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SUMMARY 
 
In November 2011 Council resolved to commence consultation with the community on 
service levels and community priorities in order to provide additional information to assist 
Council’s Strategic Planning process.  
 
Council’s adopted Long Term Financial Strategy identifies the investigation of a Special Rate 
Variation (SRV) in 2013-2014 to fund essential infrastructure, subject to the assessment of 
service levels and community needs. Part of the investigation process requires Council to 
adequately consult with the community on willingness to pay increased rates. 
 
The first phase of consultation was completed in May 2012 and the results were used to 
identify priorities for asset improvement spending in line with community service priorities. 
Council subsequently resolved in October 2012 to carry out further detailed community 
consultation during November/December 2012 on the community’s willingness to pay for 
increased spending on asset improvements. 
 
The second phase of detailed community consultation has been completed and this report 
contains details of the methods used and the response received.  This stage of consultation 
gathered 1850 responses; stage 1 consultation gathered a further 184 responses in addition 
to over 3500 responses through the Community Strategic Plan process, resulting in over 
5,300 responses guiding Council’s decision-making process. 
 
The report recommends a way forward for Council to ensure the financial sustainability to 
reduce the backlog of asset maintenance and being able to provide our community with the 
best level of service and facilities that we can.  
 
 

RECOMMENDATION 
 
1 That Council note the report on the Stage 2 community consultation. 
 
2 That Council direct the General Manager to:  
 

a Notify the Independent Pricing and Regulatory Tribunal by 14 
December 2012 that Council intends to submit an application for a 
Special Rate Variation increase of 9.5% to ordinary general rates 
each year for 7 years from 2013/14 under S508A of the Local 
Government Act.  Noting that there is no prejudice to Council’s 
ability to stop any subsequent action on a Special Rate Variation 
application. 
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b Commence preparation of the Special Rate Variation application as 
set out in Recommendation 2 a). 

 
c Undertake further community consultation during January and 

February on the specific effects on the community of Options 1 and 
2. 

 
d Report the results of the further community consultation during 

January/February 2013 to Council by 28 February 2013, at which time 
Council will need to determine if Council will be making Special Rate 
Variation application to Independent Pricing and Regulatory Tribunal.

 
3 That Council not proceed with consideration of Option 3 (12.5% increase per 

year for 7 years). 
 
 

 
The Financial Dilemma 
 
Council had recorded operating deficits for several years and decided in 2010 to put in place 
a strategy to reach a break even operating result by 2014/15, which was documented in the 
Long Term Financial Strategy. Over the past two years, Council has put significant effort into 
reducing its deficit, creating efficiencies and productivity improvements, implementing cost 
savings and increasing income to continue delivering a range of services to the community. 
This has reduced the deficit from $30m to $12m in two years, with further reduction to break-
even in 2014/15. 
 
Some of these efficiencies have included, but are not limited to, the following: 
 

 Technology savings in staff time, reduced staff numbers and ability to deliver 
improved service levels.  For example, increasing the use of infield technology for 
operational staff; revised tree assessment process; introduction of software for 
Council reports. 

 
 Energy and materials reduced costs .  For example: new lights in Council buildings 

($1.2m over 10 yrs); road pavement efficiencies and savings (09/10 patching was 
$118m2 reduced to $21m2 in 11/12); joint tendering with Gosford City Council; 
Workers Compensation management ($250K savings). 

 
 Purchasing and internal services savings.  For example: creation of Legal counsel 

position ($300K p/a); reduced use of body hire for project management  ($250k p/a); 
reduced consultancy costs through better use of staff expertise and staff availability 
due to other productivity gains. 

 
 Plant and equipment savings and efficiencies.  For example: downsized all 

vehicles to 4 cylinder; purchase different machinery to deliver faster service; changes 
to replacement time on vehicles (Nett one off saving for light vehicles was $2.1M) 
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 Staff numbers and efficiency.  For example: in 10/11 full time equivalent staff 
budget was 1150, in 13/14 it will be 1050 (9.5% reduction), in one year this resulted in 
actual savings of $1.109m. 

 
 Increases in income.  For example, fees and charges increased by $200K in 11/12; 

partnerships have been developed with sporting clubs / groups to co-fund capital 
works; grant funding continually applied for.  

 
These savings have been realised despite significant pressure from increasing costs. Costs 
of energy and raw materials have increased well above Consumer Price Index (CPI) in 
recent years driven by factors such as the carbon tax, general electricity price increases 
and increases in the Environmental Protection Authority  levy.  In addition, Council is subject 
to the rate capping system in NSW which limits any increases.  Generally the amount 
determined by the Independent Pricing and Regulatory Tribunal (IPART) is less than CPI.  In 
Council’s current Strategic Plan $23million is also identified as a shift in costs from State to 
Local Government, for example:  pensioner rebates; fire services; and flood mitigation. 
 
Council has over $2.5billion of ageing assets. Council’s asset management systems have 
identified a significant shortfall in the amount of money being spent each year to renew 
assets so they remain in fit for purpose condition. This gap in asset renewal spending is 
detailed in Council’s annual financial statements and was $121m for the General Fund at the 
end of the 2011/12 financial year (eg: roads, drainage, parks, community buildings etc). For 
Council to bring these assets to a satisfactory standard requires $121million. This includes 
only recorded asset classes and excludes natural assets which also represent a significant 
liability for Council in current and future years. Combining this with providing the services the 
community have become accustomed to, Council can not afford to do both. 

 
Many Council services rely on the various assets that Council owns. If these assets are not 
maintained in good condition and renewed in a timely manner, they become expensive to 
operate and maintain, more costly to replace and do not provide the required level of service 
to the community. Currently, we are not replacing them at the same rate as they are wearing 
out, which has a major impact on future service level planning and Council’s financial 
sustainability. 
 
Increased spending on new assets instead of renewing existing assets means increasing 
maintenance, operating and depreciation costs, all of which directly affect the annual 
financial operating result. Delayed renewal of existing assets leads to increased operating 
and maintenance costs, which also impact the annual financial operating result.  
 
The effort to find savings within the organisation will continue but there is limited scope for 
further significant savings at the level required.  Council must now look at additional sources 
of income, otherwise asset condition will continue to deteriorate at an increasing rate, 
causing further long-term financial and service level problems for the community.   Council’s 
income base is limited due to existing IPART requirements for our Waste, and Water and 
Sewerage business.  The only options to increase our income is through rates, fees and 
charges or grant funding which there is no guarantee that funding will be provided.   
 
Due to the limited scope for further significant internal savings to meet this asset gap, in early 
2012 Council commenced a process to identify how further financial sustainability could be 
achieved. Significant community consultation has occurred to identify values and priorities.  
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This information has been used to guide Council staff in planning future service levels and 
reviewing our Long Term Financial Plan. This work identified three scenarios for Council’s 
financial future, which are outlined later in this report.  
 
The need to address the financial dilemma issue has been re-enforced following a recent 
review by NSW Treasury Corporation, which raised concerns about Council’s ability to fund 
the proposed level of future spending to bring current assets up to the required standard. The 
T-Corp Report stated: 
 

• “Although Council has strong debt servicing abilities, as indicated by its high forecast 
DSCR and Interest Cover Ratios, its cash and investment levels are forecast to be 
exhausted by 2016.  

 
• This is a serious liquidity issue which Council needs to consider, develop options 

and remodel.  Should Council consider adjusting its capital expenditure program 
to an affordable level, source additional operating cash flow or reduce 
operating cash expense, then additional borrowing could be considered” 

 
In addition, Council also received a letter from Division of Local Government in January 2012 
highlighting their concerns with Council’s financial position as at 30 June 2011 after they 
undertook a review of Council’s financial position.  Their particular focus was on our deficit, 
low infrastructure renewal, shortfall in maintenance of assets and condition of our assets. 
 
 
The Possible Solution 
 
Council resolved in November 2011 to commence consultation with the community on 
service levels and community priorities in order to provide additional information to assist 
Council’s Strategic Planning process. This was a follow on to the significant amount of 
community consultation Council has carried out in recent years. Examples include Quality of 
Life Survey, telephone and online customer satisfaction and reputation surveys, workshops, 
forums, world cafes and other activities for the Youth Engagement Strategy, Community 
Plan, Learning Communities Strategy, Community Facilities Review and On-Road Bicycle 
and Shared Pathways Strategy.  
 
In preparing the Community Strategic Plan in 2009, Council undertook extensive and in-
depth community consultations in 2007 and 2008, where more than 3,500 residents 
participated in various forms of consultation to identify the vision for the Shire and what were 
important for our community.  
 
Following Council’s decision in November 2011, the first stage of consultation was 
undertaken in May 2012 with 184 responses received via community workshops and an on-
line survey.  Stage 1 results also described the problems Council is facing in funding the 
$121million in spending required as at 30 June 2012 to bring existing roads, drainage, 
community buildings, sport, leisure and recreation facilities, town centres, open space and 
the natural environment to a satisfactory standard.   
 
The report to Council’s Ordinary meeting of 24 October 2012 detailed the level of 
consultation that was carried out in Stage 1 of the Service Standards Review and highlighted 
the community overwhelmingly love their Shire and feel it is a good place to live and have a 
strong preference for Council to be financially sustainable. 
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Following on from this stage, significant work was undertaken with Service Unit Managers to 
understand what we know about community needs and our services and incorporate that 
with the information in Council’s Asset Management system. This information along with the 
values identified by the community helped identify the high level priority areas for increased 
spending to bring assets up to a satisfactory standard in line with community expectations, 
quality asset management and public safety standards. 
 
 
STAGE 2 ENGAGEMENT 
 
The Options 
The Stage 2 community consultation occurred in November and December this year and was 
designed to promote community involvement and provide information about the financial and 
asset funding issues including: 
 

 Council’s previous financial performance and forecast future performance 
 Council’s efforts to find substantial savings from within the organisation and maintain 

service levels 
 The amount of funding needed to restore important assets to a satisfactory condition 
 The three funding options developed to address the asset gap 
 The effect of each funding option on the asset gap and Council’s financial 

sustainability 
 The additional cost of each funding option to ratepayers. 

 
The three final options used in the Stage 2 community consultation included the following: 
 
Option 1 - No additional rate income above the Rate Peg 
In this scenario, rate increases are maintained at the annual amount approved by IPART, 
usually around 3%.  This means that the level of proposed spending on asset renewals set 
out in the Long Term Financial Plan is not affordable and there would have to be cuts to the 
proposed capital expenditure and/or cuts to services.  
 
The asset gap would not close and would actually get worse, asset maintenance costs will 
increase and future generations will have to meet the increased asset renewal cost. There 
would be no capacity to fund work on natural assets and no significant new asset works. 
 
Option 2 - Real increased income of 6.5% above Rate Peg each year over 7 years 
In this Scenario, there is an increase of 9.5% in General Rates (assuming the Rate Peg is 
3%) each year for 7 years. This increase would remain permanently in Council’s rate base 
and after 7 years the increases would revert to the normal rate peg amount.  
 
This Scenario is based on properly funding the Long Term Financial Plan, so the 7 year time 
frame is consistent with that plan. 7 years is also the maximum period for a Special Rate 
Variation approved by IPART, thereby minimising the annual cost increase. Asset conditions 
will improve significantly in this time and there would then be a substantial saving in annual 
asset maintenance costs of approximately $3 million  per annum. There is limited scope for 
spending on new assets. 
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Option 3 - Real increased income of 9.5% above Rate Peg each year over 7 years 
This Scenario provides for an increase of 12.5% in General Rates (assuming the Rate Peg is 
3%) each year for 7 years. It is similar to Scenario 2 in closing the asset gap over 7 years, 
but allows an additional $5 million per year that could be spent on new assets. 
 
Some important factors to note in relation to these options: 

 They only relate to the Ordinary Rates portion of the rates, estimated to be an 
average of $868 per house.  These options do not relate to water and sewer or waste 
charges.  

 If successful, option 2 and 3 would commence in July 2013. 
 Seven year time frame was the longest time permissible under the IPART guidelines, 

allowed the asset gap to be addressed in an optimal time and minimised the impact 
on rate payers  

 
The Engagement Plan 
 
Stage 2 consultation was developed in accordance with Council’s Engage Me policy and 
framework and used a variety of methods to engage the community at the three different 
levels of inform, connect and engage. 
 
The engagement process started on 14 November 2012 and was scheduled to cease on 2 
December 2012.   Due to the increased level of response in the last week and to allow extra 
time for postal replies to be received, the closing date for responses was extended to 4 
December 2012. Approximately 40 voting forms have been received after the extended 
closing date and it was not possible to include them in the current analysis. However, they 
will be included in the final analysis along with any others received in the interim. 
 
The condensed timing of this consultation phase was to deliver the message quickly to 
ensure it remained in people’s mind, to focus attention on the proposed funding options and 
to meet IPART timeframes should Council decide to submit an application for a Special Rate 
Variation. Community consultation on this issue was not appropriate while the previous 
Council was in caretaker mode prior to the 2012 Council elections.   The diversity of options 
to have a say were provided to enable the majority of people to have access to provide a 
response in a form that suited their situation. 
 



7.14 Service Standards Review - Results of Stage 2 Community Consultation 
(contd) 

 

- 7 - 

 
‘Engage Me’ 
spectrum 

Description Engagement modes 

Inform To provide the public 
with balanced and 
objective information 
to assist them in 
understanding the 
problem, alternatives, 
opportunities and/or 
solutions. 

Local Radio and Newspapers 
 3 articles in Shire-Wide News 
 5 media releases in local papers and radio stations 
 6 paid advertisements in Central Coast Express/Advocate, 

Wyong Regional Chronicle and Central Coast Grandstand - over 
300,000 exposures of these ads to local residents 

 4 page supplement in the Express/Advocate on 16/11/12 – 
58,000 circulation 

 303 paid radio advertising spots on 2GO, SeaFM, StarFM 
 20 community service announcements on 2GO 
 10 x 15 second live reads just before news on SeaFM 
 18 radio news items and 1 television news story on NBN  
 News articles in Express Advocate, Wyong Regional Chronicle 

and Lakes Mail. 
 
Online presence 
 Council’s web-site uploaded with relevant information - 2,684 hits 

on council’s web site 
 Council’s on-line survey via web site engagement hub 
 Use of social media, Facebook and Twitter - 1,013 Facebook 

posts, 10 Twitter posts 
 Advertising on Business Insider web site, linking to Council’s 

online survey.  During the campaign the ads were delivered 
4,776 times and the web site had 2,148 visits. 

 
Face to face  
 Information booklet produced, 2,900 hard copies distributed via 

libraries, child care centres, other Council facilities, Councillors, 
Council staff, local residents, shopping centre displays and 
commuters at railway stations 

 Manned displays at shopping centres – 18 hours total, 96 
contacts 

 Customer Contact and Library staff actively promoted the 
process during each contact with the public. 

 
Direct mail 
 Electronic copy of the information booklet sent to all members of 

the Library Services database and Child Care data base - 3,200 
contacts 

 Electronic copy of the information booklet sent to all ratepayers 
with an email address - 4,800 contacts  

 Electronic copies of the information booklet sent to Councillors, 
resident e-panel members, Precinct Committees, local 
community groups and committees for distribution to network 
contacts 

 Copy of information booklet posted to 12,700 non-resident 
ratepayers. 

 
Passive notification 
 Posters in Council facilities and outlying areas. 
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‘Engage Me’ 
spectrum 

Description Engagement modes 

Connect To obtain public 
feedback on analysis, 
alternatives and/or 
decisions. 

 Direct discussions with staff 
 A random telephone survey of 400 residents conducted by an 

external independent provider 
 An online survey 
 Reply paid hard copy voting form (or drop off at a Council centre).
 

Engage To work directly with 
the public throughout 
the process to ensure 
that public concerns 
and aspirations are 
consistently 
understood and 
considered. 

 3 community workshops, 23 participants 
 1 precinct committee workshop, 26 participants 
 1 staff workshop, 12 participants 
 (Note:  voting in workshops was via hand held devices). 

 
As can be seen above there was significant investment to inform, connect and engage with 
the community about the process and the opportunity to have their say.   
 
The Engagement Results 
 The response rate as at 4 December 2012 was as follows: 
 
Response Rate Engagement Strategy 
61* 1 staff workshop, 3 community workshops and 1 Precinct Committee 

workshop 
876 On-line survey 
469** Return mail 
400 Random telephone survey 
44*** Letters and submissions from community members and associations 
  
1850 Total response rate for stage 2 
  184 Total response rate for stage 1 
2034 TOTAL RESPONSE RATE FOR SERVICE STANDARDS REVIEW 

PROJECT 
  
1770 Voting responses from Stage 2 
* 19 attendees chose to not vote at the workshops – not included in the voting responses below 
**17 respondents did not choose an option – not included in the voting responses below 
***44 were attachments to voting forms or separate letters – not included in the voting responses below 

 
The total number of voting responses was 1,770 as set out in the table below.  
 
 Option 1 Option 2 Option 3 
    
Workshops 17% (7) 64% (27) 19% (8) 
Phone Survey* 51% (206) 41% (164) 8% (30) 
Online Survey 66% (580) 21% (187) 13% (109) 
Return Mail Survey 68% (307) 23%  (106) 9%  (39) 
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• This rate of response is high for a Council engagement process and the random 

telephone survey adds validity to the response. 
 
• Preference for Option 2 in workshops 

 
• Telephone survey - support for a rate increase 

 
• Online and mail in - preference for Option 1 

 
• Gender composition balanced for mail-ins; otherwise skewed towards males 

(workshops, online) or females (telephone) 
 

• Suburbs generally well-represented in all modes 
 

• Age groups skewed towards 45+ age groups in all modes. 
 
Workshops 
The workshops showed a high level of support (83%) for a rate increase. This is directly 
related to the opportunity for attendees at the workshops to discuss issues with staff and gain 
a better understanding of the options before making a decision. At the start of each workshop 
there were attendees who clearly stated that they would not support a rate increase above 
the rate peg and subsequently supported Option 2 when they better understood the issues. 
This provides confidence that Council’s case for additional rate income is sound. 
 
Telephone Survey.  
Option 1 is the most preferred scenario (51%), but there is a significant proportion of the 
population (49%) that would accept a rate variation in order to maintain or improve assets.  
 
During the phone survey, respondents were asked an additional question: 
“ If Council was to determine that it should make an application to IPART for a special rate 
variation, on a scale of 1 to 5 (where 1 means not at all supportive and 5 means very 
supportive), how supportive would you be for Council to seek the following options? “  In 
answer to this question, 54% of respondents were ‘somewhat supportive’ of Wyong Shire 
Council seeking a special rate variation in order to maintain assets, as outlined in Option 2. 
 
The telephone survey is a key element that IPART will consider, so the fact that 54% of 
respondents in the phone survey would support a rate increase if Council was to proceed is 
significant.  
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In addition to stage 2 results, previous random phone surveys have also asked questions 
about willingness to pay for improved service delivery, as highlighted below:   
 
2010 Omnibus Survey  

Survey question Weekly 
amt $1-

$2 

Weekly 
amt $50c -

$1 

Weekly 
amt $25c -

$50c 

Weekly amt 
Nothing at all 

Total  

Willingness to pay for: Public 
works program 

27% 25% 18% 30% 100%

Willingness to pay for: 
Environmental works program 

23% 24% 23% 30% 100%

 

Willingness to pay for: Community 
Development program 

19% 24% 27% 31% 100%  

 
 
2012 Omnibus Survey 

Survey question Mean 
Rating 

Weekly 
amt $1-

$2 

Weekly 
amt $50c 

- $1 

Weekly 
amt $25c 

- $50c 

Nothing 
at all 

Don’t 
know / 

Refused 

Total 
(Weekly 

amt) 

Community willingness to pay 
for: 

      

- Public works  2.6 27.4% 18.4% 9.1% 39.0% 6.1% 100% 

- Environmental 
works  

2.9 20.1% 17.4% 10.9% 44.8% 6.8% 100% 

- Community 
Development  

2.9 15.5% 19.0% 15.4% 42.2% 8.0% 100% 

 
While the options presented in these surveys were not exactly the same as the current 
options, it supports the view that an informed community is more likely to support Council’s 
decision to increase rates, especially where the proposed increases are seen to be a 
reasonable weekly amount. The priorities arising from these previous phone surveys are 
consistent with the community priorities used in the recent consultation. 
 
Online and Mail in Survey 
The high level of support for Option 1 from the online (66%) and mail in survey (68%) is 
significantly different to that of the workshops and telephone survey. It is reasonable to 
conclude that that the negative response to Options 2 and 3 is largely due to the lack of 
understanding of the asset gap and the funding options, together with the fact that in these 
types of situations the highest level of response is generally against significant change.  
 
Although a presentation was provided on line and booklets outlining the issues were 
provided, it is difficult to confirm if the respondent did read the information. 
 
Other submissions 
The 44 separate submissions from community members and organisations were generally in 
support of no rate increase, although three did support Option 2. Many of the online and hard 
copy voting responses also contained comments on the proposed options and other issues. 
The overall level of response was significant and builds on the work that Council has done to 
develop and implement the Community strategic Plan. 
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Some of the feedback through the process can be broadly summarised as: 
 

 Uncertainty about where the money will be spent  
 Uncertainty about which services are at risk if Option 1 is adopted 
 The size and affordability of the proposed increases  
 Understanding Council’s efficiency and financial management 
 Perception of current lack of services  
 Lack of adequate notification to all ratepayers and residents 
 The short time frame for the consultation. 

 
Overall, the results from the community workshops and telephone survey give the best 
indication of how the community will respond when properly informed. The issues listed 
above are also a direct result of the level of understanding which needs to be addressed so 
the community is better informed.  
 
However, it is recommended that further consultation with those directly impacted through 
rate variations is deemed necessary to assist them to understand the potential impacts of 
either option.  Details of a plan to address this are included in the section below.  
 

PROPOSAL 

Based on the feedback from stage 2, it is recommended that an additional consultation stage 
be developed as outlined below. 

Additional Engagement Program 
Recognising that Council wasn’t in a place to identify specific impacts on services for either 
option at the time of the Stage 2 workshops, high level themes were provided based on what 
the community had already told us and information found in Council’s Asset Management 
and Long Term Financial Plans.   
 
Council staff are currently refining this information through the planning for 2013-17 Strategic 
Plan and recommend that a further community consultation process occur based on option 1 
and 2 in January 2013. This stage of consultation will focus on the following: 
 

 More detail on the savings and efficiency gains Council has made 
 What services would be affected under option 1 
 What assets would be improved under option 2 
 Council has heard your concerns and is providing more information and another 

chance to have your say 
 The response will focus on which option is supported 
 Explanation of Council’s December decision and acknowledge the major areas of 

concern raised during the current consultation.  
 Gaining a higher response rate from the under 45 age groups. 

 
It is recommended that Option 3 not have any further consideration due to the minimal level 
of support received. 
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Engagement strategies for the additional community consultation in January 2013 will include 
the following: 

1. Media campaign to alert residents  
 Information will be placed on Council’s website, facebook and twitter accounts 
 Utilise local media through media releases, Shirewide advertising, existing 

networks, e-panel and known respondents. 
 

2. Further direct letter and supplement to all ratepayers in January rates instalment mail-
out.   
 This will reach 51,000 instalment ratepayers.  
 The remaining 9,000 ratepayers who don’t pay by instalments will be sent the 

same information at the same time.  Noting that there are 4,700 of these 60,000 
who can be contacted via email.  

 
3. Online survey 

 This will contain the same questions as the supplement survey and will allow 
residents to provide their input. 

 
4. Follow-up phone survey to previous respondents 

 This will allow for more information to be provided to those previous respondents 
and to seek their views on what services should be reduced if Option 1 is 
implemented.  

 It is likely that some of the original 400 previous respondents will not be 
contactable or will not respond, but this will be a valuable source of further 
information.  

 
5. Precinct Committees 

 Work with the Precinct Committees to provide information and source feedback 
from the members in the time frames required. 

 
6. Consideration of one workshop for community members. 
 

The costs of this additional engagement program will be met through existing budgets 
and / or require a quarter review request.  The result of this engagement phase will be 
reported to Council on 28 February 2013.  At this time Council will need to make a 
final determination if a Special Rate Variation will be submitted to IPART by the 
closing date of 11 March 2013.  If Council decides to move forward with a SRV, the 
results of this consultation will then be included in the application and in the 2013/17 
IP&R documentation. 

IPART Application 
 
The purpose of this stage of the consultation was to inform the community of the asset 
funding issue and gain an indication of their willingness to pay increased rates to deliver 
improvements to existing assets and service levels. This is a necessary step in the process 
of deciding whether to apply to IPART for a Special Rate Variation.  
 
Over the last two years, 25% of the councils in NSW have submitted applications to IPART 
for rate increases above the annual rate peg amount.  The success of councils has varied, 
including changes to years, percentage increases or no increases approved in some cases. 
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The IPART guidelines for Special Rate Variations set out six criteria that must be satisfied to 
achieve a successful application. They are: 
 

1. The need for and purpose of a different revenue path (as requested through the 
special variation) is clearly articulated and identified through the council’s Integrated 
Planning and Reporting (IP&R) documents, including its Delivery Program and Long 
Term Financial Plan. Evidence for this criterion could include evidence of community 
need/desire for service levels/project and limited council resourcing alternatives and 
the Council’s financial sustainability conducted by the NSW Treasury Corporation. 

 
Status - Council has a high level of information about the community’s desired levels of 
service, gathered over several years. This has been linked to information from our asset 
management systems to arrive at the priorities for increased asset spending.  
 
As outlined previously a recent report from NSW Treasury Corporation clearly outlines their 
concerns about Council’s financial sustainability, stating in part: “Although Council has strong 
debt servicing abilities, as indicated by its high forecast DSCR and Interest Cover Ratios, its 
cash and investment levels are forecast to be exhausted by 2016. This is a serious liquidity 
issue which Council needs to consider, develop options and remodel.  Should Council 
consider adjusting its capital expenditure program to an affordable level, source additional 
operating cash flow or reduce operating cash expense, then additional borrowing could be 
considered.” The DLG has also expressed concerns about Council’s financial positon. 

 
2. Evidence that the community is aware of the need for and extent of a rate rise. This 

should be clearly spelt out in IP&R documentation and the council must demonstrate 
an appropriate variety of engagement methods to ensure opportunity for community 
awareness/input. The IP&R documentation should canvas alternatives to a rate rise, 
the impact of any rises upon the community and the council’s consideration of the 
community’s capacity and willingness to pay rates. 

 
Status - A wide range of engagement methods were used during the consultation process as 
set out in this report. The number of responses indicates that the community had a suitable 
level of awareness about the issue. In previous and the current IP&R documentation Council 
has highlighted the need for a special rate variation to address our financial and asset 
situation to take us forward into the future.  The alternatives for a rate rise will be clearly set 
out in the draft 2013/17 IP&R documentation that will be on public exhibition in April 2013, 
prior to adoption by Council. 

 
3. The impact on affected ratepayers must be reasonable, having regard to both the 

current rate levels, existing ratepayer base and the proposed purpose of the variation. 
Council’s IP&R process should also establish that the proposed rate increases are 
affordable having regard to the local community’s capacity to pay. 

 
Status – In the inform strategies, clear documentation was provided to community members 
about the purpose of the variation in relation to addressing the asset gap, expected costs to 
the ratepayer and Council’s overall financial position.  There is further research to be done 
on the community’s capacity to pay for a proposed increase. That will occur if Council 
decides to proceed with an SRV application and will also be included in the draft 2013/17 
IP&R documentation that will be on public exhibition in April 2013, prior to adoption by 
Council.   
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Council’s general rates are consistently below the average for Group 7 councils and the 
NSW average. This has kept the overall cost to ratepayers as low as possible for many 
years. Council’s Hardship Policy will also assist those ratepayers who have difficulty in 
meeting their commitments.  

 
4. The proposed Delivery Program and Long Term Financial Plan must show evidence 

of realistic assumptions.  
 
Status - The current Delivery Program and Long Term Financial Plan both include realistic 
assumptions which are supported by detailed information from Council’s Asset Management 
systems. 
 

5. An explanation of the productivity improvements and cost containment strategies the 
council has realised in past years, and plans to realise over the proposed special 
variation period. 

 
Status - Council has reduced its operating deficit from $30M to $12M over the last 2 years 
and has a large amount of data to include in an SRV application to support this.  Examples of 
some recent productivity improvements are outlined in the Background section of this report. 

 
6. IPART’s assessment of the matters set out below, against criteria 1-5 above.  

 
 size of the council 
 resources of a council 
 size (both actual $ and %) of increase requested 
 current rate levels and previous rate rises 
 purpose of the special variation 
 any other matter considered relevant in the assessment of a special variation 

application.  
 
Status - Council has had no previous Special Rate Variations. Current general rates are 
below both the average for Group 7 councils and the NSW average.  
 
When Council commenced the Service Standards Review in May 2012, the process was 
based on full compliance with the IPART guidelines at that time. Prior consultation with the 
community has also been based on compliance with the IPART guidelines. IPART 
administers the SRV process on behalf of the Division of Local Government (DLG). In 
November 2012, the DLG issued amended guidelines as set out above. It was not until 
Council had commenced its Stage 2 engagement process that IPART was able to advise 
councils how the new guidelines would be implemented and the subsequent effect that has 
on councils considering an SRV.  
 
The main focus of the new guidelines is to ensure councils have fully met their Integrated 
Planning and Reporting (IP&R) obligations and that the case for an SRV is fully documented 
in the 4 Year Delivery Program, Long Term Financial Plan and other associated documents. 
Consultation with the community must be carried out in conjunction with the development 
and adoption of these documents. Council has been working towards that objective. Some 
information is already in the current adopted IP&R documentation, the remainder can only be 
included after the current round of consultation and will be included in the 2013/17 IP&R 
documentation.  
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Advice from IPART is that to fully meet criteria 2 and 3, a council must have all 
documentation in its adopted 4 year Delivery Program before the SRV application closing 
date of 11/03/13. Council staff have challenged this interpretation of the guidelines and have 
raised concerns about the retrospective “changing of the goal posts” by DLG/IPART. 
Representations to both DLG and IPART are continuing with a view to quick resolution.  The 
issue should not be a barrier to Council deciding to proceed with an SRV application. 
 
There are 2 special variation options under the Local Government Act: 
 

1. A single year increase under section 508(2). This can be a one-off (single year) 
percentage increase that remains permanently in the rate base or a one-off (single 
year) percentage increase that remains in the rate base for a fixed number of years. 
At the end of the fixed period the rate base is adjusted to match the rate peg path 

 
2. A multi-year increase (of between 2 and 7 years) under section 508A. Successive 

annual percentage increases (for between 2 and 7 years), which remain permanently 
in the rate base. 

 
The two SRV options discussed with the community (Options 2 and 3) both involve an 
application under S508A for increases over the maximum 7 year period. Anything less than 
this will not provide the necessary amount of funding over the optimum time frame for 
Council to carry out the asset improvement work, which if not completed will impact on the 
services and the ongoing maintenance costs of these assets. 

In considering submitting an SRV application to IPART the following must be considered: 

 Notification of intent submit to IPART is required by 14 December 2012.  If this is made 
it does not prejudice the Council’s ability to stop any subsequent action on a Special 
Rate Variation application 

 The submission to IPART is due on 11 March 2013 
 The submission is a significant amount of work and will take staff months to develop 

the submission, this must commence December / January. 
 Once submitted to IPART, IPART calls for public submissions on any applications 

received which provides residents and stakeholders an opportunity to provide comment 
directly to IPART. In addition, details will be included in Council’s draft 2013/17 
Strategic Plan which will be on public exhibition during April 2013, Council will consider 
any submissions made at that time.  

 IPART can decide to not approve an application, to amend the number of years or the 
level of increase. 

 If IPART approve a SRV, Council can decide to not apply the full rate, this may happen 
if we’re tracking better than expected, if assets are rationalised or alternate sources of 
income are found  

 If successful there will be requirements to report to the community on the status. 
 

Since 2010 Council has been on the path to break even by 2014/15 which required a special 
rate variation to deliver the income required.  Over the past year significant community 
consultation has occurred to identify the community’s values and desires and their 
willingness to pay for a special rate variation.  The alternative is to reduce our level of 
service.    
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Council  has undertaken productivity efficiencies which have produced an annual saving of 
$18million, while still maintaining the broad level of service and increasing funds towards 
asset management.  It is recognised that we can not provide services or assets at best 
practice level and we have over the years worked towards delivering services at a level 
which provides best value for our community.   We can not continue to provide the level of 
services we currently do without further income or a reduction in services. 
 
 
OPTIONS 
 
Option 1 – Notify IPART of our intent (in December) to submit a Special Rate Variation 
and undertake a further engagement process focused on Option 1 and 2. 
 This option is recommended as it does not preclude Council from not submitting an 

application by the due date of 11 March 2013.  If it does not occur, there is no option to 
make an application for 2013/14.   

 This option also provides more clarity to the community on option 1 and 2 and the 
specifics of what it will mean. 

 A further report to Council will provide the results of this additional engagement process 
and will require a final decision from Council in February if a special rate variation 
application will be made. 

 
Option 2 – Notify IPART of our intent and submit a Special Rate Variation for 2013/14 
 This is not recommended at this stage.  The community have highlighted their need for 

further information, which will assist them in making an informed decision.  The additional 
engagement program will enable this to occur. 

 
Option 3 – Delay IPART SRV application to beyond 2013/14 
 This option is not recommended as it does not address the asset gap and our assets will 

continue to deteriorate leading to increased maintenance costs and possible 
rationalisation.   

 There will need to be reduced levels of service to the community identified for 2013/14. 
 There may be a requirement to recommence or undertake further engagement at a later 

date. 
 
Option 4 – Do not submit a Special Rate Variation 
 That would mean the asset gap would not be closed unless $20M in service cuts, staff 

cuts and / or asset closures were implemented during 2013/14.  
 This would require further community consultation to identify the services to be cut at 

such a large level. 
 
 
STRATEGIC LINKS 
 
Wyong Shire Council Strategic / Annual Plan  
 
The proposal assists compliance with Council’s Integrated Planning Framework through 
using community consultation to inform the Strategic Planning process. 
 
Contribution of Proposal to the Principal Activity 
 
The proposal affects all Principal Activities and Services as it is a review of all service levels 
across the organisation. 
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Long Term Financial Strategy 
 
The proposal will provide information which will inform the Long Term Financial Strategy. 
Final decisions on a special rate variation will have impact on future expenditure and funding 
sources. 
 
Asset Management Strategy 
 
Assets are used to provide services. As this proposal will affect service levels, so it will affect 
the assets used to provide them.  
 
Workforce Management Strategy 
 
Staff resources are used to provide services so it will impact the Workforce Management 
Strategy. 
 
Link to Community Strategic Plan (2030) 
 
The proposal will impact on the services Council provides towards achieving the Community 
Strategic Plan objectives. They will be considered during the consultation and decision-
making process. 
 
Budget Impact 
 
If required, a request for funding for the additional consultation in January/February 2013 will 
be submitted as part of the Quarterly Budget Review process. 
 
 
CONSULTATION 
 
Consultation undertaken in Stage 1 and 2 is outlined in the body of the report.  In addition, 
extensive community consultation was undertaken with the community to develop the 
Community Strategic Plan and other strategic documents to guide the work of Council. 
 
 
GOVERNANCE AND POLICY IMPLICATIONS  
 
The proposal complies with Council’s Engagement Strategy. It also complies with the 
Department of Local Government Integrated Planning and Reporting Framework 
requirements as the information gathered will be used in Council’s Strategic Planning 
process. 
 
 
MATERIAL RISKS AND ISSUES 
 
If we don’t thoroughly engage the community, there is no chance of a successful SRV 
application to IPART, should Council decide to adopt that option. This will lead to a financial 
situation where Council cuts to services and capital expenditure is a reality.  
 
The proposed further consultation will support Council’s chances of a successful SRV 
application and provide the community that had difficulty in choosing Option 1 or Option 2 
with further information on what Council has done to improve the business and cut costs, 
where the money will be spent and what services would be impacted.  
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CONCLUSION 
 
Council is facing a difficult decision, managing more than $2.5 billion in ageing assets as well 
as continuing to provide the services the community has become accustomed to.  With a 
shortfall in $121 million to bring our assets up to a satisfactory condition and the increasing 
population coming into the area, the current status quo can not remain, services will need to 
be reduced or further income will be required. This will be dependent on the option adopted 
by Council. 
 
Since 2010 Council has identified a clear path to be financially sustainable by 2014/15 which 
was reliant on productivity and efficiency savings as well as a Special Rate Variation. Without 
this approach, council’s financial sustainability is at risk. 
 
Independent reports from NSW Treasury Corporation and the Division of Local Government 
highlighted concerns with Council’s financial sustainability and asset management.  Council 
has worked toward addressing these concerns through the productivity improvements 
already underway and our approach to continuous improvement.  Council’s changes in  its 
financial situation  and the Service Standards Review program  are  evidence of the 
commitment to maintain best value services to the community. 
 
Over the last five years Council has undertaken significant engagement with the community 
to identify their values and desires. This has been supplemented over the last year with 
Stage 1 and 2 of the Service Standards Review consultation.  These stages have gathered 
over 2000 responses, in addition to the more than 3500 thousand responses received 
through the development of the Community Strategic Plan. While the response to date 
provides confidence that Council’s case for additional rate income is sound, based on 
feedback from Stage 2 it is recommended that an additional engagement process be 
undertaken in January / February on option 1 and 2 only to assist Council to make a 
determination if a Special Rate Variation will be submitted to IPART. 
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