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Executive summary 

This Community Awareness and Engagement Strategy Outcomes Report details the outcomes of the 
community awareness and engagement strategy undertaken by Tamworth Regional Council (“Council”) in 
relation to a proposed application to the Independent Pricing and Regulatory Tribunal (“IPART”) for a Special 
Variation (“SV”), which was delivered from Wednesday, 13 September to Tuesday, 31 October 2023. 

The engagement was planned with two (2) key objectives: 

1. Inform: to raise awareness of why an SV is needed and inform the community of the options being 
considered and resulting impacts on service levels. 

2. Consult: to publicly exhibit the draft Long-Term Financial Plan (“LTFP”) and seek community 
feedback on the preferred option, being the introduction of a permanent SV of 36.3 per cent over 
two years, comprising an increase of 18.5 per cent (inclusive of rate peg) in 2024-2025 and an 
additional 15 per cent (inclusive of rate peg) in 2025-2026 (“the proposed two-year permanent SV”). 

Implementation of this engagement was carried out in accordance with Council’s Communications Strategy 
and the Communications Plan considered by Council at its Ordinary Meeting held 12 September 2023. 
Significant effort was made to effectively promote the engagement, with a wide range of communication 
tools and platforms utilised to inform the community of the engagement and explain how members of the 
community could participate and provide feedback on the options being considered by Council, including the 
proposed two-year permanent SV. 

As part of the engagement, Council facilitated an online survey to gather community feedback on the 
proposed SV. The survey was made available via Council’s online consultation platform, MyTRC Online 
Community. In total, 872 responses to the survey were received. Self-initiated written feedback received by 
Council up to 31 October 2023 totalled 114 letters, emails and online inquiries, as well as a petition 
expressing opposition to the proposed SV, which was signed by 1,006 people. 

Key findings 

• Council’s communication and awareness efforts were successful, with respondents largely 
understanding why Council was proposing an SV. Of the 872 survey respondents, 89.0 per cent 
indicated they understand why an SV was under consideration compared to only 11.0 per cent 
who did not. 

• Respondents overwhelmingly opposed an SV, with 97.0 per cent of respondents opposed and 
only 3.0 per cent of respondents expressing support. Most respondents raised concerns about 
the affordability of the proposed SV, with many citing ongoing cost-of-living pressures and 
increasing financial hardship as key reasons for their opposition to the proposed SV. 

• All respondents (100.0 per cent) opposed to an SV understand that, in the absence of an SV, 
Council will need to review and potentially reduce services, service levels and asset conditions. 
Many respondents expressed the view that Council needs to refocus on its core responsibilities 
and essential service delivery, suggesting that discretionary services, programs and projects be 
reconsidered. Frequently cited projects and services included the planned Tamworth Regional 
Skywalk at Victoria Park; the Tamworth Country Music Festival and the Central Northern 
Regional Library. 
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• Ongoing cost of living pressures were cited by 44.2 per cent of respondents as a reason for their 
opposition to the proposed SV. 

• Affordability was raised as an issue by approximately 7.1 per cent of respondents. These 
respondents indicated that the proposed SV was unaffordable and would result in financial 
hardship. Some of these respondents identified as pensioners. 

• Approximately 18.8 per cent respondents believe that Council needs to achieve further 
operational efficiencies, productivity improvements and cost savings before seeking an SV. Many 
respondents indicated that Council should prioritise achieving further internal cost containment 
opportunities, with suggestions including (but not limited to) reducing staffing levels, reviewing 
staff remuneration, and achieving business process improvements. 

• Some respondents believe that the extent of the proposed SV is too significant. Approximately 
7.1 per cent of respondents suggested that the proposed two-year cumulative increase of 36.3 
per cent is excessive. 

• Some respondents believe that Council has not effectively communicated the need or purpose of 
the proposed SV. Several respondents suggested that Council needs to undertake further 
community consultation on the proposed SV, and provide more detailed information on the 
specific services, projects and programs that will be funded via the proposed SV, if implemented. 

• Some respondents believe that the proposed SV, if implemented, will only benefit Tamworth city 
rather than other localities within the greater Tamworth region, such as Barraba, Manilla and 
Nundle. These respondents indicated that existing service levels within these localities are 
already poor, and do not believe that the proposed SV would result in any improvement to those 
services and accompanying levels of service. Some of these respondents queried whether the SV 
revenue would be used to fund projects in rural areas, suggesting that the revenue would instead 
be directed towards projects in Tamworth city. 

Next steps 

We appreciate the high degree of public interest in Council’s proposed SV application and thank all members 
of the community who took the opportunity to learn more about the proposed SV, attend one of the 
community information sessions, and provide feedback. Responses to the themes identified and issues 
raised via the community consultation process are detailed in Part 4 of this report. Additional information 
resources are available from Council’s online consultation platform, MyTRC Online Community, at 
www.haveyoursay.tamworth.nsw.gov.au. 

It is expected that Council will further consider the proposed SV at its Ordinary Meeting scheduled to be held 
Tuesday, 28 November 2023. The business paper for that meeting, as well as the subsequent minutes, will be 
made available from Council’s website at www.tamworth.nsw.gov.au. 

Should Council proceed in applying to IPART for an SV, it will need to prepare and submit an application to 
IPART by 05 February 2024. After this deadline, IPART will publish the application (if any) and accompanying 
materials to its website, and invite public submissions from members of the community via a three-week 
consultation period, commencing in February 2024 and concluding March 2024. IPART will review and 
consider all submissions it receives, prior to releasing its final decision in May 2024. 

Further information on the SV process, including how IPART assesses SV applications, is available from 
IPART’s website at www.ipart.nsw.gov.au. 
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Background and context 

Council’s Community Strategic Plan has been developed and endorsed to deliver on Blueprint 100, Council’s 
strategy to grow Tamworth to a region of 100,000 by year 2041. Since the adoption of the Community 
Strategic Plan in 2021, Council has delivered the actions in these strategies to actively encourage population 
growth and facilitate continued economic development across the region. 

To ensure sustainable infrastructure and services for a growing population, Council must: 

• Invest adequately in its infrastructure to maintain assets at fit for purpose conditions.

• Invest more on its transport and road network to meet community expectation and address the 
adverse impact of climate change on their quality.

• Deliver key approved projects such as the Skywalk and the remediation of Ray Walsh House.
• Deliver the actions in sports and recreation strategies and masterplans for key sites such as Victoria 

Park, Bicentennial Park and Chaffey Park.
• Re-invest in Council’s ageing aquatics facilities.
• Undertake key transport upgrades such as Jewry Street, Moore Creek Road, and in the CBD.
• Bring key assets classes back to a satisfactory condition, particularly in stormwater and buildings 

(such as Town Hall, Community Centre and Tamworth Regional Events and Conference Centre).

• Build a new animal rehoming pound.

Up to now, Council has supported a steadily growing population and maintained its infrastructure and 
services within the scope of its revenue growth in line with the rate peg increases set by the State 
Government. However, in recent years this has become increasingly difficult. The recent COVID pandemic, 
impacts on infrastructure of recent weather events, historic low interest rates returning low returns on 
investments, and the current highly volatile inflationary environment have increased Council’s costs faster 
than its revenue growth. These issues have continued to put pressure on Council’s budget. 

Due to its challenging financial position, Council has looked inward to identify efficiency improvements and 
cost containment strategies, successfully completing 189 initiatives to achieve $7.9 million in annual savings 
or additional revenue and $3.2 million in one-off savings. Moving forward, Council has identified a further 24 
improvement initiatives that will be programmed for delivery in the coming years and are expected to 
provide further annual net benefits of $1.6 million and one-off net benefits of $2.2 million. 

Notwithstanding its success in achieving efficiency improvements and cost containment; with costs out-
stripping revenue, resulting in operating deficits, Council has reduced infrastructure renewal and 
maintenance to ensure a balanced budget. In some areas, Council has been able to utilise State and Federal 
Grants, as well as loans, to fund infrastructure renewal and operations. However, these sources of funds are 
unreliable and unsustainable. Serving and paying back loans is becoming more costly. Council must now 
consider increasing rates revenue to adequately fund its current services and infrastructure needs. 

In its 2023-25 Delivery Program, Council identified the need to consider an SV for rates to ensure its ongoing 
financial sustainability. In the 2023-33 LTFP, Council commenced the process of modelling an SV in its 
financial planning scenarios. 
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2 Engagement approach 

2.1 Engagement purpose and objectives 

The purpose of the engagement was to ensure that the community was adequately informed about the need 
for Council to pursue an SV and the options being considered and consult the community on the three (3) 
options under consideration, including the preferred option, being the proposed permanent two-year SV. 

Specific objectives of the engagement included: 

• to present the case for the proposed SV to the community 
• to identify the impact of the proposed SV on the average rates across each rating category 
• to publicly exhibit a revised LTFP (within the Resourcing Strategy) demonstrating the impact of the 

proposed SV on Council’s operating results from 2023-2024 for feedback and final endorsement by 
Council 

• to communicate the timeline and process for any potential SV application 
• to gather and consider the community’s feedback to inform Council’s final decision on whether, and 

how, to proceed in making application to IPART for an SV. 

2.2 Engagement framework 

Council’s Communications Strategy is built on the principle that all members of the Tamworth region 
community have a right and responsibility to contribute to their community and its prospective plans. The 
Communications Strategy can be accessed here. 

Accordingly, the Communications Strategy reflects the following five (5) principles: 

1. Relevant & Timely: We communicate the right information to the right audience at the right time. 
We are innovative in our communication methods and ensure our methods are applicable and 
appropriate. 

2. Access: Our messages are communicated with integrity to ensure the community sees us as a source 
of truth. We seek to build trust between the community and Council by communicating authentically 
and honestly. 

3. Responsive: We are agile and perceptive in our communications. We consider a range of perspective 
in our communications and close the loop on two-way dialogue with the community. 

4. Inclusive & Accessible: Our communications reach all areas of our community to support inclusivity 
across our region. Our services and communications are accessible for all. 

5. Respectful: Council communications will always be respectful. 

In designing the engagement process, Council considered the above principles and intentionally incorporated 
a range of engagement tools and methods to facilitate a strong level of public participation in the process.  

A Communications Plan was developed to guide Council’s engagement with the community in relation to the 
proposed SV. The plan clearly set out the tools and methods to be used in engaging with the community on 
the proposed SV, including how engagement opportunities would be communicated and the ways in which 
members of the community could provide feedback. The plan is included at Appendix A. 
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3.2 Self-initiated feedback 

In addition to the survey, Council received self-initiated feedback in various written formats, including letters, 
emails and inquiries submitted via the online form available on Council’s website. A total of 114 written 
submissions were received. 

Themes and issues raised in self-initiated feedback were consistent with those raised in the survey. Some 
members of the community who submitted self-initiated feedback also submitted feedback via the survey. 

Additionally, Council received a petition objecting to the proposed SV and requesting Council not proceed in 
making application to IPART for an SV. The petition was signed by 1,006 people. 
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4 Key themes and issues 

4.1 Data collection 

Data handling and analysis was carried out using Council’s online survey software and spreadsheets. All 
open-ended responses were read and then coded by theme. A guide on how each theme was coded has 
been included at Appendix K. 

Where open-ended responses have raised more than one issue, they have been coded to multiple issues. 

4.1.1 Affordability and hardship 

Approximately 10.8 per cent of respondents raised affordability/hardship as an issue. Many respondents 
indicated that the proposed SV increases were unaffordable, and that they would struggle to pay their rates 
if an SV was implemented. 

Response: 

• Prior to commencing community engagement on the proposed SV, Council commissioned a Capacity 
to Pay assessment, which explored the potential impact of an SV on the community, and considered 
the relative wealth, financial capacity and financial vulnerability of the community. The increases 
proposed are relatively proportionate, generally aligning to the levels of advantage and disadvantage 
across the Tamworth region local government area. 

• Council’s Ratepayers Hardship Policy provides a framework for those ratepayers experiencing 
genuine financial hardship to seek relief and enter hardship arrangements and payment 
arrangement plans. This policy provides for a range of hardship arrangements and can be accessed 
from Council’s General Policy Register, which is available from Council’s website. 

4.1.2 Cost of Living 

Approximately 44.2 per cent of respondents cited current cost of living pressures, including rising inflation 
and interest rates, as a reason for their opposition to a proposed SV. 

Response: 

• As with any other business, Council is also dealing with the impacts of the highly volatile inflationary 
environment. Costs are increasing faster than revenue growth, and this has placed greater stress on 
Council’s budget and financial position. 

• As noted above, Council’s Ratepayer Hardship Policy provides a framework for those ratepayers who 
are experiencing genuine financial hardship to enter into hardship arrangements. This policy is 
available from Council’s website. 

4.1.3 Extent of proposed SV 

The extent of the proposed SV was cited as an issue by approximately 7.1 per cent of respondents. Some 
respondents understood the need for an SV, but believed the extent proposed was too significant. 
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Response: 

• When compared to similar regional town/city councils (OLG Group 4), Tamworth Regional Council’s 
current average rates for residential and farmland sit well below the average and median levels and 
towards the bottom end of the range for comparable councils. For business, it sits below the average 
level of comparable councils. If the proposed SV is implemented, Council’s average residential rates 
will move towards the upper end of comparable councils (estimated to rank 6th), while average 
farmland rates will be slightly below the average (estimated 10th), and business will sit just above the 
average (at 9th). 

4.1.4 Service level reduction and major project review 

Approximately 30.0 per cent of respondents expressed the view that Council should review and reduce 
service levels, prior to pursuing an SV. Many respondents indicated that Council should refocus on core 
responsibilities and essential service delivery, suggesting that discretionary services, programs and projects 
be reviewed. The Tamworth Regional Skywalk at Victoria Park was frequently nominated as a project that 
should be reconsidered, as was the Tamworth Country Music Festival. Some respondents questioned the 
value of current service levels provided by the Central Northern Regional Library. 
Response: 

• Council has achieved significant cost savings and productivity improvements over recent years, with 
more improvements planned and underway. Council has also established an ongoing service review 
program, ensuring that its services and accompanying service levels are subject to regular review and 
refinement. Through this process, Council can continue to ensure that its services meet community 
expectations and are delivered as efficiently and effectively as possible. 

• If Council does not implement an SV, then it will not be able to adequately fund its asset renewal and 
maintenance, particularly in roads. Council would also not be able to deliver the projects identified to 
address key areas of asset backlog, especially in sports and recreation facilities (including pools), 
stormwater, roads and buildings. 

• The Tamworth region is rapidly growing, and this growth is projected to continue well into the 
future. Between 2021 and 2041, the local population is forecast to increase by 17,092 residents 
(26.84 per cent growth), at an average annual change of 1.2 per cent. With our population growing, 
Council needs to invest more into services and infrastructure, not less, so this growth can be 
facilitated. 

• There is already a need for Council to address pedestrian safety on the road to the Oxley Scenic 
Lookout. Council has secured grant funding totalling $14 million that will not only address the 
pedestrian safety concerns, but also assist in creating a new regional attraction that will support our 
local visitor economy. Council’s modest contribution of $3 million is necessary to secure that grant. 

4.1.5 Council efficiencies and cost savings 

Approximately 18.8 per cent of respondents suggested that Council needs to achieve further operational 
efficiencies, productivity improvements and cost savings prior to seeking an SV. Suggestions included 
initiatives such as reducing staff levels, reviewing staff remuneration and achieving further business process 
improvements. 
Response: 

• Council has been able to hold off on seeking an SV until now through an impressive track record of 
sound financial management. Many neighbouring and nearby local councils have already been 
granted significant SVs in recent years. While every effort has been made to avoid seeking an SV, 
Council is not at a point where it must be seriously considered. 
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• Council has identified, costed and delivered 189 improvements which have improved the 
organisation’s overall long-term sustainability. Of these improvements, 55 have increased cost 
savings, 111 have enabled productivity and efficiency gains, 18 increased revenue generation and 35 
improved operational sustainability. In total, these improvements have resulted in $7.9 million per 
year in financial benefits to Council. 

• Council is committed to continuing to identify and realise efficiencies and cost savings. Prior to 
engaging with the community on a proposed SV, Council’s senior management team identified, 
costed and prioritised a further 55 improvements, which include further cost savings, efficiency gains 
and revenue increases. These improvements will be scheduled for implementation over the next 
three to four financial years and are expected to generate approximately $2.2 million in one-off 
financial savings (in year of implementation) and around $1.6 million in ongoing yearly net benefits. 

• Council is embarking on a technology strategy and roadmap which will see a significant upgrade in its 
technology architecture and capabilities, along with significant cost and efficiency gains. Once 
completed, this upgrade will achieve cost savings through sunsetting existing platforms that are no 
longer in use, improve revenue generation through new payment methods, and improve efficiency 
via automation of manual, administrative and non-value adding activities. 

• Council continually seeks to improve the way its services are designed and delivered. The 
organisation has established an embedded service review program to ensure that services are 
regularly reviewed so that opportunities to achieve savings, improve efficiency and effectiveness and 
improve service delivery quality are identified and actioned. 

4.1.6 Social and economic impact 

Approximately 3.9 per cent of respondents expressed concern around the potential social and economic 
impact of the proposed SV, specifically how it may affect local ratepayers, families and businesses. Some 
suggested that businesses may suffer as a result of the SV, or that families may need to relocate from 
Tamworth. 

Response: 

• Average rates in the Tamworth region are significantly lower than those of comparably sized 
councils. As noted above, Council prepared a Capacity to Pay assessment prior to engaging with the 
community on the proposed SV. This assessment revealed that if the proposed SV is implemented, 
Council’s average residential rates will move towards the upper end of comparable councils 
(estimated to rank 6th), while average farmland rates will be slightly below the average (estimated 
10th), and business will sit just above the average (at 9th). 

4.1.7 Communication and transparency 

Some respondents believe that Council has not clearly communicated the need for the SV or been 
transparent in its approach to community engagement. Approximately 3.2 per cent of respondents 
nominated communication, consultation and transparency as a reason for opposing the proposed SV. Some 
suggested that further consultation and engagement is required prior to an SV being implemented. 
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Response: 

• Council’s Community Strategic Plan, Blueprint 100, was developed via community and stakeholder
consultation and outlines our shared vision to grow the Tamworth region to 100,000 residents by
2041. Achieving this vision to attract and retain more residents to our community requires significant
investment in our services, programs and infrastructure. Council’s LTFP outlines the challenges facing
Council in delivering on this vision, including the need for an SV to generate the revenue required to
provide the services, programs and infrastructure necessary to support our region’s growth.

• As detailed in this report, Council undertook an extensive communications and engagement program
to raise awareness of the need for an SV and facilitate feedback from the community on the
proposed SV.

• Should Council proceed in applying for an SV, further consultation will be undertaken by IPART
before it makes a final decision in relation to Council’s application (if any). IPART will undertake
engagement over three (3) weeks from February 2024 to March 2024, during which time members
of the community will be able to make submissions to IPART on the application. Further information
on IPART’s assessment process, including the engagement period, is available from IPART’s website.

4.1.8 Benefit of proposed SV to rural communities 

Some respondents believe that the proposed SV, if implemented, will only benefit Tamworth city rather than 
other localities within the greater Tamworth region, such as Barraba, Manilla and Nundle. Approximately 2.6 
per cent of respondents indicated that existing service levels within these localities are already poor, and do 
not believe that the proposed SV would result in any improvement to those services and accompanying 
levels of service. 

Response: 

• Council invests significantly in maintaining services and infrastructure in the region’s rural
communities, including those of Barraba, Manilla and Nundle. In the five-year period between 2018
and 2023, capital expenditure in the Nundle district and Barraba/Manilla district totalled $6.8 million
and $3.1 million, respectively. Expenditure on road infrastructure in Nundle and Barraba/Manilla
over the same five-year period totalled $48.4 million and $19.8 million, respectively.

• As noted above, the Tamworth region is projected to grow significantly over the coming 20 years,
with the local population estimated to increase at an average annual change of 1.2 per cent. All
localities across the Tamworth region are projected to benefit from this growth, including rural
communities. Council will continue to invest in services and infrastructure in rural communities to
provide quality outcomes for both current and future residents.
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5 Conclusion 

We appreciate the high degree of public interest in Council’s proposed SV application and thank all members 
of the community who took the opportunity to learn more about the proposed SV, attend one of the 
community information sessions, and provide feedback. 

At the commencement of the engagement period, Council published a page on its online consultation 
platform, MyTRC Online Community, at www.haveyoursay.tamworth.nsw.gov.au. As noted previously, 
various information resources and materials – including background documents and responses to Frequently 
Asked Questions – were made available to ratepayers and other members of the community via MyTRC 
Online Community. Council will continue to maintain this consultation page and ensure that up-to-date 
information on the progress and status of the proposed SV application is provided to the community. 

It is expected that Council will further consider the proposed SV at its Ordinary Meeting scheduled to be held 
Tuesday, 28 November 2023. The business paper for that meeting, as well as the subsequent minutes, will be 
made available from Council’s website at www.tamworth.nsw.gov.au.  

Should Council proceed in applying to IPART for an SV, it will need to prepare and submit an application to 
IPART by 05 February 2024. After this deadline, IPART will publish the application (if any) and accompanying 
materials to its website and invite public submissions from members of the community via a three-week 
consultation period, commencing in February 2024 and concluding March 2024. IPART will review and 
consider all submissions it receives, prior to releasing its final decision in May 2024. 

Further information on the SV process, including how IPART assesses SV applications, is available from 
IPART’s website at www.ipart.nsw.gov.au.  
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Appendices 

Appendix A: Communications Plan 
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Appendix B: Community information session PowerPoint presentation 
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Appendix C: Survey 
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Appendix D: Communications campaign insights report  
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Appendix E: Print advertisements (samples) 
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Appendix F: Community fact sheet 
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Appendix H: Flyer (Letterbox drop) 
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Appendix J: Communications and marketing collateral 

  








