
Submission to the Inquiry into Local Government by the Select Committee 
By Henry Zelones OAM JP Mayor of the City of Armadale soon to be retired 

 

Introduction 
 The Terms of Reference of the Committee have been set as follows:  

(a) Whether the Local Government Act 1995 and related legislation is generally suitable in 

scope, construction and application;  

(b) The scope of activities of local government  

(c) the role of the department of state administering the Local Government Act 1995 and 

related legislation;  

(d) The role of elected members and chief executive officers/employees and whether these 

are clearly defined, delineated, understood and accepted;  

(e) the funding and financial management of local governments; and  

(f) any other related matters the select committee identifies as worthy of examination and 

report. 

  

I make this private submission as the Mayor of the City of Armadale and request a hearing before 

the panel in order to expand on the comments made below.  

Experience in Local Government 

Elected to the City of Armadale Council in 1989.  

Served as Planning and Development Chairman for 18 years 

Elected as Mayor in 2011 

Elected as a State Councillor to WALGA in 2004 to 2017 

Appointed as Local Government Metro Deputy Commissioner to the WAPC in 2005 

Appointed as Local Government Metro Commissioner to the WAPC in 2010 to the present. 

Appointed as Local Government Metro Member to the Heritage Council in 2007 to 2013. 

 

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

construction and application. 

In relation to the Local Government Act 1995, as we have recently witnessed improvements that 

have be made to the current act. As to whether there is a need for a completely new act is 

debatable. The current Act has been under review for the last couple of years with a number of 

changes already in place. 

 Elected member training 

 Dismissal of individual elected members 

 Gift and Travel  

 CEO recruitment 

 Standards Panel and  

 Code of Conduct for Councillors and employees. 

 

However, I believe there is a need for more changes. 



I believe there is a need to ensure that candidates and Councillors are able to carry out their 

responsibilities and duties once elected. There is a currently no requirement to access the mental 

fitness to serve as an elected member. 

 

Twice during my 28-year tenure as a City of Armadale Councillor I have seen the mental health of a 

councillor affected by dementia. My first experience was with a former Councillor seeking re-

election who was known to have problems, but nonetheless with the help of his wife was re-elected 

to another 4-year term. His condition during that time had deteriorated to the extent that he was 

confined to the dementia ward of a local retirement home care facility within months of leaving his 

elected office. As I remember he died not long after due to complications arising from his condition. 

 

 

I am not aware of this occurring elsewhere, but surely with so many local governments and 

thousands of elected members over the decades this problem must have occurred before. We do 

know this can occur at all levels of public service and many with different health issues, I should 

remind members of the problems that faced former State MP Mr Troy Buswell and his final battle 

with mental issues that could have taken his life. This issue needs to be considered more fully. 

 

I also believe that a police clearance should also be mandatory especially as many of us have close 

contact with children. My clearance came when my wife and I were asked to become a safe house 

for the local primary school. 

 

The scope of activities of local government  

It is certainly true that local governments are more than Roads, Rates and Rubbish. Comments that 

local governments should stick to their knitting has been used by Journalists quite frequently 

recently, but little has been said by them about what that knitting should be or not be. It seems that 

critics of local government are equally unable to define what that should be. 

 

Local Government has been responsible for many services to their communities many, if not most, 

are a result of Legislation adopted by the State Government. We have delivered those services on 

behalf of the Government and many without any financial support. Many services such as Libraries 

have been the role of local government with oversight by the State Library Board. At one time it was 

a 50 – 50 partnership, however, over the last 30 years has tipped the bulk of the cost to local 

governments, In the case of the City of Armadale, the ratepayers absorb 87% of the cost and is likely 

to rise. This service is not mandatory for local governments, but who would want to see their 

closure? Take a good look at the service they provide to children especially in low socio-economic 

communities such as mine. 

 



The role of the department of state administering the Local Government Act 1995 and related 

legislation;  

I can only add here that the Department appears to be less involved with local governments until 

they fall foul of the State Government. Most recently demonstrated by the City of Perth. It appears 

that WALGA has filled the gap by providing advice and assistance to local governments and elected 

members. As a past State Councillor of some 13 years and user of this service, I found WALGA staff 

to be above reproach. 

 

The role of elected members and chief executive officers/employees and whether these are 

clearly defined, delineated, understood and accepted;  

I am not sure what the issue is here. The role of elected members and the CEO/staff of local 

governments have been clearly defined for many years. The module ‘Serving on Council’ is an 

excellent training guide for new and experience Councillors. I can say that I have never had a 

problem with understanding my role as Councillor or Mayor.  

 

However, what is apparent is the growing trend for Councillors behaving in a manner in attracting 

more attention to themselves. Hence the growing use of social media to gain greater exposure. This 

is an area with which our younger generation is very familiar, and we can see how that is working 

out with bullying and trolling.  

 

What is required is for more help with social media training so that Councillors can better handle not 

only what they post, but also the negative side effects they will have deal with. From my early 

experience, I found it is best not to engage with it and if my residents need answers or help to 

contact me direct. I prefer one on one without others stirring an issue on.  

 

I would like to add that the introduction of Video recording of Council meetings will not improve or 

add real value to the community, but rather lead to more disruption from grandstanding by 

Councillors or the more antagonistic members of the gallery. 

 

CEOs role. 

I’ve not had the experience of working with many LG CEOs at the City of Armadale. Our previous 

CEO was with us for 21 years adding a level of stability that has been a hallmark of the City. My 

working with our CEO for a period of 8 years is a partnership that worked well for me and in turn for 

the City. 

 

The annual performance reviews of the CEO show that he has, for all his time with us, performed at 

an outstanding level. I believe he understood us, and we knew him. Some of Country LGs have not 

had that level of certainty which has often contributed to the various levels of disfunction. 

 

Metro Councils seem to be able to retain a higher calibre of CEO and the ability to keep them, in 

many cases, for 10 years or longer.  

 

  



 

The funding and financial management of local governments 

The oversight of local government financial arrangements was greatly enhanced with the 

introduction of the 1995 Local Government Act. Over the years additional regulations were added 

with the most recent by having the annual Audit requirements overseen by the Auditor General’s 

Office.  

Not all local governments are the same, nor are their financial constraints. I will use as an example 

most recently considered by the City of Armadale. 

 

The City’s rates exemptions granted under Section 6.26 of the Local Government Act 1995 total: 

Charitable Purpose s6.26(2)(g)  $583,000 

Religious Institution s6.26(2)(d)  $214,000 

School Sites s6.26(2)(e&f)  $335,000 

Other     $365,000 

TOTAL     $1.195M 

                 

Table 1 - Table of Rates Exemptions 

 

The Charitable Purpose exemptions under s6.26(2)(g) presently comprises sixty two (62) properties 

(281 dwellings) of which twenty seven (27) are attributable to properties leased by the Housing 

Authority- refer Table 2 below. 



Table 2 - Table of Charitable Purpose Rates Exemptions

 

The City of Armadale has also experienced bulk applications from not for profit community housing 

providers, some of which relate to housing which is owned by the Department of Housing. 

There are a further 115 applications for exemptions under 6.26(2)(g), some of which have been 

lodged in bulk. Council will be receiving reports on some of the applications this month. 

 

Of those Applications pending, there are 49 properties that are leased from the Housing Authority, 

with a rates value of $147,000. This is in addition to the 27 properties already leased by Not for 

Profit Organisations from the Housing Authority and currently receiving exemptions, totalling 

$62,000. 



The issues for the City presently are: 

1. Community Housing Service providers have objects in their constitution which are charitable 

under the Commonwealth Charities Act 2013, however there is an aspect of interpretation 

required when it comes to the issue of “poverty” and “benefit/availability to the wider 

community” under the Charities Act and case law; and “low income” when it comes to the 

objects and use of community housing. 

2. The Housing Authority has not necessarily claimed any exemptions itself in the past, 

whether this was government policy or otherwise. Transferring service delivery to not for 

profit organisations seems to have resulted in an increase in claims. 

3. The City has taken a position it will not approve applications based on low income, but will 

approve applications based on disabilities or crisis accommodation. This then comes down 

to the tenant and not necessarily the property use. Administration of exemptions therefore 

requires regular review and substantiation of the tenant. 

4. Some applications have been for retirement villages. The success of the applications 

emanates from a SAT decision in the case of the City of Stirling. 

5. Local Governments are assessing applications inconsistently. This can create confusion or 

expectations by certain organisations if one local government authority approves an 

application, and another declines.  

6. What is a reasonable “burden” for the City to bear. Currently, the charitable purpose 

exemptions are 0.9% of rates but could rise to 1.2%.  Over ten years – a typical planning 

timeframe for Local Government, the leakage of rates will be close to $6M, and has the 

potential to go to $8M for the City. 

7. It is not unreasonable to expect that properties being used for residential accommodation is 

not fully exempt from rates and that (at least) a minimum contribution is made towards the 

local government services enjoyed by the resident. In that regard, a discount as opposed to 

an exemption be applied, such that all property owners/lessees make a minimum 

contribution to Local Government services. 

8. The Department of Local Government in conjunction with WA Treasury is currently 

investigating the extent of rates exemptions provided by Local Government to arrive at a 

quantum for the Sector. The City is currently liaising with the Department in this regard. 

 

 

Other related matters the select committee identifies as worthy of examination and report. 

During the debate, Hansard records that an attempt was made by a member to have the term of 

reference amended to include a review of operations of WALGA. There appears to be a gross lack of 

understanding of what WALGA is or does. 

 

In short WALGA is an Association of member local governments who provide services to Local 

Governments and its elected membership. It is there to respond to issues or assistance to local 

governments throughout the State.  

 

It also response to and works in cooperation with the Department for Local Government. It gathers 

information from local government when requested to do by the State Government and its agencies. 

 

During my 13-year tenure as a State Councillor I have found the organisation and its employees to 

be of the finest character. In my observation, recent complaints about WALGA appears to be coming 

from former Councillors or ratepayers who seem to believe that if they don’t get their way then the 

body must be corrupt.  

 



Recent groups have pedalled misinformation on the Association as they have had about CEOs. 

Current claims that the reason for high rates and the annual increase somehow relate to CEO getting 

bonuses for increasing Local Government income. CEO salary and employment processes are set out 

in the Act and more recently through the Department guideline for employment and annual reviews. 

 

CEOs are answerable to the elected Council and if some members of local governments do not 

understand their role in this relationship then it reinforces my point about training. CEOs are 

required to carry out the legal decisions of Council. Even against their own advice to Council. If 

elected members are not clear in their decision making, then it does become a very difficult task for 

the CEO and his administration. 

 

I would like to add one further comment that seems to be lost on the general public and perhaps 

members of State Parliament. The Local Government Act requires without question that Mayors 

convey, explain and support the decisions of Council and the CEO to implement those decisions 

providing they are legal. 

 

The hardest part of this requirement is when the Mayor or the CEO personally doesn’t support that 

decision. This is what the job requires and in my experience with many CEOs and Mayors is the job 

they do. 

 

I am happy to attend a hearing of the committee at their convenience hopefully in the near future. 

 

 

 

 

 

Henry Zelones OAM JP 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




