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Dear Ms Crighton

On behalf of the Great Eastern Country Zone of WALGA, I wish to 
submit the following submission to the Select Committee into Local 
Government based on the Terms of Reference.

The Great Eastern Country Zone is a collective of 16 Local Governments 
in the Wheatbelt region. The members of the Zone are listed on this 
letterhead.

The Zone would like to register its concern 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 Select 
Committee process may delay the Act review process.

Whilst it is acknowledged that there has been some internal problems with particular Local 
Government authorities over recent times, the vast majority of the 139 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 Zones case there are many resource sharing and 
economic development projects carried out at a regional level.

The Zone has the following regional groups:

• WE-ROC: Wheatbelt East Regional Organisation of Councils - Comprised of the 
Shires of Bruce Rock, Kellerberrin, Merredin, Westonia and Yilgarn. This group has 
been proactive in a number of areas around economic development and resource 
sharing, with one particular achievement being the establishment of the Wheatbelt 
Medical Student Immersion Program, where medical students from Notre Dame and
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Curtin University’s visit towns annually within the WEROC area. This whole program 
is about promoting the Wheatbelt, and rural areas generally, as a positive place to 
practice their GP role in a country environment once they have graduated. This 
Program has been well received by the Clinical programs at the above Universities 
and will be expanded to other regions in the years to come.

• NEWROC: North Eastern Wheatbelt Regional Organisation of Councils - Comprises 
of the Shires of Koorda, Mt Marshall, Mukinbudin, Nungarin, Trayning and 
Wyalkatchem. This group work has been in Tourism, Telecommunications, 
Renewable Energy and Waste investigations together with resource sharing 
initiatives.

• RoeROC: Roe Regional Organisation of Councils - Comprises of the Shires of 
Narembeen, Corrigin, Kondinin and Kulin. This group carries out work in shared 
resources around Waste Management and recycling, Environmental Health and 
Economic Development initiatives.

• CEACA - Central East Aged Care Alliance Inc - This group is a collaboration of 11 
Local Governments in the Wheatbelt and is constructing 75 two-bedroom units across 
CEACA’s 11 Member Councils. The independent living units developed by the 
CEACA Seniors Housing Project will be suitable for older adults and designed to 
reduce falls and accidents and enable older people to remain living safely in the own 
homes and communities for longer.

In addition a project worth highlighting in respect to regional collaboration is the Wheatbelt 
Secondary Freight Routes project.

Detail on this project is as follows;

Wheatbelt Secondary Freight Network Project

Forty two Local Governments have worked closely together to develop a strategic road 
network upgrade plan through structured and collaborative investigation. The long-term goal 
is to secure funding for a capital works program tailored to deliver a safe, efficient, 
sustainable and cost-effective freight network throughout the Wheatbelt region. In addition to 
improving safety, the scale of the project and range of direct and indirect benefits contributes 
to boosting economic competitiveness by reducing freight costs and optimising cost-effective 
expenditure of funds.

The Commonwealth has allocated an initial $70 million to deliver the highest priority projects 
across the network as part of the Roads of Strategic Importance initiative. State and Local 
Government funding commitments will be added to this. The WSFN working group model is 
believed to be the largest place based regional collaboration of LGAs in Australia.

The Commonwealth is seeking to accelerate implementation of the early works.

Agriculture in Western Australia's Wheatbelt region is a significant contributor to the State’s 
economy ($6.66 billion GRP, 2017). Growing demand for freight and increased freight 
efficiency led the Wheatbelt Regional Road Groups to identify a network of Local 
Government managed roads linking freight to the primary network throughout the region. 
These routes form a network of 4,400km of roads across the 42 individual Local 
Governments. These routes serve industries within and beyond each of the Local 
Governments. The Councils don’t have the capacity to maintain or improve the identified



sections of the network within their boundaries without the funding being provided by the 
Commonwealth.

TERMS OF REFERENCE

(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 Zone has been proactive in the Act Review process, by way of providing a 
submission to the Department of Local Government and also provided 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.

(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 and Allied Health Services
> Child Care Services
> Aged Care Housing
> Housing, including community housing as well as Government Regional Officer 

Housing addressing a shortage of Government Employee accommodation
> Natural Resource Management
> Parks and Recreation facilities and programs
> Libraries
> Museums
> Community Events
> Public Health services, including food control

(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.

In addition, the absence of the Department from advice and capacity building activities 
further erodes the Department’s capacity for intervention if required.



(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.

(e) The funding and financial management of Local Governments

Whilst Local Governments 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. FAG’s 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, 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 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 identifies as worthy of 
examination and report

Local Government is the sphere of government that is the most 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.

Local Government is a unique combination of a complex organisation, operating in the 
public realm with significant transparency and accountability requirements.

Appropriately, given Local Government’s role as steward of public assets and public 
funds, there is a high level of public scrutiny related to Local Government operations 
and decision-making. In particular, Council meetings, with limited exceptions, are open 
to the public, and community members can avail themselves of public question time at 
Council meetings. Further, Local Governments are required to hold a public meeting of 
electors annually, and members of the community are able to petition for special 
electors meetings to be held to address specific issues.

In addition, the role of an Elected Member includes a role in facilitating communication 
between the community and the Council. Elected Members are generally approachable



and make themselves available to be contacted about community issues in person at 
events or via telephone, email or social media. Information, including agendas and 
minutes, is available on each Local Government’s website, meaning that Council 
decisions are generally accessible.

Local Governments embrace accountability, openness and transparency. Accusations 
to the contrary are fundamentally misguided, given the existing legislative transparency 
requirements coupled with Local Government practice that enhances transparency 
even further.

A prime example of Local Government’s culture of openness is highlighted by the 
commencement of performance audits by the Office of the Auditor General. Despite the 
resource requirement in facilitating an audit of this nature, Local Governments have 
embraced the opportunity for an independent agency to access their organisation and 
provide recommendations on how performance can be improved to reduce risk or 
enhance efficiency or effectiveness.

The performance audits conducted by the Office of the Auditor General are not only 
relevant to the subset of Local Governments chosen for audit, but also provide 
learnings for other Local Governments. It is a credit to the Local Government sector 
that the performance audits have been welcomed by Local Governments, and not 
resisted.

Office of Auditor General - Financial Audits
However the Zone would like to highlight to the Committee the cost increase in 
financial audits since the Office of Auditor General has assumed responsibility.

To understand the impact these changes have had on the sector to date, WALGA 
conducted a survey of its members during May and June 2019.

Some 77 Local Governments responded to the survey, representing Local 
Governments of all sizes and from across both metropolitan and regional WA

A summary of the survey results is provided below.

> The average financial audit costs of respondents was just under $23,000 in the 
year prior to the Auditor General assuming responsibility for financial audits. In 
the year that the Auditor General assumed responsibility, the average financial 
audit costs across respondents increased by 64% to $37,445. In the second 
year of the Auditor General assuming responsibility, the average financial audit 
costs across respondents was even higher at $44,008. This represents an 
increase of 92% across the two year period.

> Local Governments with rate bases less than $2.5 million experienced the 
lowest increase in financial audit costs (in total dollar and percentage terms) - 
from an average of $18,000 in the year prior to the Auditor General assuming 
responsibility to $25,000 in the year that the Auditor General assumed 
responsibility, and then $31,000 in the second year of the Auditor General 
assuming responsibility. This represents an increase of 72% over the two year 
period.

> Respondents with rates bases below $2.5 million have seen financial audit 
costs as a proportion of their rates base increase from 0.83% in the year prior to 
the Auditor General assuming responsibility, to 1.53% in the year that the 
Auditor General assumed responsibility and then 1.87% in the second year of 
the Auditor General assuming responsibility. This compares unfavourably to 
larger Local Governments, with financial audit costs representing just 0.1% of



their rates base in the second year of the Auditor General assuming 
responsibility.
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The graphs below demonstrates the costing implications;
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Governance of WALGA

There can be no valid claim that WALGA is not democratic and does not serve or 
represent its members.

WALGA exists to represent its members - the vast majority of Local Governments - 
138 of the 139 Local Governments in Western Australia are members of WALGA. 
There is no compulsion to become a member of WALGA but Local Governments do 
become members because of the benefits that membership offers. No benefit is seen 
of a competitor of WALGA being established and in any event it would only reduce the



considerable influence that WALGA has as the peak body representing Local 
Government.

Membership fees to WALGA are kept to a minimum as a result of the commercial 
activities conducted by WALGA. As a result Local Governments benefits in a number of 
ways including reduced membership fees; reduced costs from the ‘bulk purchasing’ 
activities; reduction in costs as through access to the WALGA purchasing panel. In 
addition WALGA provides an excellent advocacy service and is always available to 
provide information and advice.

WALGA is run by a board known as the State Council which is made up of elected 
members elected by Zones (made up of individual Local Governments). The board is 
represented by members who have been democratically elected in three separate 
steps. Firstly, by the community to be represented on their own Local Government; 
secondly, they are elected by their Council to represent its interests on their WALGA 
Zone; and thirdly members are elected from each Zone to the WALGA State Council.

In addition, State Council meeting are open to elected members to attend as a 
deputation or observers. The Annual General Meeting of the Association gives all 
member Councils an opportunity to raise matters for debate and consideration of the 
State Council.

All geographic areas of the State are therefore represented on the WALGA State 
Council which ensures that even the remotest Local Government has a voice at the 
highest level.

The Zone would welcome the Select Committee holding a public hearing in the 
Wheatbelt, where all Local Governments in the Zone can be represented and present 
to the Committee.
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Executive Officer
Great Eastern Country Zone




