impacting on the responsiveness and agility of Local 

Governments to serve their people. 

 

b) Scope of activities of Local Government: 

Services provided by the 139 Local Governments in Western Australia have substantially broadened 

from roads and waste collection through to recreation and culture, health and medical services, 

planning, tourism, law order and public safety and other human services. Often, Local Governments 

take on new or expanded roles in service delivery or advocacy as a result of gaps left by other spheres 

of government reducing, transferring or abdicating their service delivery; or due to community 

pressure for Local Governments to step into a particular space. 

c)The Role of the Department of State administering the Local Government Act 1995 and related 

legislation: 

The Department of Local Government needs better resourcing to properly carry out its role. The 

supportive role that the Department once had, has been diminished in favour of an increased focus 

on compliance. A healthy balance needs to be restored. 

 

d)The role of Elected Members and Chief Executive Officer/employees and whether these are 

clearly defined, delineated, understood and accepted: 

It is believed that for the most part the roles of elected members and staff are clearly understood and 

accepted. It appears that in some Local Governments there has been some overlap of functions and 

misunderstanding of roles which has led to friction and dysfunction. These are however in a minority.   

 

e) The funding and financial management of Local Governments (An overview of the impact of Cost 

shifting on the Shire of Wagin): 

Local Governments throughout Western Australia continually strive to provide the highest quality 

services within the constraints of their respective revenue streams. Australia’s vertical fiscal imbalance 

and ongoing cost-shifting from other spheres of Government (all of which are well documented by the 

2003 Hawker Report and many reports on Local Government finances before and since) impact on the 

capacity of Local Governments to meet the expectations of their stakeholders.  Some cost shifting 

examples sustained by the Shire of Wagin, include:  

• The current State dog laws SET the dog licence fees at well below the cost to administer them. 

The difference is borne by Local Government. This represents a 2% levy (rate) on every 

ratepayer within the Shire. 

• The same structure exists for planning and health where the laws are created by the State, 

fees regulated by the State and Local Government tasked with administering same at a 

substantial loss. 

• The Auditor General has been thrust upon Local Government by State Legislation. The Auditor 

General bills Local Government for that which may equate to 1% of rates to Wagin. There was 

a time when the State Government provided dedicated  local government auditors at no direct 

cost to Local Governments. This was superseded by the State Government privatising the audit 
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function (with costs being met in full by Local Governments) which added to the rate burden. 

While this was bad enough, at least auditors were engaged on a cost competitive basis. Now 

Local Governments are subject to audits through the Auditor General seemingly without any 

constraints on what the audit function may cost. 

• In Wagin the Shire underwrites the cost of having a Doctor in town because other spheres of 

government are failing to meet the expectations of health care of our community (Primary 

health is a Federal Government responsibility).  That represents about 6% of rates. 

• Local Government was traditionally responsible for vehicle licencing.  When the State took 

responsibility for that function, a deal was struck to return 27% of the funds to Local 

Government for road maintenance. This has been eroded to the current 20% for which Local 

Government is told “to be grateful”  

•  Recently the State Government attempted to remove the vehicle licencing exemption that 

Local Government received as part of the negotiated State takeover of licencing. Local 

Government fought and won a reprieve in the Upper House. The State then took the 

equivalent amount out of direct road funding to prop up its budget. 

• The imminent container recycling proposal appears to be another significant cost burden 

looming on Local Government horizon. 

• When the Financial Assistance Grants were introduced by the Whitlam government this was 

funded at 1% of total taxation. The rate is now 0.55%. Local Government manages 35% of 

public assets and yet collects only 3.5% of taxation from all sources. 

If the above costs were tallied up, the impact of cost shifting to the Shire of Wagin it would represent 

about 63% of rates levied.  

If the Select Committee is to have any meaningful impact from its deliberations, it may well be to 

address the disgraceful way in which Local Government (and its long-suffering ratepayers) has been 

predated upon by the imposition of additional responsibilities without compensatory funding. 

A possible solution would be for the Committee to recommend a proper funding level and a formula 

going forward for funding, that gives Local Government a chance of meeting the 21st century 

expectations of the community.  

f)  Other related matters (Lack of response by State Government agencies and departments): 

Another issue is the general and deteriorating lack of response to Local Government by State 

Government agencies and departments. Outstanding matters and approvals requiring to be 

progressed for Local Government by State Government through just about the whole spectrum of 

“public services” (Main Roads, Planning, Environment, Lands etc) do not seem to be given much 

priority. Local Governments have to repeatedly follow things up to ensure that matters are progressed 

and finalised. The reason for this may be a combination of staffing resources in these departments 

and agencies having been depleted to the point where staff are severely overburdened; and a culture 

shift within the State Government public sector; that (because it is under resourced), it is acceptable 

to let things drift.  

Successive State Government cost cutting measures to significantly reduce the numbers of State 

Government employees has had a parallel consequence of diminished service to Local Government 

and to the public at large.  
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Conclusion: 

In short, it seems that it is time that the State Government in particular, gave Local Government “an 

even break.” This would mean the review and adherence to partnership agreements between these 

two spheres of government and an appreciation by State Government that when things go wrong in 

a minority of local governments, it is no way representative of the majority of Councils which adhere 

to high standards of governance. State Government needs to stop trying to legislate or regulate in 

response to the bad behaviour of the very few, at the recurring expense and frustration of the many 

in local government who are diligently and honestly performing their duties for the betterment of 

their communities. 

Additionally, the revenue creep by the State Government previously alluded to, needs to cease and 

rightful funding arrangements need to be restored to Local Government. 

 

Thank you for considering this submission. 
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