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ITEM 8.7 FIT FOR THE FUTURE: OPTIONS FOR A COUNCIL PROPOSAL  

REPORTING MANAGER  DEPUTY GENERAL MANAGER ENVIRONMENT  

TRIM FILE REF 2014/364278  

ATTACHMENTS 1 Background to Warringah's Position 

2 Fit For The Future Program 

3 Considerations For Combining Councils 

4 Community Engagement Approach  

 
 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

PURPOSE 

The purpose of this report is to seek Council’s endorsement of potential options and preferences 
for Warringah, in response to the NSW Government’s Fit for the Future reform program.   

SUMMARY 

The Fit for the Future reform program was launched by the NSW Government on 10 September 
2014, with guidelines released on 31 October 2014. The Government requires that all councils 
submit either a ‘Council Merger Proposal’ or a ‘Council Improvement Proposal’ by 30 June 2015 to 
demonstrate how they meet the criteria of a ‘Fit for the Future’ council – i.e. financially viable and 
sustainable in the long term. Such councils will have access to a range of benefits. 

With scale and capacity as the threshold criteria, council mergers are a cornerstone of the reforms, 
as the Government has ruled out for Sydney councils the alternative of shared services in Joint 
Organisations. The Government considers mergers as the key to achieving strategic capacity, 
efficiency and economies of scale.  

The Independent Local Government Review Panel recommends that Manly, Warringah and 
Pittwater LGA’s merge to form a new northern beaches council. This is a sensible and natural 
grouping considering our shared lifestyle, cultural identity, geography, economy and long term 
planning needs. Consistent with Warringah’s position to date, this is also the Government’s 
preferred option, and will provide a stronger voice for the community with State and Federal 
Governments. This report outlines the merits of this and other options. 

Warringah is also in a position to submit a strong Council Improvement Proposal, meeting the 
financial health benchmarks of the remaining Fit for the Future criteria. Recognised as an 
exemplary NSW council, TCorp endorsed Warringah as amongst the best in NSW for financial 
performance (TCorp 2013). The NSW Government also recognised Warringah’s strong asset 
management (Local Government Infrastructure Audit 2013) and strong performance in better 
practice (Promoting Better Practice Review 2013). 

The report also outlines a community engagement approach for 2015. 

FINANCIAL IMPACT 

No direct financial impacts at this stage 

POLICY IMPACT 

No direct policy impacts at this stage 
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RECOMMENDATION OF DEPUTY GENERAL MANAGER ENVIRONMENT  

That Council: 

A. Strongly endorse the creation of a new Northern Beaches Council as the favoured option 
under the NSW Government’s Fit for the Future program. 

B. Seek an agreement with neighbouring council(s) to jointly explore the case for a merger.  

C. Meet with Ku-ring-gai Council in response to its written request to discuss merging. 

D. Oppose dividing the Warringah LGA between neighbouring councils to create two new 
councils, as the resulting scale and capacity is inadequate and contrary to the Panel’s 
rationale for merging complete LGAs, and would yield significant disadvantages and costs 
for the community. 

E. If a council merger is agreed, prepare a joint ‘Council Merger Proposal’ (Template 1) with 
the partnering council(s) for submission to the NSW Government 

F. In the absence of any merger agreement, submit a ‘Council Improvement Proposal’ 
(Template 2) to the NSW Government  

G. Conduct community engagement in 2015 
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REPORT 

BACKGROUND TO WARRINGAH’S POSITION  

Warringah has been investigating local government reform since the release of its independent 
discussion paper in 2011.  Community feedback from an online survey, focus groups and 
submissions highlighted the Warringah community’s views, in short: 

1. Strong acceptance that the status quo is not sustainable 
2. Strong support from the community for more shared services 
3. Good support for a single council for the northern beaches by combining Warringah, 

Pittwater, Manly.  There was less support to include Mosman 
4. Overall opposition to a super-council formed by combining Warringah, Pittwater, Manly, 

Mosman, Hornsby, Willoughby and Ku-ring-gai 

While community members recognised various benefits of a single northern beaches council, there 
was also a range of concerns and questions that would need to be addressed in any merger. 

Warringah’s position on reform has developed over the last three years, with a series of reports to 
Council and submissions as listed in Attachment 1. The key elements include: 

 The local government sector is unsustainable in its current form 

 Support for a range of reforms that are needed at local and State tiers of government 

 Support for structural reform in NSW, Sydney and the northern beaches region 

 Barriers to shared services and representative governance 

 Social and financial benefits of a single northern beaches council 

 Flexibility to provide for local needs and democracy 

 The common values, lifestyle and needs that unify the northern beaches community. The 
community also uses council facilities, programs and services across the whole region, often 
unaware of which council provides them. 

There is a significant number of key stakeholders dealing with councils across the northern 
beaches region including some 80 government bodies, 70 community and environment groups, 
over 50 sporting groups, 21 surf clubs and a number of business networks and forums.  They are 
key partners with local government, helping to improve outcomes in our community, most as 
volunteers.  Key stakeholders could benefit significantly from a unified council on the northern 
beaches, with the ease of dealing with one administration. 

FIT FOR THE FUTURE PACKAGE  

The State Government has largely supported the final report * of the Independent Local 
Government Review Panel (Review Panel) and recently released its Fit for the Future package, 
addressing barriers and incentives for change.  (* ILGRP (2013) Revitalising Local Government – 
Final Report of the Independent Local Government Review Panel – October 2013). 

The Fit for the Future (FFF) program aims to ensure the long term financial viability and improved 
strategic outcomes of the local government sector, with one third of NSW’s 152 councils deemed 
to be in severe financial crisis.  While Warringah is financially sustainable, there are significant 
benefits from participating in the Government’s program. Attachment 2 outlines the reform process 
as it is relevant for Warringah’s future, namely: 

 Wide ranging reforms over the next 2-3 years to strengthen the local government sector 

 Select benefits available to councils that can demonstrate they are ‘Fit for the Future’ (FFF), 
in terms of finances, local decision-making and reporting requirements 

 The FFF process and timetable for the next 2 years 

 Funding and expert assistance available from the Government 
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Without an FFF endorsement our residents would be disadvantaged. A council can seek FFF 
endorsement by meeting a range of criteria. It must demonstrate this by submitting either a Council 
Merger Proposal or Council Improvement Proposal on the Government‘s templates.  

The Government’s favoured option for this region is merging Warringah, Manly and Pittwater LGAs 
into a new Northern Beaches Council, as recommended by the Review Panel. While it also 
recommended the alternative of shared services in a Joint Organisation, the Government has since 
ruled this out for Sydney councils. As a result, Joint Organisations in Sydney will not attract FFF 
endorsement. 

FIT FOR THE FUTURE CRITERIA 
 
Though Warringah is well recognised as an exemplary NSW council for its finances, assets and 
management, this does not assure its recognition as a FFF council.  Councils must first meet the 
State Government’s specific set of FFF criteria across four categories: 

 Scale and Capacity 

 Sustainability 

 Effective Infrastructure and Service Management 

 Efficiency 

Scale and capacity is considered to be the ‘threshold criteria’ of the FFF program. Councils need to 
address this first, to determine whether to submit an Improvement Proposal or Merger Proposal. 

 
Figure 1:  Decision chart 

 

 

 
The Minister for Local Government recently stated that many council boundaries are out-dated at 
over 100 years old.  He also noted that the State will not support local government being ‘precious’ 
with its boundaries but instead they should reflect the needs of modern communities. Joint 
Organisations have been ruled out for the Sydney metropolitan area as the government 
encourages councils to merge into their recommended groupings to improve the metropolitan 
governance of Sydney.  The Minister considers that significant change to boundaries is well 
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overdue, the government is providing all the incentives and assistance needed to achieve this, and 
expects to see significant change in the near future. 
 
Warringah’s results in Scale and Capacity Criteria 
 
The State Government’s FFF guidelines state that councils should proceed to address the scale 
and capacity criteria in this order of priority: 
 
A. Consider the Review Panel’s recommended merger  

- i.e. merge Warringah, Manly and Pittwater into a new Council. The merits and viability of 
this option are outlined below. 
 

B. Consider an alternative merger broadly consistent with the Review Panel’s proposal 
- various options are outlined below.  The Review Panel clearly states its intention that any 
mergers should combine the whole of two or more existing LGAs without the additional cost 
and disruption of associated boundary adjustments. 
 

C. Demonstrate how your council has sufficient scale and capacity without merging 
Attachment 2 outlines how Warringah currently meets the ten key elements of scale and 
capacity as listed in the FFF guidelines.  These are also based on the Review Panel’s report 
(page 32).  

Warringah strongly supports the recommendation of the State Government and the Review Panel 
for a single northern beaches council.  With the agreement of neighbouring council(s), a strong 
Council Merger Proposal could be submitted to the Government, either comprising the Panel’s 
recommendation or another which is broadly consistent. 

Warringah also meets the scale and capacity criteria on its own, as assessed against the 10 key 
elements outlined in Attachment 2. Professor Graham Sansom, former Chair of the Review Panel, 
also confirmed this view of Warringah as a high capacity council, directly to Councillors on 22 
October 2014. 

Warringah’s results in Financial Health Criteria 

The other FFF criteria focus on financial health – the provision of services and infrastructure that 
are managed well and efficiently for the long term.  

Attachment 2 outlines Warringah’s results from the FFF self-assessment using Warringah’s 
independently-audited finances.  This shows that Warringah currently meets all of these FFF 
criteria, except the Infrastructure Backlog Ratio.  

The Infrastructure Backlog Ratio was only marginally outside the Government’s benchmark for the 
year 2013-14, with a result of 2.1% in contrast to the benchmark of under 2%. Warringah’s renewal 
program will bring this ratio below the benchmark in the current financial year, 2014-15, thus 
enabling Council to satisfy all seven of the financial health criteria in 6 months’ time.  

Warringah is thus able to submit a FFF proposal of either type – Merger or Improvement Proposal. 
The remainder of this report examines the merits of various options for the future. 
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THE STATUS QUO – THREE SEPARATE COUNCILS ON THE NORTHERN BEACHES 
 
The current three councils on the northern beaches are of varying sizes, with Warringah 
representing around 59% of the current population, Manly 17% and Pittwater 24% (2012 figures).  
While there is some diversity across the region, there is a strong common ‘community of interest’ in 
terms of lifestyle, environment and community profile. The NSW Government has also grouped the 
 

Figure 2:  North East subregion councils – populations and operating costs 
 

 
 

Data Source:  Office of Local Government - Comparative Information on NSW Local Government 
2012/13, with population based on 2012 Estimated Resident Population. 
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three councils together in the North-East Sydney Planning Sub-region, due to the region’s 
characteristics in its natural features, land use, socio-economic profile, infrastructure, population 
growth and potential growth – all key considerations for its long-term needs.  The Government 
sees this as a cohesive area to be considered in whole, by both State and local 
governments, for more holistic planning of land use, housing, economic development, 
transport, education, health and associated infrastructure and funding. 
 
During 2011 Warringah consulted its community on options for the future of councils on the 
northern beaches. The feedback showed little support for retaining the status quo of three separate 
councils, recognising a range of shortcomings.  Some of the key shortcomings include: 
 

 Inconsistent standards and programs 
Inequities across the region cause dissatisfaction and conflicts over planning rules, fees and 
charges, parking arrangements, access to services such as libraries and child care and even 
the condition and provision of assets and infrastructure.  

 

 Duplicated planning and services 
There is continuing unnecessary duplication between councils in planning, technology, 
environmental management and service delivery, with expertise and resources not being 
used to their full potential. These are also some of the Panel’s key reasons for needing 
bigger, higher-capacity councils. 

 

 Efficiency differences 
Warringah’s service cost to ratepayers is among the lowest in Sydney (*real cost $837/capita 
in 2012-13, adjusted to exclude Kimbriki). Our smaller neighbouring councils cost much 
more, and raise the average operating cost up to $1,047/capita across the region.  In 
contrast, Sydney councils with a similar or bigger population to the northern beaches region 
cost $800-$900/capita to operate. In short the larger the Council, the better the value for 
ratepayers – and this does not result in lower community satisfaction.  Larger councils in 
Sydney, of the scale of the northern beaches or larger, are still receiving high overall 
community satisfaction ratings (Figure 3). 
 

Figure 3: Comparison of councils 2012-13   
 

Local Government Area 
(LGA) 

Area 
(km2) 

Population 
2012 

Operating 
cost per 
capita 

Number of 
councillors 

Community 
satisfaction 

Manly 14 43,371 $1,372 9 not available 

Pittwater 90 61,201 $1,136 9 91% 

Warringah 149 150,275 *$908 10 91% 

Northern beaches region 
with 3 separate councils 

255 254,847 $1,042 28 N/A 

The Hills 401 180,214 $846 12 91% 

Sutherland 334 221,147 $891 15 90% 

Blacktown 240 317,598 $788 15 91% 
 
Data Sources:  Office of Local Government - Comparative Information on NSW Local Government 2012/13, 
with population based on 2012 Estimated Resident Population. 
 
Overall community satisfaction - the latest publicly-available council’s community surveys 2011-2014. 
 
* Warringah Operating Expenses for Comparative Information purposes include the expenses of Kimbriki 
Environmental Enterprises Pty Ltd ( a partly owned subsidiary), which includes waste-related expenses from 
the three other SHOROC member councils (minority shareholders). The actual operating cost/ capita for 
Warringah residents should exclude these expenses, reducing it from $908 to $837/capita. 
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Governance and influence 
The three councils currently have a total of 28 councillors, including three Mayors. The 
Review Panel recognised that smaller councils with ‘too many voices’ leads to fragmentation 
and diminished credibility with the State Government in planning. This then undermines the 
efforts and standing of those councils that do have the resources and initiative to play a 
strategic role, such as Warringah, leading to outcomes of the ‘lowest common denominator’ 
(Panel’s Final report p 98). Stronger unity and cohesion are needed for managing assets, 
facilities and services across the region, as well as a better partnership with Government for 
longer-term outcomes.   

 
These shortcomings result in inequities for the community across the northern beaches. Councils 
should be willing to examine whether the wider community’s rates can be used in more effective 
ways, driving better outcomes for the whole region. In the absence of any change, however, 
Warringah is strong enough to stand on its own, serving around 60% of the region’s population and 
area.  Over 2-3 times the size of our neighbouring councils, its high capacity drives efficiencies and 
strong performance, earning recognition as one of the top NSW councils by the State Government, 
local government sector and industry bodies. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 4 – Warringah as a high-capacity council 
 
Warringah earns a high overall community satisfaction rating (91% in 2014) while 
delivering services at a 25%-39% lower cost to ratepayers than our neighbours. 
 
Recognition of performance: 

 One of the top 3 councils for financial sustainability – rated as ‘sound with a 
positive outlook’, compared to Pittwater and Manly as ‘sound with a neutral 
outlook’ (TCorp, Financial Sustainability of the NSW local government sector, 
April 2013). 

 Asset management is rated as ‘very strong’ and exceeds benchmarks for asset 
maintenance ratio (NSW Infrastructure Audit). Pittwater and Manly do not meet 
the benchmark and are rated as ‘strong’.  Pittwater has a high infrastructure 
backlog ratio of 15.3% for 2012-13.  
(Local Government Infrastructure Audit, NSW Premier and Cabinet, June 2013) 

 Rated as an above average, strong performing organisation in the 
Government’s Promoting Better Practice Review(NSW Department of Premier 
and Cabinet 2013) 

 Development Application Processing: equal first in Sydney and much more 
efficient that neighbouring councils 

 Industry recognition in the last year for overall management, workforce 
management, risk management, customer service, communications, planning, 
design and environmental sustainability. 

 
Able to attract, retain and resource higher-level skills, Warringah is unique in our region 
for a higher-standard of programs and services. Some examples include: 

 Ombudsman 

 Corporate Lawyer 

 Urban Designer 

 Business and Enterprise Risk 

 Business Excellence Team 

 Community Engagement Team 

 Advanced website functionality and online services 

 Higher transparency through our Integrated Planning and Reporting system, 
with quarterly reports and monthly project updates available online 

 The ability to up-scale services such as IT, as displayed by recent work on 
service provision for smaller non-metropolitan councils 
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Warringah manages diverse needs across its area, demonstrating that moderate-sized councils 
can cater well for a diversity of local needs and characteristics: 
 

 Diverse built areas from high, medium and low density housing, to rural areas, foreshore 
communities and foreshore facilities 

 Diverse natural areas including beaches, dunes, bushland, lagoons and Manly Dam and 
associated wildlife.   

 Planning for the long term needs of our growing communities in partnership with 
Government, across a wide range of demographic and socio-economic groups. Recent 
examples include the Dee Why Masterplan, Frenchs Forest Hospital precinct, Bus Rapid 
Transit, Sustainable Transport, and strategies for Youth, Healthy Ageing and Multicultural 
groups.  

While Warringah continues to work with and respond to changing community needs, it earns high 
levels of community satisfaction (91% in 2014). Government and industry have also recognised 
Warringah as one of the top councils in NSW. As a high-capacity council Warringah is able to 
invest in specialist staff and programs to deliver high achievements and at a lower cost (Figure 4).  
 
Option 1 – Status Quo - Retain Warringah  
 
While Warringah position is that the best outcome for the community is to unify the three councils 
into one, if there is no voluntary merger then other options need to be considered.  Option 1 would 
retain the status quo of the three existing councils. 

As Warringah currently meets the scale and capacity criteria on its own, it can choose to submit a 
Council Improvement Proposal to the Government.  The Proposal would demonstrate how 
Warringah is meeting the financial health criteria this financial year and for the future.  

Warringah is an exemplary council in NSW, with high levels of achievement and service standards, 
along with the high-level skills and teams which the drive its programs. With an effective focus on 
Business Excellence, performance, achieving productivity and savings, Warringah’s culture and 
systems places the organisation in a strong and resilient position for the future. 

Figure 5 – Scale of options 

Option LGAs Population 
2011* 

Population 
2031^ 

Meets Scale & 
Capacity 

1 Status Quo  
Three separate councils 

Manly 
Pittwater 
Warringah 

39,748 
57,154 

140,741 

51,900 
82,000 

173,500 

? 
? 

Yes # 
2  
Northern Beaches Council 

Warringah + Manly 
+ Pittwater 

237,643 307,400 Yes 

3 
Warringah plus Manly 

Warringah + Manly 180,489 225,400 Yes # 

4 
Warringah plus Pittwater 

Warringah + 
Pittwater 

197,895 255,500 Yes # 

5 
Warringah plus Ku-ring-gai 

Warringah +  
Ku-ring-gai 

250,038 321,200 Yes # 

6 
Divide Warringah between 
Pittwater and Manly to form 
two new councils 

Manly with half 
Warringah AND 
Pittwater with half 
Warringah 

110,000 
 

127,000 

138,650 
 

168,750 
 

No 

Reference data  
Comparison to other metro 
councils recommended to 
stand alone 

The Hills 
 
Sutherland 
Blacktown 

182,007 
 

220,798 
313,057 

275,300 
 

262,900 
459,800 

Yes – but possible 
long-term merger 

Yes 
Yes 

* From 2011 Census figures, as the reference year used by the Fit for the Future program 
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^ 2031 projected population: from Planning and Infrastructure 2013, used in the Review Panel’s final report. 

# Scale and capacity is met based on Warringah’s assessment against the 10 key elements as a stand-alone 
council or by a merger, though some options would confer greater natural advantages 

COUNCIL MERGER OPTIONS 

The scale and capacity criteria need to be addressed firstly by considering the merger option 
recommended by the Review Panel.  Secondly, consider any other options that are broadly 
consistent with the Panel’s proposal.  Figure 5 and the following commentary examine options for 
the region and relates them to other Sydney councils which are recommended to stand alone.  
 
The Panel’s final report emphasises that the major benefit of council amalgamations is greater 
strategic capacity, but also observes that services and finances can improve (page 72-73): 

 Amalgamations can substantially address financial problems and reduce fragmentation of 
resources and duplication of effort 

 Amalgamations show strong links with efficiency, economies of scale, service improvement 
and innovation 

 Evidence that increased scale yields efficiencies and cost savings in functions such as 
infrastructure and ‘back-office’ services 

 Evidence of significant efficiency gains in case studies of amalgamations 
 
This is confirmed by data from IPART on Sydney councils (Figure 6). Such savings are also 
supported by Warringah’s initial business case study of a merger in our region (SGS Economics 
and Planning (2013) Local Government Structural Change – Options Analysis, September 2013). 

Figure 6 – Operating costs per head of population in Sydney LGAs, 2012-13 

 
           Actual Warringah operating costs per capita 2012-13 after excluding the share of Kimbriki costs 

relating to the other SHOROC councils. 
Source of Graph: IPART (2014) Review of criteria for fit for the future. September 2014. 
 Based on comparative council data from the Office of Local Government 2012-13. 

Combined northern 
beaches council: 2012 
population ~255,000 
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Figure 6 displays how larger councils are more efficient in providing services to their community. 
Highlights have been added, showing that Manly is the most costly in our region, followed by 
Pittwater then Warringah. This data from across Sydney shows that the bigger the scale, the 
greater the capacity for cost-effective services. [Note that Warringah’s data on the graph includes 
consolidated costs of Kimbriki Environmental Enterprises Pty Ltd for all four SHOROC councils. 
Warringah’s actual costs are about $71 per head lower, at around $837/capita for that year.] 
 
Attachment 3 details the rationale for council mergers. The Government does not recommend an 
optimal or minimal size of councils to meet the sale and capacity criteria - the key guidance is the 
Review Panel’s final report around the recommended council groupings and its rationale.  
 
Option 2 – A new Northern Beaches Council  
 
Warringah agrees with the Review Panel and the State Government that the best outcome for the 
northern beaches community is a new Northern Beaches Council. This option meets the Scale and 
Capacity criteria with a population of around 238,000 (at 2011) projected to grow to 307,400 in 
2031. Its merits are outlined in Attachment 3 and explored in detail in the SGS study (2013). 

Consolidating Warringah, Manly and Pittwater into a new northern beaches council can improve 
efficiencies for the community, substantially reducing operating costs across the region. The 
estimated savings of $257 million over 10 years (SGS study 2013), would improve service 
standards and reduce council debt and infrastructure backlogs across the region.  This would 
increase to circa. $350 million by including Mosman Council.  
 
Prof. Graham Sansom, Chair of the Independent Local Government Review Panel, has stated that 
this preferred option could create a very strong council that would play an important role in Sydney, 
and help the area thrive ( ‘More power to Peninsula’, Manly Daily, 11 November 2014).   
 
With the community’s affinity for the northern beaches lifestyle and environment, we have a strong 
community of interest with a healthy level of local diversity.  A range of socio-economic and other 
factors unite us. It makes sense to unite the community under one council considering our cultural 
identity, geography, economy and long term planning needs. With the diversity of areas, features 
and communities it serves, Warringah demonstrates that councils do not have to be small to cater 
for diversity in local needs and local environments. 

Attachment 3 outlines some studies that identify our commonalities, and outlines other benefits 
flowing from this option: 

 Stronger council 

 Local democracy and governance 

 Strategic capacity 

 Streamlined operations 

 Improved services and innovation 
 
Bigger councils have the capacity to deliver these benefits, encompassing better outcomes and at 
a lower cost than smaller councils. Data also shows that bigger Sydney councils are achieving high 
overall community satisfaction ratings (Figure 3), despite having fewer councillors. Local 
differences and needs can be catered for in a well-managed council in touch with its community. 
 
Option 3 – Combine Warringah and Manly into a new council 
 
While the projected population of 225,400 is somewhat less than Option 2, a new council formed 
by combining Manly and Warringah is likely to meet the scale and capacity criteria.  
 
This option is still within the Review Panel’s recommended grouping, and thus capitalises on the 
natural affinities of the northern beaches community. It merges the entire LGAs and thus saves 
unnecessary costs of splitting councils. It would also achieve economies of scale, reducing 
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operating cost per capita, and conferring other benefits similar to Option 2 and 4, perhaps to a 
smaller degree. 

 
Figure 7 – Northern Sydney Councils 

 

 
 
Option 4 - Combine Warringah and Pittwater into a new council 
 
While the projected population size of 255,500 is somewhat less than Option 2, a new council 
formed by combining Pittwater and Warringah is likely to meet the scale and capacity criteria. The 
combined population would be midway between The Hills and Sutherland Councils, both of which 
the Review Panel recommended could do well to stand alone. 
 
This option is still within the Review Panel’s recommended grouping and thus the natural affinities 
of the northern beaches community. It merges the entire LGAs and thus saves unnecessary costs 
of splitting councils. It would also achieve economies of scale, reducing operating cost per capita, 
and conferring other benefits similar to Option 2 and 3. 
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Option 5 – Combine Warringah and Ku-ring-gai into a new council 
 
Ku-ring-gai recently wrote to Warringah requesting discussion on a potential merger.  Projected to 
grow to 321,200, this merger would be a little larger than Option 2, though still a modest-sized 
merger compared to others recommended.   
 
Though not part of the natural grouping of the northern beaches councils, it has some merit in 
terms of scale and capacity, financial compatibility, the potential to plan and improve for east-west 
travel, including public transport, links to the railway, employment and education opportunities.  
It also achieves economies of scale and other benefits similar to Option 2, at a similar scale. 
 
Option 6 – Divide Warringah between Pittwater and Manly to form two new councils 
 
This option entails part of Warringah merging with Pittwater and the other part with Manly. This has 
been clearly rejected as illogical by Prof. Graham Sansom (‘More power to Peninsula’, Manly Daily, 
11 November 2014).  He has also advised Warringah councillors on 22 October 2014 that this 
option is fundamentally flawed and contravenes one of the main principles of the Scale-Capacity 
criteria i.e. that mergers be formed by the whole of two or more existing LGAs.  
 
This option does not meet the Scale and Capacity criteria and includes other major flaws that 
would disadvantage the community: 
 

 It would create two councils which would both be smaller than Warringah, resulting in a 
weaker capacity 

 The costs of merging would be duplicated across the region, negating the benefit of financial 
incentives, and wasting significant resources on a lower-grade outcome  

 It would likely dismantle, rather than enhance, one of the highest-performing councils in NSW 
along with its programs and systems which could no longer benefit ratepayers 

 It would significantly raise the cost of delivering services to current Warringah ratepayers, 
comprising around 60% of the northern beaches population 

 It divides rather than unifies the northern beaches community. 

 
NEXT STEPS FOR MERGER OPTIONS 
 
Recommendations 
 
Option 2 is the preferred option, conferring the greatest benefit to the community, and consistent 
with the Panel’s and Government’s recommendation as the best outcome for the region. Councils 
have been advised that if the Panel’s recommendation is not supported by neighbouring councils, 
to then pursue any merger options that are “realistic and achievable” (OLG advice, FFF workshop 
5 December 2014).  Options 3, 4 and 5 can provide significant benefits, and they merit 
consideration as viable options. The disadvantages of Option 6 are such that it should be clearly 
rejected for the reasons stated above.  
 
Pittwater Council favours the independence of Option 1, clearly opposes Option 2, and its position 
on other options is unclear.  At its meeting of 13 October 2014 Pittwater Council resolved, in any 
discussion of future options with neighbouring councils that: 
 

a) Council is opposed to any proposed merger of Manly, Warringah and Pittwater into one 
Council. 

b) Council remains committed to a strong independent Pittwater Council, providing local 
representation and delivery of local services to the people of Pittwater. 
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c) Council recognises the opportunities through a facilitated process that may identify options 
for boundary changes amongst the SHOROC councils that meet a mutually acceptable 
solution that retains the essence of Pittwater and addresses the future needs of the 
community. 

 
In seeking a realistic and achievable outcome, it is recommended that Warringah continue 
discussions with our neighbouring councils on options 2, 3, 4 and 5. 
 
Merger Business case 
 
The central plank of any merger proposal is a robust business case supported by due diligence, to 
ensure that costs, benefits and any risks are well understood.  This becomes the foundation of 
community engagement and any further agreement between the councils.  Warringah has 
undertaken a robust initial study (SGS 2013) which used publicly-available data.  It factored in the 
costs of amalgamation and resourcing local community boards. It estimated that creating a new 
northern beaches council by merging Warringah, Manly and Pittwater councils has the potential of 
savings across the region of $257 million over 10 years (in net present value).  
 
If neighbouring council(s) agree to explore a potential merger, the SGS study could be refined or 
supplemented by drawing on internal data provided by each council. A FFF facilitator could assist 
in helping define the scope and options to be examined in the study.  The study also consider 
incentives and other support on offer from the State Government (starting at $10.5m), providing a 
basis for councils to decide whether to proceed with developing a Merger Proposal. 
 
Governance models 
 
An agreed governance model for a merger option will be a key element to ensure effective local 
representation. It should be the subject of early discussions and a crucial part of community 
engagement on any proposal.  
 
Various models for larger councils include community bodies such as local boards and reference 
groups, along with other community committees. They can range in size and function from 
strategic to operational, with or without delegated roles and budgets.  For instance, in New Zealand 
there is a range of community boards across a whole spectrum, which differs widely in their 
characteristics. Partner councils in any merger discussions will be able to design a governance 
model which is tailored to best meet local needs across the new council area. 
 
Stages and Success Factors 
 
In any merger there is a range of critical success factors to address in the stages of planning, 
implementation and transition.  Drawn from several studies on the outcomes of amalgamations, 
these are summarised in Attachment 3 and are essential to discussions with any partner council. 
 
TIMING 
 
A draft timetable is outlined below for the two types of FFF Proposal.  Attachment 4 provides more 
detail on a community engagement approach and potential activities, to form a basis for a 
community engagement plan. Previous community feedback in 2011 on the reforms will also be 
considered when developing the next rounds of consultation.  
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Figure 8 - Next Steps including community engagement 
 

Next Steps Merger proposal Improvement Proposal 

December Start community engagement online Start community engagement online  

January Commence business case study for a 
merger if agreed 

Consider ‘improvement strategies’ for 
2016-2020 

February Complete business case study Build ‘improvement strategies’ into 4-year 
Delivery Program 2015-19 

March Prepare joint draft Merger Proposal Prepare draft Improvement Proposal for 
2016-2020 

24 March Council 
meeting 

Approve draft Merger Proposal for 
exhibition 

Approve draft Improvement Proposal and 
Delivery Program for exhibition 

March-April Community consultation on Proposal Community consultation on Proposal 

May Finalise Proposal, and agree with 
partner council 

Finalise Proposal and Delivery Program 

23 June Council 
meeting 

Council approves Merger Proposal for 
joint submission by 30 June 

Council approves Improvement  Proposal 
for submission by 30 June 

 

FINANCIAL IMPACT 

No direct financial impacts at this stage 

 

POLICY IMPACT 

No direct policy impacts at this stage 
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ATTACHMENT 1  BACKGROUND TO WARRINGAH’S POSITION  
 
Warringah has been active in the NSW debate on local government reform since the release of an 
independent discussion paper in 2011.  Prepared by Peter McKinlay, a reform expert in the sector, 
this paper highlighted the challenges for local government’s sustainability and potential solutions 
for better serving our northern beaches community well into the future. Results from a survey, 
focus groups and submissions highlighted the Warringah community’s views, in short: 

1. Strong acceptance that the current model for local government is not sustainable. 
2. Strong support from the community for more shared services. 
3. A good level of support from for a Northern Beaches Council by combining Warringah-

Pittwater-Manly.  There was less support to include Mosman 
4. Overall opposition to a super-council by combining 7 Councils 
While the community could recognise various benefits of a single northern beaches council, there 
was also a range of concerns that would need to be addressed in any merger. 

A series of reports to Council and submissions on the reform process are listed below. The key 
elements of Warringah’s position expressed in these include: 

Status of the sector:  
Local government is struggling and needs wide-ranging reforms which are well overdue.  The 
sector is often resistant to undertake such change itself, and needs the State Government to 
provide leadership, funding and incentives. 
 

Support for a range of reforms: 
In order to remove barriers to the effective operation of the sector – in finance, infrastructure, 
efficiency, innovation, governance and land management. 
 

Structural reforms:  
Support for a new Northern Beaches Council as a ‘common community of interest’.  The 
recognised benefits include substantial savings, improved services and strategic capacity, and 
improved outcomes working with stakeholders in the community, business and government. 
 

The unity of the northern beaches: 
The northern beaches community is unified across the region with common values, lifestyle and 
needs. In a distinct geographical area, local government faces similar challenges to manage and 
plan for the natural and built environment as well as deliver services to meet diverse needs. The 
broader community accesses council services across boundaries, often unaware which council is 
providing for the parks, sportsfields, walking trails, community centres, events and programs, 
libraries, beaches, pools and roads that they use. 

Providing for local needs:  
Local Boards or other community structures can improve local democracy and services in bigger 
Councils, to recognise local needs and provide a local voice in decisions. 
 

Shared Services:  
The barriers to effective shared services are so entrenched that there is no benefit to the lead (or 
bigger) Council, such as Warringah, which already achieves economies of scale on its own.  To 
effectively represent the community, Councils need proportional voting arrangements on Regional 
Organisation of Councils or Joint Organisations.  Otherwise it confers much greater weight to 
smaller Councils representing smaller populations, and overall not serving the broader 
communities’ interests. 

Merger Options: 
In 2013 Warringah released an independent report outlining the costs and benefits of various 
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options for amalgamation, including forming a new Northern Beaches Council by merging 
Warringah. Manly and Pittwater LGAs. (SGS Economics and Planning (2013) Local Government 
Structural Change – Options Analysis, September 2013). This calculated a potential cost saving of 
approximately $257 million over 10 years (in net present value) by merging the three councils, and 
circa. $350 million by further including Mosman Council. The community would also benefit from 
improved strategic influence, services and infrastructure.   

This estimated savings assume: 

 a projected population of around 281,000 by 2031 and 311,000 by 2046 

 Governance model with 10 councilors, including the Mayor 

 Supplemented by local community boards to enhance local participation in decisions in the 
framework of the larger council resulting from amalgamation. 

These arrangements were for the purposes of the calculation. Any final model would be jointly 
developed with partner council(s) in any merger. 

 
Warringah’s Reports and submissions on Local Government Reform 
 

13 December 2011 meeting 
Community Consultation on Warringah’s Discussion Paper (Local Government Reform) 

14 February 2012 meeting 
Submission to the State government on Draft Destination 2036 Action Plan 

14 September 2012 
Submission 1 to the Independent Local Government Review Panel 

11 December 2012 meeting 
Submission 1 to the Local Government Acts Taskforce 

25 June 2013 meeting 
Submission 2 to the Local Government Acts Taskforce 
Submission 2 to the Independent Local Government Review Panel 
Draft SGS report on Local Government Structural Reform, for public exhibition 

27 August 2013 meeting 
Final SGS report on Local Government Structural Reform, following community consultation 

25 February 2014 meeting 
Submission  3 to the Local Government Acts Taskforce on its final report 

25 March 2014 meeting 
Submission 3 to the Independent Local Government Review Panel on its final report 
Report on Regional Strategic Partnerships 

 

All submissions are available on Council’s website, warringah.nsw.gov.au  
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ATTACHMENT 2   FIT FOR THE FUTURE PROGRAM 

The State Government is introducing a range of reforms and legislative changes over the coming 
2-3 years which will help the local government sector become stronger and thrive well into the 
future.  These initiatives aim to help all councils with their performance, accountability and stability: 

 Reducing red tape 

 Review of the regulatory burden on local government 

 Review of the rating system 

 Strengthening Integrated Planning and Reporting 

 More flexibility in procurement 

 Clearer governance roles for Mayors, Councillors and General Managers 

 Auditor-General oversight of council finances 

 Improved performance indicators to benchmark and compare councils 
There is also a further select set of benefits available only to those councils that can demonstrate 
they are ‘Fit for the Future’ (FFF):   

 Priority access to State grants and funds 

 Access to low cost loans 

 More devolved planning powers e.g. re LEPs, development decisions etc 

 Streamlined process for special rate rises where warranted 

 More flexibility and simplicity in reporting requirements 
Councils can seek FFF endorsement in two ways - either by submitting a Council Merger Proposal 
or proving that it is FFF on its own in a Council Improvement Proposal.  Though some councils 
have been pursuing the Joint Organisations model during 2014, they are no longer considered a 
viable option by the NSW Government for Sydney councils. 

Figure 2.1 – State Government’s Fit for the Future timetable 

 

FFF Proposals are due for submission by 30 June 2015, for determination by an Expert Panel and 
the Minister for Local Government.  If the Expert Panel considers that a council’s Proposal is 
inadequate, then it will recommend to the Minister what actions would be needed to become FFF. 
For Merger Proposals, any approved merger should start being implemented from March 2016 and 
be completed by September 2016 when the next local government elections are held. 
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The Office of Local Government (OLG) is providing assistance in the FFF process including: 

 Access to a panel of Facilitators to assist councils in merger discussions (fully subsidised) 

 A Merger Business Case Panel to assist merging councils with studies (50% subsidy) 

 Incentives for voluntary mergers, starting at $10.5m to cover merger costs and additional 
funds to resource Local Transition Committees. 

Also recently announced is a FFF Technical Panel of experts to assist councils to prepare a 
Council Improvement Proposal (no subsidy is available). 

FIT FOR THE FUTURE CRITERIA 

Figure 2.2 The four categories of Fit for the Future criteria 

 

Scale and Capacity:  
The ‘threshold criteria’ is the Scale and Capacity criteria, which must be considered first before 
proceeding with any FFF Proposal. This is comprised of ten ‘outcomes-focussed’ elements, all if 
which Warringah currently meets: 

 Robust revenue base and discretionary spending capacity 

 Scope to undertake new functions and major projects 

 Ability to employ wider range of skilled staff 

 Knowledge, creativity and innovation 

 Advanced skills in strategic planning and policy 

 Effective regional collaboration 

 Credibility for more effective advocacy 

 Capable partner for State and Federal agencies 

 Resources to cope with complex, unexpected change 

 High quality political and managerial leadership 
 
Source: Fit for the Future guidelines, based on the Independent Local Government Review Panels’ 
final report (page 32). 
 
Financial health criteria: 
Councils also need to meet the Government’s FFF criteria across the following three categories 
which largely relate to financial health: 
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 Sustainability 

 Effective Infrastructure and Service Management 

 Efficiency 
Figure 2.3 shows Warringah’s results using the Government’s Self-assessment Template. 
Warringah currently fulfils all but one of these criteria with the reference year being 2013-14. 

Figure 2.3 Warringah results for financial health criteria 

 

The Infrastructure Backlog Ratio was only marginally outside the Government’s benchmark for the 
year 2013-14, with a result of 2.1% in contrast to the benchmark of under 2%. Council’s renewal 
program will bring this ratio below the benchmark during this current financial year 2014-15, thus 
enabling Warringah to satisfy all seven of the financial health criteria. 

IPART Review of Fit for the Future Assessment Criteria 

The NSW Independent Pricing and Regulatory Tribunal (IPART)* reviewed the FFF assessment 
criteria for the Premier.  This was largely to assess whether the criteria will contribute to the State 
Government’s stated objectives of local government reform, identify the likely outcomes of each 
criterion and recommend any amendments. * IPART (2014) Review of criteria for fit for the future – 
Local Government, Final Report – September 2014. 

In summary, IPART considers scale and capacity to be the threshold issues for councils, providing 
councils with economies of scale and scope, a more effective partnership with Government and to 
provide better infrastructure and services. That is, get the scale and capacity right first, and the 
other FFF criteria are more likely to be met. This is consistent with the Review Panel’s final report. 

 

IPART was generally satisfied with the other three categories of criteria, though IPART proposed 
amendments to the benchmarks and an additional measure of the Debt Service Ratio for the 
‘Effective Infrastructure and Service Delivery’ criteria.  IPART considers that if councils meet the 
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four sets of criteria they would be able to govern effectively, and have the capacity to both partner 
with the State and to reduce red tape and bureaucracy for business. 
 
IPART’s review provided detail on their assessment of each criterion, its definition, measures and 
benchmarks, as outlined below. 
 
Sustainability criteria 
Description 
The OLG has proposed measures for local government financial sustainability based on a 
definition developed by TCorp. This assesses councils to be financially sustainable when they can 
generate sufficient funds over the long term to provide the planned level and scope of services and 
infrastructure for communities as identified through the Integrated Planning and Reporting process. 

To demonstrate sustainability, the OLG considers that councils should provide evidence that:  

 Resources are prioritised and allocated based on an understanding of strategic requirements 
and community needs through the Integrated Planning and Reporting process 

 High priority operating and capital expenditure programs are managed and delivered with 
stability and predictability in the overall revenue burden 

 Resource allocation for service and infrastructure investment is based on an equitable 
distribution of the revenue burden (rates, user fees, charges and other income) for current 
and future generations (of ratepayers). 

 They can achieve an operating surplus. 
Measurement 
The OLG identified three measures to ensure that the criteria were relevant, robust and applicable 
to local government. 

 Operating Performance Ratio 

 Own Source Revenue Ratio 

 Building and Infrastructure Asset Renewal ratio. 
Importantly, two key considerations were adopted in this process. 

Firstly, the OLG sought to develop a simple set of measures that are defendable and provide 
insights into councils’ performance. Secondly, the benchmarks and comparisons were required to 
be fair and a reasonable basis to underpin assessments of councils’ performance for the ‘fit for the 
future’ framework. 

Infrastructure and service management criteria 
Description 
The OLG proposes that an effective council plans, designs, manages and delivers infrastructure 
and services in ways that optimize use of financial, human and natural resources to meet current 
and future needs. The OLG also proposes that council decisions regarding current and planned 
infrastructure and services should be undertaken in a transparent fashion.  It is considered that to 
demonstrate effective infrastructure and service management, councils should show that: 

 A strategy is in place that identifies infrastructure requirements based on analysis of existing 
provision and future need 

 Development, maintenance and renewal of infrastructure assets appropriately leverages 
operation and capital resources, funded by a combination of council finances and borrowing 
to reduce any backlog 

 It has a track record of success in working strategically with partners to deliver cost effective 
services that leverage opportunities of scale and scope 

 Service delivery unit costs represent value for money to the community 

 Infrastructure and service delivery meets the needs of communities as identified in the 
Integrated Planning & Reporting process 

 It has a successful track record in prioritizing resources, delivering infrastructure and 
operational programs and projects on time and to budget.  
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Measurement 
OLG has suggested two measures to assess this criterion: 

 Infrastructure backlog ratio. 

 Asset maintenance ratio. 

 Debt Service Ratio 
IPART made the following observations regarding this criterion: 

 It is essential that councils prepare Asset Management Plans and Delivery Programs to 
ensure good infrastructure management 

 A measure is required that will combine the use of council finances and borrowings to reduce 
backlogs 

 The criterion refers to service management but the selected measures do not assess service 
management. 

IPART proposed adding a new measure for infrastructure financing, i.e., the debt service ratio. This 
would ensure that councils consider whether they leverage their finances with borrowings to 
reduce infrastructure backlogs. 

Efficiency criteria 
Description 
The OLG considers that improvements in efficiency will be fundamental to ‘fit for the future’ 
councils and will contribute to: 

 Minimising unnecessary burden on business and the community that may arise through 
service delivery pathways, and 

 Maximising the focus on the customer, thereby improving front-line presence and 
contributing to more effective service delivery over time. 

The OLG also acknowledges that many factors affect efficiency and that it is difficult to measure. 
However, it proposes that councils have the capacity to achieve economies of scale and scope 
within their operations so that they can achieve operational efficiency without compromising the 
level of service provision they provide. 

Measurement 
The OLG uses a single measure for the efficiency criterion i.e., trends in a council’s ‘real 
operational expenditure per capita’. Although not explicit, the benchmark appears to be a 
downward trend in a council’s real operational expenditure per capita (real opex per capita) over a 
particular period of time. 

The OLG noted that operational expenditure could be measured against a range of factors such as 
population, assets or financial turnover. It determined that, in the context of improving service 
delivery and customer focus within Local Government, measuring efficiency relative to population 
is suitable and an acceptable approach for local government reform. 
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ATTACHMENT 3   CONSIDERATIONS FOR COMBINING COUNCILS 

Rationale for Scale and Capacity – Why Council mergers are proposed for NSW 

The Independent Local Government Review Panel recommended broad scale reform of the local 
government sector, to avoid fragmentation of resources, duplication of effort, and short-sighted 
management across the State’s 152 councils. With too many councils having inadequate strategic 
capacity, the Panel recommended mergers of council groups, based on a number of 
considerations *: 

 The need for increased scale and capacity:  to enable council sustainability, provision of 
adequate services and a strong partnership with government. Many NSW councils which 
now assert their importance and identity are actually the result of past amalgamations. 
 

 Metropolitan governance: There are too many councils in Sydney to effectively govern the 
metropolitan area. While the number of NSW councils has halved in the last 100 years, 
nearly all mergers and boundary changes have been outside Sydney, leaving a collection of 
too many small councils in the metropolitan area. 

 Sydney needs high capacity councils that can better represent and serve their communities 
on metropolitan issues, as more effective partners with State and Federal governments to 
address the challenges of growth and managing a 21st century global city.  Such Councils 
would have a greater capacity to mobilise resources to engage with stakeholders including 
communities, other councils, government and industry. 

 Improved performance: The Review Panel noted (* page 72) that there are strong links 
between amalgamation and: 

o efficiency and economies of scale 

o strategic capacity 

o service improvement and innovation. 

They recognised that higher capacity councils can improve efficiencies in both administration 
and operations, whilst also delivering better services and infrastructure. 

 Community Voice: While amalgamation potentially can diminish local democracy if is done 
poorly, there are examples of good outcomes using robust community governance structures 
(eg. local community boards) and effective community engagement practices. 

* From Chapter 10 of (* ILGRP (2013) Revitalising Local Government – Final report of the 
Independent Local Government Review Panel – October 2013). 

Size 

The Review Panel considered projected population growth through to 2031 when grouping 
councils together – see Figure 3.1 for the proposed Sydney groupings. Of the recommended 
mergers, none would be in the league of a ‘Supercouncil’ such as Brisbane or Auckland which 
have populations of over 1 million. Some Sydney councils are recommended to stand alone as 
their projected growth over the next 20 years confers a suitable scale eg. Sutherland, Penrith, The 
Hills, Campbelltown and Camden.   

Some of the ‘big picture’ benefits of merging to form councils of an appropriate size are outlined in 
Figure 3.2.  
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Figure 3.1: Sydney groupings recommended by the Review Panel 

 
 
Rationale for a northern beaches merger 

A new northern beaches council is the smallest merger recommended for Sydney. It would be 
similar to existing moderate-sized councils such as Sutherland or Penrith. 

Common Community of Interest 

The rationale of the Review Panel and the Government in merging the three northern beaches 
councils is based on commonalities and the need for a unified approach: 

 This is a natural grouping, constituting and ‘island’ in the metropolitan region, due to the 
close functional interaction and economic and social inks 

 The area needs integrated planning eg. of centres, coast, health, transport etc. 
(ILGRP (2013) Revitalising Local Government, October 2013, page 105).   

Research conducted for the Review Panel included a study of the similarities and differences of 
communities throughout NSW, as an aid to identifying common communities of interest (National 
Institute of Economic and Industry Research (2013) ‘NSW local government areas: similarities and 
differences – a report for the ILGRP, March 2013).   
 
This was used to cluster council areas into groups based on similar characteristics and challenges 
that are relevant to the role of local government, particularly in socio-economic aspects relevant to 
services, and the needs for suitable housing, transport and economic development. Measures 
were selected for analysis both as direct indicators of similar characteristics and as indicators of 
the factors which influence change, with the aim to group council areas with similar values of the 
various measures. 
 
Specifically, the study found that Warringah, Manly and Pittwater communities have strong 
similarities in: 

 age structure 

 household structure 

 birthplace 

 religions 

 labour market 

 income 
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 rate base 

 commuters 
While there were also some differences, there are far more similarities, and the report places the 
three northern beaches Councils in the same overall cluster within the Sydney area. 

Governance 

The northern beaches could be considered to be over-governed with three council administrations 
for a population of some 250,000 people. There is a total of 28 councillors, compared to 15 for 
populations of a similar or larger size in Sydney (eg. Sutherland, Blacktown).  

Partner councils in any merger discussions will be able to design a community governance model 
which is tailored to meet local needs across the new council area.  There is a spectrum of options 
that are working well in other larger councils, catering for a local voice in decisions and service 
provision.  This can include delegation of local services and budgets. 

Figure 3.2: Benefits to the community of merged Councils with suitable scale and capacity 
 

 

 
Source: PWC (2013) Preliminary Analysis of a Hills/Hornsby Council Merger. Price Waterhouse Coopers April 2013 

Financial benefits 

Comparative data from the Office of Local Government (2012-13) shows that: 

 Larger councils in Sydney are more efficient with lower operating cost/capita. 

 The smaller Manly and Pittwater cost much more to provide services than the larger 
Warringah 

 The cost of running the three separate councils in our region is likely too high for our 
population size (consolidated at $1,047/capita). Bigger councils similar to the size of our 
region have lower operating cost/capita eg. Sutherland at $891/capita 

The SGS study (2013) on reform options for our region also confirmed that councils operating at 
the right scale confer great benefits in terms of finances, assets and long-term sustainability. 
Estimated savings would be in the order of $257 million over 10 years across the region if the three 
councils merge, leading to improved infrastructure and community services, and reduced debt 
(SGS 2013). 

High 
capacity 

councils 
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Strategic benefits 

A single new Northern Beaches Council as it makes sense from a cultural, geographical, economic 
and planning perspective, namely: 

 A regional framework would provide a strong basis for priority setting with all tiers of 
Government.   

 

        

 Strategic capacity with government, service providers and other stakeholders would be 
significantly enhanced 

 Residents of a new Northern Beaches Council would have access to a wider range of 
community centres, libraries, childcare, parking arrangements and other services 

 A multitude of key stakeholders dealing with northern beaches councils would have the ease 
of dealing with one administration.  These include: 

o 80 State government bodies 

o 70 community and environmental groups 

o Over 50 sporting groups 

o 21 surf clubs 

o Business networks and forums  

Streamlined Operations 

The experience of pervious mergers shows that potential operational benefits include: 

 Increasing scale of services, removing duplicated efforts and improving service levels across 
the region 

Figure 3.3 The North East 
Sydney Planning sub-region  

The three councils of the 
northern beaches region align 
with the NSW Government’s 
North East Sydney Planning 
sub-region. 

Map source: NSW Planning 
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 Consolidating back-office functions such as finance, information systems, human resources, 
procurement, council property management, streamline plant and fleet 

 Maintaining and improving customer service across the region eg. customer service centres 
and online, community centres, compliance, waste management, childcare, libraries 

 Improving regional-scale management and planning of council buildings, roads, footpaths, 
stormwater, parks and sports fields, the natural environment and planning and development 

 

               

Map Source: Recreational space, North-East Subregion, NSW Planning 

 

Critical success factors for amalgamations  

In any merger there is a range of critical success factors to address in the stages for planning, 
implementation and transition. A broad summary is outlined in Figure 3.5, drawn from literature on 
merger experiences from Australia and beyond 

A merger needs to be well-planned, resourced and implemented to ensure the best outcomes.   

It is also vital to be aware of what has driven poor outcomes, such as: 

 An unnatural grouping of councils that is not functionally or financially sensible 

 Lack of planning, clear rationale and/or funding from the State government 

 Timetables that are too tight, preventing sufficient time for councils to set up a solid 
implementation plan 

 Insufficient resourcing of the skills and capacity needed for change management 

 Poor community engagement or staff engagement 

Figure 3.4 Recreational 
resources in the region 

Better resource sharing and planning 
is needed across the region, as 
highlighted by just some examples of 
recreational needs. 

Warringah currently resources and 
manages 86% of the region’s 
sportsfields plus Brookvale Oval and 
Warringah Recreation Centre.  These 
are patronised by residents from 
across the northern beaches and 
beyond, yet no other council 
contributes to their cost. 40% of the 
Warringah Aquatic Centre patrons 
come from outside Warringah, as do 
60% of Glen St Theatre patrons.  

Both Warringah and Manly manage 
aquatic centres, with Manly Council 
currently borrowing some $15m to  
upgrade Manly Swim Centre.  
 
Pittwater Council has also long been 
considering a new and third aquatic 
centre for the region.  Such decisions 
on needs, location and design of 
expensive assets such as these are 
not being based on assessment of 
the best use of the wider community’s 
resources. 

 

Current 

Potential  

Aquatic centres: 
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A mature approach to a potential merger would build in these considerations as an essential 
element of early and ongoing discussions. 

Figure 3.5 – Success factors for council amalgamations 

1. Planning 2. Implementation 3. Transition - new Entity 

• Sound business case 

• Good partnering 
approach with councils 
and State 

• Good external 
facilitators 

• Early agreement on 
structures, processes, 
rules 

• Identify communities of 
interest and what 
structures are needed to 
best serve them 

• Strong community 
engagement 

• Acknowledge and 
address barriers:  fear of 
unknown, loss of local 
control / identity  

• Strong staff 
engagement from the 
start 

• Robust level of due 
diligence 

• State funding towards costs 

• Good skills in negotiation, 
facilitation, planning for 
transition 

• Benefit of interim governance 
by an independent 
Administrator 

• Change program driven by 
possible local Transition 
Committee 

• Manage as a major change 
project for all stakeholders, 
staff and physical resources 

• Strong staff engagement, 
employee assistance 
programs and grievance 
procedures; clear comms on 
structure & job status 

• Good planning to avoid major 
disruption to systems 

• Reduce uncertainty for staff 
and communities: ongoing 
good communication on the 
shape of the new council and 
how to access services, 
information, representation 

• Administrator or timely election 

• New CEO 

• Strong leadership in early stages 
for setting a new culture and 
making tough decisions 

• Good capacity to manage the 
change process – structure, 
culture, operations 

• Reduce uncertainty: have all 
elements in place in reasonable 
timeframe for staff, councillors 
and communities 

• Demonstrate good service and 
responsiveness to community 

• Equalise: employment conditions, 
infrastructure and  service levels, 
rating policy 

• Good planning to rationalise  
strategic approaches, plans and 
asset management 

• 3-year transition period to 
integrate systems, assets, 
operations, staff levels 

 

Sourced from: Jeff Tate (2013) Assessing processes and outcomes of the 2004 Local Government boundary 
changes in NSW. Report for the Independent Local Government Review Panel; 
ACELG (2011) Consolidation in Local Government: A Fresh Look (2011), Volume 1, Section 6 (case studies,  
Australian Centre of Excellence for Local Government. 
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ATTACHMENT 4   COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT APPROACH 

The overall approach to community engagement – whether pursuing a joint Merger Proposal 
(Template 1) or an Improvement Proposal (Template 2) – will be founded on our Community 
Engagement Framework and Policy.  

The main drivers for undertaking the community and stakeholder consultation are: 

 Desire to establish a good foundation for any change process through open and transparent 
communication with the community.  

 Compliance with NSW Government requirements under the Fit for the Future program 

The overarching principles that would underpin the consultation approach are to engage early, 
transparently and honestly.  Specific objectives of the community engagement include: 

 To meet the consultation expectations of the broader Warringah community and businesses 

 To build on previous consultation (2011) on government reform 

 To provide easily accessible information and contact points within Council  

 To ensure that accurate, understandable and consistent information is delivered to the public 
and other stakeholders  

 To gain insight into the local context of the proposed reforms and address any issues or 
concerns as early in the project as possible and on a continuous basis 

Figure 4.1 outlines the proposed mix of community engagement activities that such a consultation 
warrants, depending on the type of Proposal to be prepared. The Government’s tight time lines will 
be considered for preparing a detailed community engagement plan.   

Figure 4.1 – Proposed community engagement activities 

Engagement activities Education/ 
communications 

Merger 
Proposal 

Improvement 
Proposal 

Project webpage – Your Say Warringah 
   

Media/ Manly Daily notices 
   

Emails to community database 
   

Flyers/ Warringah Matters  
  

Strategic Reference Groups  
  

Information stalls  
 

 

Online survey  
 

 

Public exhibition – invite submissions  
  

Community forum/ Drop-in session  
  

Other activities as needed, such as letterbox drop, flyers with rates, signs, banners      
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