
 
 

MAYORAL MINUTE NO. 12/2015 
 

LOCAL GOVERNMENT REFORM 
 

27 OCTOBER 2015 
Councillors,  
 
The debate about the much-needed reform of the local government sector has been ongoing 
for about four years. We are now reaching the business end of the discussion and it seems 
increasingly likely that the NSW Government will force the hand of councils it deems unfit to 
meet the challenges of the future.  What is very clear is that there will be fewer councils in 
Sydney and NSW in the future.  

Last week, the Independent Pricing and Regulatory Tribunal (IPART) released its report 
Assessment of Councils Fit For The Future Proposals - outlining which NSW councils are fit to 
remain in their current form and which are unfit. The Hills is one of the few councils to be 
considered fit for the future, however alarmingly, every single one of our neighbouring councils 
have been deemed unfit for a variety of reasons.  IPART used the recommendations of the 
Independent Local Government Review Panel as a pointer to possible mergers.  The Panel 
recommended no change for The Hills, but it did foreshadow a possible future merger with 
Hawkesbury City. 

Throughout this debate, there has been a lot of vocal opposition to reform, with many refusing 
to entertain any ideas that would even slightly affect the status quo. However, I’m proud of 
the fact that The Hills has not been one of those councils. 

I’m proud of the fact that The Hills has been a pro-reform Council. 

I’m proud of the fact that we were one of the first councils in the state to present a united, 
unanimous and positive plan for local government reform. 

I’m proud of the fact that IPART has assessed this council as being fit for the future. 

Council’s preferred position has been to adjust our boundaries with Hornsby, Hawkesbury and 
Parramatta, to unite divided suburbs, remove disruptive boundaries and create a new local 
government area that better reflects planning relationships, communities of interest and 
natural boundaries.  It also sought to use our strong position to do more.  However, it appears 
that the NSW Government’s reforms are not to be based on boundary adjustments, but rather 
full mergers between existing councils. 

On one hand, that is a positive outcome, especially as it seemingly puts to bed Parramatta’s 
grab for Hills Shire suburbs that lie south of the M2. Regrettably though, it does not solve the 
communities of interest issues that we currently see along our boundaries that our submission 
corrected. 

With our proposed boundaries essentially off the table, we now must consider what Council’s 
position will be going into the future. 

The NSW Government’s goal is to make Local Government more sustainable and more 
effective for all ratepayers in the long term. The NSW Government, following the release of the 
IPART report, has asked those councils that are fit - but surrounded by those that are unfit – 
for their preference on possible merger options, and that is something this Council should 
consider. Council has until November 18 to make a submission to Government. 



If agreement can be reached before November 18, financial incentives of $20 million to assist 
with merger costs and infrastructure support are available. It is the responsibility of each 
Council to consider its position and do so in the long-term interests of councils.  Only those 
councils who can agree to merge are eligible for the funding incentives on offer. While it is 
easy to sit back and bask in the glory of IPART’s findings that suggest we be left alone, it does 
not solve Local Government’s sustainability and “fitness” in our region. 

Of all our neighbours, Hornsby looks increasingly likely to merge with Ku-Ring-Gai, Parramatta 
looks like merging with Holroyd while Blacktown is not expected to merge with any other LGA. 
That leaves Hawkesbury as a possible long-term merger option with The Hills. Independent 
analysis from Ernst & Young has outlined potential savings of $60 million over 20 years if 
Hawkesbury was to merge with The Hills.  With the Government’s financial incentives currently 
on the table, is it opportune for The Hills Shire Council to consider bringing that future merger 
forward.  

The Hills Shire Council and Hawkesbury City Council have a lot in common and although this 
Council currently does not have a position on a full merger with Hawkesbury, this may change 
in light of the IPART report. As it states on page 60 of the report – “…analysis by Ernst & 
Young suggests a merger between Hawkesbury and The Hills may be a better alternative to 
Hawkesbury’s proposal to stand alone.” On Page 233, the report also suggests that the 
forecast savings of $60 million over 20 years through a Hills-Hawkesbury merger is a better 
alternative than the two councils standing alone.  

Setting aside the financial differences for a moment, there are a lot of similarities between the 
communities. Hawkesbury is predominantly rural – so is two-thirds of The Hills Shire with 
suburbs in the south of The Hills LGA being urban. A merger with The Hills would obviously 
address the fitness of Hawkesbury but overall, a Hills-Hawkesbury Council would result in a 
significant regional local authority in North West Sydney which will naturally grow to a 
population base that exceeds 360,000 by 2031.    

It is difficult to imagine that the NSW Government would not be tempted to merge The Hills 
and Hawkesbury now, despite IPART’s report. Especially considering the context of local 
government reform and the fact that the Government is looking to make a decision before 
Christmas and based on the financial strength of The Hills Shire compared to the relative 
weakness of Hawkesbury City. The Hills rightfully should decide whether to be proactive about 
it as we have done throughout the process. I hope we can come together as a Council and 
present a united, unanimous position on this issue. I ask my colleagues to give it some serious 
thought. It is a very important issue.   

Over the last decade, you would be hard pressed to find a more efficient, effective and 
financially prudent local government area in Australia. The Hills has gone from being virtually 
broke to having the strongest finances of any local government organisation in NSW. Our 
roads, parks and all other assets have been rated by T-Corp as being strongly managed and 
we are forecast to continue operating at a surplus for another ten years.  There will be 
concerns that the relative wealth of The Hills could be used to assist Hawkesbury, but at the 
end of the day, councils are a creation of the NSW Government and it might prove to be more 
prudent to take on the challenge and manage it now rather than ignore it and hope it goes 
away for two more years. It would appear from IPART’s report, the foreshadowing merger with 
Hawkesbury may be sooner than we think.  

Councillors, we must now consider the short-term and long-term future of this Council.  We 
could easily argue to remain as we are today particularly given we are fit for the future and 
that is an option for us. However, we may find that the decision is taken out of our hands; in 
which case we are better to have some say on our own future should we be pushed to merge, 
rather than leave it to the NSW Government to decide for us. 

  



 

MOTION 
 
Accordingly I move that: 

 
1. The General Manager provide a report to the Ordinary Meeting of Council scheduled for 

November 10 which considers future options for The Hills Shire before the 18 November 
2015 deadline. 

 
 

 
 
 
Councillor Dr Michelle Byrne 
MAYOR 
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