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Executive Summary 

This Community Engagement Outcomes Report details the outcomes of the community awareness and 
engagement strategy undertaken by Upper Hunter Shire Council (“Council”) in relation to a proposed 
application to the Independent Pricing and Regulatory Tribunal (“IPART”) for a Special Rate Variation (“SRV”), 
which was delivered from Monday, 3 June 2024 to Monday, 15 July 2024. 

The engagement was planned with two key objectives: 

1. Inform: to raise awareness of why an SRV 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 proposed SRV options, being the introduction of a permanent SRV of cumulative 33.10 per 
cent over three years (10 per cent each year from 2025-26) or a permanent SRV of 33.55 per cent 
over four years (7.5 per cent each year from 2025-26). 

Implementation of this engagement was carried out in accordance with the Community Engagement Action 
Plan considered by Council at its Ordinary Meeting held on Monday, 27 May 2024. 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 two SRV options being considered by Council. 

As part of the engagement, Council facilitated an online survey to gather community feedback on the 
proposed SRV, including the two SRV options detailed in the draft LTFP. The survey was made available via 
Council’s dedicated SRV webpage. In total, 176 responses to the survey were received. Self-initiated written 
feedback received by Council up until 15 July 2024 totalled 60 submissions, emails and letters. 

Key findings 

• Council’s communication and awareness efforts were successful, with most respondents to the 
online survey understanding why Council was proposing applying for an SRV. Of the 176 survey 
respondents, approximately two thirds - 59 per cent - indicated they understand why an SRV was 
under consideration, compared to only 15 per cent who did not (26 per cent of respondents did not 
provide a response). 

• If Council does proceed in applying for an SRV, there is no clear preferred option. Of the 176 survey 
respondents, 50 per cent nominated Option 1 (three-year SRV) as their preferred option, while the 
remaining 50 per cent of respondents identified Option 2 (four-year SRV) as their preferred option. 

• Approximately 40 per cent of respondents believe that Council needs to achieve further operational 
efficiencies, business improvements and cost savings rather than apply to IPART for an SRV. This was 
the most common objection to the proposed SRV. Suggestions included reviewing Council’s 
organisation structure, staffing levels and salary system; reducing Councillor remuneration; 
improving business systems and boosting productivity; and improving financial and budget 
management practices within the organisation. 

• Council’s services and service levels were raised as an issue by approximately 22 per cent of 
respondents; however, views were mixed on whether service levels should be reduced or maintained 
(and potentially increased). While 11 per cent of respondents suggested that Council needs to review 
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non-core services and potentially reduce service levels (and discontinue some services); a further 11 
per cent were opposed to services being reduced, suggesting that Council’s current service levels 
were too low and need to be increased.   

• Affordability was nominated as a concern by approximately 19 per cent of respondents. These 
respondents indicated that both proposed SRV options were unaffordable, with most objecting to 
the extent of the proposed rate increases. A small number of these respondents indicated that they 
agreed that an SRV was necessary, but that the increases proposed under the two SRV scenarios 
were too significant.  

• Ongoing cost of living pressures were cited by 12 per cent of respondents as a reason for their 
opposition to the proposed SRV. These respondents tended to point to inflation, current interest rate 
levels, and recent increases in general costs of living as reasons for opposing the introduction of an 
SRV. 

Next steps 

Should Council proceed in applying to IPART for an SRV, it will need to prepare and submit an application to 
IPART in early 2025. IPART will publish the application (if any) and accompanying materials to its website and 
invite public submissions from members of the community via a community consultation process. IPART will 
review and consider all submissions it receives, prior to releasing its final decision in relation to the 
application (if any).  

As at the time of this report being prepared, IPART was yet to publish its indicative timeline for the 2025-26 
SRV application process. However, once finalised, the timeline – along with further information on the SRV 
process, including how IPART assesses SRV applications – will be made available from IPART’s website at 
www.ipart.nsw.gov.au.  
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Background and context 

1.1.1 Principles of sound financial management 

Section 8B of the Local Government Act 1993 requires Council to apply sound financial management 
principles of being responsible and sustainable in aligning income, expenses and infrastructure investment, 
with effective financial and asset performance management.  

1.1.2 Increasing costs of maintaining infrastructure 

Over the past five years, severe climatic events, including both drought and floods, have severely affected 
road infrastructure throughout the Upper Hunter Shire. As a result, Council has had to fund increased 
maintenance to ensure the local road network meets community expectations and is safe for both domestic 
and heavy vehicle traffic. In turn, Council has had to reduce the funding allocated for other services, 
programs and priorities.  

Fortunately, Council has been very successful in securing grant funding from the State and Federal 
Governments to assist in delivering these projects. In this five-year period, Council secured $90.5 million in 
capital grant funds. However, this level of grant funding is not expected to continue in the years ahead, with 
both the State and Federal Governments having tightened their own budgets as they manage their own fiscal 
deficits. Council must therefore prepare to internally fund its asset renewal programs, rather than rely on 
external funding to do so. Over the next 10 years, Council’s capital works program is forecast to total $205.9 
million. 

1.1.3 Providing important community services 

Council is also responsible for delivering a range of important services and programs to the Upper Hunter 
Shire community. In addition to its core services, Council provides various non-core (or discretionary) 
services within the community, where there is both a community need for service provision, and a gap in the 
market with no private operators providing these services. This includes an aged care facility, Gummun Place 
Hostel in Merriwa, and a childcare facility, Upper Hunter Early Learning Centre in Scone. Over the five-year 
period from 2019 to 2023, these services generated a combined deficit of approximately $2.2 million. 

The aged care and early childhood education sectors are heavily regulated by the State and Commonwealth 
Governments, and the costs of operating facilities such as the Gummun Place Hostel and Upper Hunter Early 
Learning Centre and complying with the respective regulatory requirements are considerable. Over the past 
three years, Council has unsuccessfully sought to secure private operators to assume responsibility for these 
facilities. Council has also reviewed the facilities’ respective business structures with the aim of achieving 
operational savings; such opportunities are limited, however, due to the need to meet various regulatory 
requirements. 

1.1.4 Cost-shifting from State and Commonwealth Governments 

For some time, the NSW local government sector has also been under pressure from the State and 
Commonwealth Governments to assume responsibility for infrastructure, services and regulatory functions, 
without being provided sufficient funding to do so. Known as “cost shifting”, this practice means that all local 
councils – including Upper Hunter Shire Council – are required to provide additional services, maintain 
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additional infrastructure, and meet additional compliance requirements, without the revenue to meet the 
additional cost imposition of doing so. 

Research and analysis commissioned by Local Government NSW (“LGNSW”) suggests that the burden of cost-
shifting is rising rapidly. Over the five-year period from 2018 to 2023, the burden increased by 78 per cent, 
from $820 million in 2018 to $1.36 billion in 2023. This amounts to an average $460.67 paid by each NSW 
ratepayer per annum. Further information on the impact of cost-shifting on ratepayers is available from the 
LGNSW website. 

1.1.5 Need for a Special Rate Variation 

The Upper Hunter Shire Community Strategic Plan (“CSP”) identifies a key strategic objective for Responsible 
Governance as the “effective financial and asset management to ensure Council’s long-term sustainability”. 
In executing this objective and considering the economic changes that have recently occurred, Council 
flagged in its 2022-26 Delivery Program and 2022-23 Operational Plan the anticipated need to seek a Special 
Rate Variation (SRV) within the next two to five years. 

At its Ordinary Meeting held 29 January 2024, Council resolved to notify IPART of its intention to apply for an 
SRV in the 2025-26 financial year [Res. 24/003].  

Council subsequently reviewed and refined its LTFP, with the objective of progressing the organisation 
towards a position of financial sustainability in the long-term and increasing its ability to fund asset renewal 
requirements. The revised LTFP incorporates four scenarios, including accompanying financial forecasts, 
including two scenarios which model the introduction of a permanent SRV: 

• Scenario 2 – SRV Option 1: Introduction from the 2025/2026 year of a permanent SRV of 10 per cent 
over three years with a cumulative effect of 33.10 per cent, and then reverting to rate pegging 
increments after the three-year period. 

• Scenario 3 – SRV Option 2: Introduction from the 2025/2026 year of a permanent SRV of 7.5 per 
cent over four years with a cumulative effect of 33.55 per cent and then reverting to rate pegging 
increments after the four-year period. 

At its Ordinary Meeting held 27 May 2024, Council resolved to endorse the revised draft LTFP for public 
exhibition, commencing Monday, 3 June and concluding Friday, 5 July 2024, and undertake community 
consultation on the draft LTFP [Res. 24/094].  

1.2 Proposed SRV options 

The two options presented to the community were modelled on the two SRV scenarios contained in the 
revised LTFP (Scenario 2 and Scenario 3). Both options were for a relatively similar increase overall (36.83 per 
cent and 33.55 per cent, respectively), with the key difference being the number of years required to 
implement the full extent of the rate rise: Option 1 modelled an SRV over three years, whereas Option 2 
modelled an SRV over four years. The two options are detailed in Table 1, below. 
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2 Engagement approach 

2.1 Engagement purpose and objectives 

The purpose of the engagement was to ensure that the Upper Hunter Shire community was adequately 
informed about the need for Council to pursue an SRV and the options being considered and consulted on 
the two options under consideration. 

Specific objectives of the engagement included: 

• to present the case for the proposed SRV options to the Upper Hunter Shire community 
• to identify the impact of the proposed SRV on the average rates across each rating category 
• to publicly exhibit a revised LTFP demonstrating the impact of the proposed SRV on Council’s 

operating results from 2025-26 for feedback and final endorsement by Council 

• to communicate the timeline and process for any potential SV application 
• to gather and consider the Upper Hunter Shire community’s feedback to inform Council’s final 

decision on whether, and how, to proceed in making application to IPART for an SRV. 

2.2 Engagement framework 

A Community Engagement Action Plan (“the action plan”) was developed to guide Council’s engagement 
with the Upper Hunter Shire community. The action plan clearly set out the tools and methods to be used in 
engaging with the community on the proposed SRV, including how engagement opportunities would be 
communicated and the ways in which members of the community could provide feedback.  

2.3 Engagement levels and tools 

The Public Participation Spectrum developed by the International Association for Public Participation and 
reproduced in Figure 1, below, illustrates the different levels of participation that defines the public’s role in 
an engagement process. Noting the aims and objectives of the engagement, Council designed the 
engagement process to align with the Inform and Consult levels. 
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3.2 Written submissions 

In addition to completing the online survey, Council invited members of the community to provide written 
submissions in relation to the proposed SRV. Written submissions could be submitted via post, email or in-
person at one of Council’s Administration Centres at Merriwa, Murrurundi or Scone, respectively. A total of 
60 written submissions received. 

Themes and issues raised in the written submissions were largely consistent with those raised in the online 
survey. Some members of the community who provided written submissions also provided feedback via the 
online survey.  

  



 

Page 17 

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 as Annexure H. 

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

4.2 Themes and issues 

4.2.1 Affordability and hardship 

Approximately 19 per cent of respondents raised affordability and hardship as an issue. Many respondents 
indicated that the proposed SRV options were unaffordable, and questioned whether they would be able to 
pay their rates if either SRV option was implemented. Several respondents identified as pensioners. 

Response: 

• Council has undertaken an assessment of the Upper Hunter Shire community’s capacity to pay for 
the proposed SRV. Based on this assessment for an average residential household, SRV Option 1 (10 
per cent for three years) and SRV Option 2 (7.5 per cent for four years) are expected to produce 
increases in the general rate of $6.21 per week and $6.29 per week, respectively, by the final year of 
the SRV. 

• Council has adopted a Rates and Valuations Hardship Policy which provides a framework for 
ratepayers suffering genuine financial hardship to request and receive relief with the payment of 
their rates, annual charges and fees. This policy extends to all applications for waiving and writing off 
rates, fees, annual charges and interest accrued on such debts, and outlines the process and criteria 
for submitting and assessing such applications. This policy is available from Council’s website. 

4.2.2 Cost of living 

Approximately 12 per cent of respondents cited current cost of living pressures - including rising inflation and 
increasing costs of everyday items such as groceries, fuel and energy - as a reason for their opposition to the 
introduction of an SRV.  

Response: 

• As with any other business, Council is also operating in an uncertain economic climate and feeling 
the impacts of a highly volatile inflationary environment. Over the past three years, costs have grown 
much faster than the IPART-recommended rate peg, which has placed Council’s financial position 
under further strain. While Council has achieved a number of cost savings and realised new income 
sources; the savings and additional revenue are not enough to keep up with the increase in 
materials, contracts and workforce/labour costs. This is further explained in Council’s draft LTFP, 
available from Council’s website. 
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4.2.3 Council management and operational efficiencies 

Approximately 40 per cent of respondents suggested that Council needs to achieve further operational 
efficiencies and cost savings prior to seeking an SRV. Suggestions included reducing the organisation’s 
staffing levels, achieving efficiency improvements, reviewing the organisation’s salary structure and reducing 
Councillor fees. 

Response: 

• Prior to commencing consultation on the proposed SRV, Council reviewed its organisation structure 
to achieve cost savings totalling approximately $624,000 per annum. Cost savings included the 
removal of three senior management roles from Council’s organisation structure, as well as the 
redesign of a further two positions within the structure. Further information on these savings, as well 
as other business improvement and efficiency measures, is set out in the SRV Background Paper 
(refer pages 11-15), available from Council’s website.  

• While Council has been able to achieve ongoing savings through reviewing its organisation structure 
and staffing arrangements, it is still facing further financial burdens via cost shifting from the State 
and Federal Governments. This practice sees Council needing to provide additional services, maintain 
additional infrastructure and meet additional compliance requirements, without being provided the 
revenue to meet the additional cost imposition of doing so. Further information on cost shifting and 
its effect on local councils is available from the LGNSW website. 

• As with most other local government employees in NSW, Council’s staff are employed under the 
Local Government (State) Award (“the LG Award”). The LG Award establishes the minimum 
entitlements and employment conditions for local government employees and sets out the minimum 
rates of pay which local councils – including Upper Hunter Shire Council – must pay their staff. 
Council’s salary system is aligned with the provisions of the LG Award.  

• The Local Government Act 1993 requires all Councillors in NSW to be remunerated. Councillor fees 
are largely determined by the Local Government Remuneration Tribunal (“the LGRT”), which is an 
independent statutory tribunal. Each year, the LGRT is required to make an annual determination on 
the fees payable to Mayors and Councillors. In making its determination, the LGRT considers a range 
of factors such as economic data, including the Consumer Price Index, Wage Price Index, full-time 
adult average weekly ordinary time earnings, NSW Public Sector increases, and LG Award increases. 

4.2.4 Alternative income streams 

Approximately 1 per cent of respondents suggested that Council needs to explore opportunities to achieve 
additional revenue via alternative income streams.  

Response: 

• Council is in the process of facilitating an organisational business service review with a focus on 
achieving additional revenue streams, along with cost savings and operating efficiencies. Several 
measures already undertaken have generated an additional revenue of $200,000 per annum. Several 
other potential revenue generation measures have been identified but require further investigation 
before they can be implemented. Further information on these initiatives is set out in the SRV 
Background Paper (refer pages 11-14), available from Council’s website.  
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4.2.5 Social and economic impact 

Approximately 3 per cent of respondents expressed concern in relation to the potential impact of an SRV on 
the Upper Hunter Shire’s economy and community, specifically via business closures or population decline 
due to residents and families needing to relocate to other areas.  

Response: 

• Census data for 2021 identified that the median total household weekly income for the Upper 
Hunter Shire is $1,429. As noted above, based on this assessment for an average residential 
household, SRV Option 1 (10 per cent for three years) and SRV Option 2 (7.5 per cent for four years) 
are expected to produce increases in the general rate of $6.21 per week and $6.29 per week, 
respectively, by the final year of the SRV. Further information regarding the community’s capacity to 
pay is set out in the SRV Background Paper (refer pages 21-23), available from Council’s website.  

• Business rates in the Upper Hunter Shire are currently lower than those in other similar regions, 
including the Dungog Shire, Liverpool Plains, Mid Western Region, Muswellbrook Shire, Singleton and 
Warrumbungle Shire local government areas. Under either of the proposed SRV options, business 
rates in the Upper Hunter Shire would still be lower than comparable rates in these other areas. A 
comparison of the proposed rates with those of other councils is available from Council’s website 
and also set out in the SRV Background Paper (refer page 21). 

4.2.6 Existing service levels  

Approximately 11 per cent of respondents believe Council’s existing service levels are too low and need to 
potentially increase. Several respondents cited household waste collection service levels as an issue, 
specifically collection frequency, whereas others raised the quality of local roads as an issue. 

Response: 

• Council cannot maintain, let alone increase, service levels without an SRV.  

• Council acknowledges that local road infrastructure has been severely impacted by weather events 
such as drought and floods. The objective of the proposed SRV is to generate the revenue required to 
meet the costs of maintaining our road network and ensuring roads, water and sewer networks, and 
public facilities remain safe and functional.  

• Since the introduction of a kerbside Food Organics and Garden Organics (“FOGO”) waste collection 
service in 2022; residents’ green bins (FOGO) are collected and emptied weekly, with red (waste) and 
yellow (recycling) bins picked up on alternating fortnights. This collection configuration is based on 
the NSW Environmental Protection Agency (“EPA”) best practice model for maximising food recycling 
and reducing landfill. It is also consistent with how most other councils operate their three-bin 
collection service. Further information on Council’s waste collection service is available from 
Council’s website. 

4.2.7 Service level reduction 

Approximately 11 per cent of respondents believe Council should reduce existing service levels and review 
(or discontinue) non-core services, rather than seek an SRV. Some respondents suggested that service levels 
should be reviewed and potentially reduced, whereas others indicated that its non-core services should be 
discontinued. Suggestions included discontinuing provision of aged care and early childhood learning 
services, reducing the number of community facilities (e.g. swimming pools, libraries, youth centres), and 
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reviewing operating hours for customer-facing services. 

Response: 

• Council has identified that if it does not pursue or achieve an SRV, services will need to be reduced 
by about $1 million per year.  

• Council provides a wide range of services to the Upper Hunter Shire community, most of which are 
considered core (or mandatory) services under the Local Government Act 1993 and other legislation. 
Council provides several non-core (or discretionary) services, which are in response to there being a 
demonstrated community need for such services and an insufficiently profitable market for private 
operators to provide such services. Council’s non-core services include an aged care facility, 
Gummun Place Hostel in Merriwa, and a childcare facility, Upper Hunter Early Learning Centre in 
Scone. 

• Both the Gumman Place Hostel and Upper Hunter Early Learning Centre tend to generate losses for 
Council and are essentially subsidised by ratepayers. Prior to commencing consultation on the 
proposed SRV, Council made representations to seek the possibility of other skilled parties to 
operate these businesses, without any success. Council also reviewed the business structures for 
both facilities with the objective of achieving some cost savings; the potential to achieve savings, 
however, is limited due to Council being required to meet various regulatory compliance obligations 
in relation to operating the facilities. 

• While not considered core (or mandatory) services; provision of aged care and early childhood 
education services is consistent with the Upper Hunter Shire’s current Community Strategic Plan 
(“CSP”) and supports the achievement of our community’s priorities as expressed in the CSP. 
Specifically, Objective 1.5 of the CSP provides: “Advocate for, support and provide services and 
facilities for the community”. While Council has a role to play in advocating for and supporting 
service delivery to the community; Council also has a critical role to play as a service provider, 
especially when – as noted above – there are no private service providers operating in the local 
market to deliver those services. 

4.2.8 Service level maintenance and increase 

Approximately 3 per cent of respondents expressed support for Council’s current services and service levels, 
and potentially increasing service levels.  

Response: 

• Council can only maintain current services and accompanying service levels if it applies for, and 
achieves, an SRV. As noted above, Council has identified that if it does not pursue or achieve an SRV; 
services will need to be reduced by about $1 million per year.  
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5 Conclusion 

Council extends its appreciation to all members of the public who took the opportunity to learn more about 
the proposed SRV, attend one of the three community drop-in information sessions, and provide feedback 
on the proposed SRV, be that through completing the online survey or making a written submission. 

At the commencement of the engagement period, Council published a page on its corporate website, 
available at www.upperhunter.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 this webpage. Council will continue to maintain this 
webpage and ensure that up-to-date information on the progress and status of the proposed SRV application 
(if any) is provided to the community. 

Should Council determine to progress with an SRV application, it must do so at a Council meeting. Council 
meeting business papers, including agendas and minutes, are published to Council’s website and can be 
accessed here.  

Should Council proceed in applying to IPART for an SRV, it will need to prepare and submit an application to 
IPART in early 2025. If an application is made, IPART will publish the application – along with accompanying 
materials and supporting documentation – to its website, available at www.ipart.nsw.gov.au. IPART will 
invite public submissions from members of the community via a consultation process, and will review and 
consider all submissions it receives prior to making its final decision. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A: Online survey 
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Appendix B: Community drop-in information session resources 
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Appendix C: Print advertisement 
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Appendix D: Radio advertisement script 

“Upper Hunter Shire Council is proposing a Special Rate Variation – or SRV – to ensure we can maintain 
essential services like road maintenance, community facilities and infrastructure, now and into the future. 

And we need your input on two available options. 

Join us at one of our drop-in information sessions to learn more and share your thoughts. 

Visit upperhunter.nsw.gov.au/srv. 

Together, we can secure a sustainable and prosperous Upper Hunter Shire. 

Consultation closes Monday, July 15.” 
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Appendix E: Community mailout (Rates insert) 
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Appendix G: Flyer/Poster 








