
SHIRE OF GNOWAN G ERUP 

Mr Mark Warner, Committee Clerk 

Select Committee into Local Government 

Legislative Council 

Parliament House, 4 Harvest Terrace 

WEST PERTH WA 6005 

lgi@parliament.wa.gov.au 

2nd September 2019 

Dear Sir 

RE: SHIRE OF GNOWANGERUP SUBMISSION - SELECT COMMITTEE INTO LOCAL 

GOVERNMENT 

On behalf of the Shire of Gnowangerup, I wish to submit the following information to the 

Select Committee into Local Government, which addresses the official Terms of Reference. 

ABOUT LOCAL GOVERNMENT 

Local Governments are a key democratic institution in Western Australia's local 

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

and represent, local businesses and organisations as well as other spheres of government. 

Services provided by the 139 Local Governments in Western Australia include the traditional 

roads and waste collection but also now extend to recreation, medical services and other 

human services. Often, Local Governments taking on new or expanded roles in service 

delivery or advocacy is as a result of gaps left by other spheres of Government reducing their 

service delivery, or due to community pressure for Local Governments to step into a 

particular space. 

INTRODUCTION 

Council was concerned to hear that the Legislative Council had called for the Select 

Committee to be established when there is currently a comprehensive review of the Local 

Government Act being undertaken. The obvious question to ask is whether the opposition

controlled Legislative Council has an ulterior motive in making this call. It would be easy to 
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conclude that the Select Committee has been established to provide a forum for those with 

an axe to grind about individual local governments. 

Whilst Council acknowledges that there has been some internal problems with particular 

Local Government authorities over recent times, the vast majority of 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, and in the Shire of Gnowangerup's case, it is an active member of 

the Great Southern Peer Support Group. This group has been proactive in establishing the 

sharing of knowledge and tools in the area of integrated planning. By aligning our corporate 

planning processes with our neighbours, we have been able to achieve cost savings and 

improve the quality of our planning documents. 

TERMS OF REFERENCE AND RESPONSES 

(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 Gnowangerup has been proactive in the Act Review process, by way of 

providing a submission to the Department of Local Government and also providing 

comment to 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. 
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(b) The scope of activities of Local Governments 

Local Government's scope of activities has 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 Gnowangerup is committed to providing a Doctor for its residents in the 

district, with little financial assistance from Government, and commits substantial 

funds on an annual basis to keep a GP practicing in the district. Free housing, private 

use of a vehicle and Surgery facilities are also provided to ensure that this service is 

maintained. 

Community Swimming Pool 

In recent years, the Shire of Gnowangerup committed to the construction of a 

community swimming pool to replace the original pool, which was the second pool 

ever built in regional WA. The pool is run at an annual loss to the Shire but is a drawcard 

to the Gnowangerup town, bringing in both locals and residents from neighbouring 

local government districts. It is also of great importance to our community to ensure 

inland shires such as Gnowangerup offer swimming lessons to ensure the safety of 

children on properties with dams and when visiting the coast. 

Onqerup Effluent System 

The Shire of Gnowangerup holds a Water Services License from the Department of 

Water and Environmental Regulation to provide an effluent service to the residents of 

the town of Ongerup. The Water Corporation, and its predecessors, have declined to 

service the town site so the Shire had no option other than to provide the service itself. 

Release of land 

The Shire has stimulated economic development by facilitating community and 

business requests to ensure sufficient commercial and industrial land is available in our 

town sites. With very little assistance from the State Government, serviced land parcels 

have been developed and released as part of a new commercial subdivision in 

Gnowangerup. 

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

and related legislation 

The Department of Local Government, Sport and Cultural Industries is totally under 

resourced and, therefore, unable to provide meaningful support to the Local 

Government sector. 
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As a result, the Shire of Gnowangerup, like many other local governments, has 

developed an increased reliance on WALGA to provide advice in such areas as 

employee relations, governance, and procurement. 

One example of the lack of support available from the Department is that it does not 

provide advice or support to Local Governments regarding their obligations under 

legislation outside of the Department's portfolio. In relation to legislative heads of 

power managed by other departments or agencies, the Local Government sector has 

experienced reluctance or insufficient capacity in these agencies to provide advice to 

Local Governments regarding implementation or compliance. 

When legislation imposes powers or duties on Local Government, the State 

Government should ensure engagement and implementation strategies are also 

funded to ensure the Local Government sector is capable of consistently delivering the 

desired outcomes, recognising the challenges of size and scale across Local 

Governments. 

(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 understood by experienced Elected Members. 

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. 

The majority of Elected Members, particularly in rural Local Governments such as the 

Shire of Gnowangerup, 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. 

(e) The funding and financial management of Local Governments 

The Shire of Gnowangerup is in a sound financial position that has been achieved 

through sound financial management practices and procedures of the Elected 

Members and Council employees. The establishment of Reserve Funds for future 

planning of major projects has minimised the annual financial impact on the ratepayers 

of the district. The Shire of Gnowangerup has also committed resources over a number 
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of years towards the renewal of assets and the preparation of asset management plans 

for each class of assets. 

Whilst Local Governments are dependent upon the Financial Assistance Grants (FAGs), 

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 FAGs. FAGs were once equal to around 1% of 

Commonwealth taxation revenue in 1996. Despite an annual growth in Australia's GDP 

of an average of 3.47% from 1960 to 2017, FAGs 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 too many exemptions in this area. For rural Local 

Governments, the inability to effectively rate Cooperative Bulk Handling (CBH) 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 identified as worthy of examination 

and report 

Local Government is the tier of government that is most accessible 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. 

Council trusts that the Select Committee will provide a balanced report and that 

Committee Members will not be influenced by a vocal minority who appear to be 

causing disunity within their respective Local Governments to achieve the change that 

they desire, which is not reflected by the non-vocal majority. 

Yours faithfully 

Keith House JP 

Shire President 
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