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Submission – Proposed Merger of Lockhart, Urana and Corowa 
Shires 
 
1. Executive Summary 
 

The NSW Coalition Government has formally proposed that Lockhart Shire 
be merged with Corowa and Urana Shires. 
 
This submission unreservedly refutes this proposal with the unanimous 
backing of its residents, in favour of the shire retaining its independence as 
a rural based council. 
 
Our submission sets out our rationale for taking this position with reference 
to the criteria set out in Section 263(3) of the Local Government Act. 
 
The most important points are as follows: 

• Lockhart Shire was assessed by IPART as being Fit for The Future. 

• The Independent Review Panel did not recommend Lockhart merge 
with either Urana or Corowa. 

• The decision appears to be politically motivated and illogical. 

• The stated financial savings are dubious and we contend that if 
retained in its current form, the probability is Lockhart Shire would be 
in a better position than if it merged. 

• Our farmland ratepayers will have their rate burden increased by 19% 
in the new entity. 

• The economic impact on the town of Lockhart will be disastrous with 
loss of the administrative centre and associated job losses. 

• There are scant communities of interest between Corowa and 
Lockhart, both on a personal and community level and from a regional 
linkage viewpoint. 

• Lockhart’s elected representation on the new entity will be 
decimated. Instead of the current 9 Councillors, the probability is that 
number will be reduced to 2, and the current numbers will be reduced 
from 27 to 9 across the 3 Councils. 

• The satisfactory service levels currently received by the Lockhart Shire 
community will suffer due to the tyranny of distance and lack of 
representation.  
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2. Introduction 

 
The NSW Coalition Government has formally proposed that Lockhart Shire 
be merged with Corowa and Urana Shires. 
 
On receiving this information on 18 December 2015, Mayor Peter Yates 
issued a media release stating in part that the proposal has been met with 
disbelief and dismay and a vow to overturn it at all costs.  He also said, “This 
proposed merger is completely out of left field.  We did not contemplate it 
and will fight it with all the means at our disposal.  Lockhart Shire has 
absolutely no community of interest with Corowa and it is comical to 
suggest we should merge.  I know that Corowa Shire has similar thoughts 
about Lockhart Shire.” 
 
In the Border Mail of 18 January 2016, Corowa Mayor Paul Miegel backs 
this up saying, “The community, as we are, are bewildered and puzzled by 
the inclusion of the Lockhart Shire in the proposal”.  He further says that the 
inclusion of Lockhart in the merger has come completely out of left field 
and, “There was never any interest from Lockhart Shire in coming our way, 
it wasn’t on our radar, it wasn’t in the Independent Panel report”.  He went 
on to say, “The geography, the logistics, the lack of community of interest, 
there are a number of concerns that we have with the proposal”.  These 
points made by the Corowa Mayor are completely in accord with Lockhart 
Shire’s view of this farcical proposal. 
 
In fact, the Mayors of Corowa, Urana and Lockhart met on 8 January 2016 
and agreed to reject the proposed 3 way merger, and instead, to support 
the merger of Corowa and Urana Shires with Lockhart Shire to remain 
independent as a rural based Council.  This handshake agreement stands.  
Without dwelling too much on how we got to this point in the journey, it 
wouldn’t be prudent to get to the main part of our submission without 
making some pertinent observations: 

• The Independent Review Panel’s Report ‘s first option for Lockhart 
Shire was to stand alone as a Rural Council, while a merger with Wagga 
Wagga was the second option. 

• We were one of the 52 proposals or 37% of all the Councils in NSW 
who were assessed as being Fit for the Future by IPART, having 
exceeded the seven benchmarks prescribed.  We were also one of 
only 9 Councils which were deemed Fit for the Future out of the 20 
which completed the Rural Council template as their IPART response.  

Page 4 of 30 



Lockhart Shire Council 
Submission – Proposed Merger of Lockhart, Urana and Corowa Shires 

 

• It appears the NSW Government has chosen to ignore the findings of 
both the Independent Review Panel and the IPART assessments, and 
has made a last minute political decision to propose this illogical 
merger of Lockhart with Corowa and Urana Councils. 

• We were first made aware of this possible merger proposal by Local 
Member Daryl Maguire just two days before the announcement.  In a 
late night telephone conversation he informed us that it could be 
announced, and subsequently it was.  This supports our belief that the 
proposal was a last minute decision, without any due diligence having 
been carried out or consultation sought. 

• At a meeting held on 11 January 2016, 200 members of our 
community, which equates to 7% of the total shire population, 
unanimously supported Council’s stance to renounce this merger 
proposal. 

• At the Public Inquiry Hearing on 4 February 2016, approximately 400 
or 13% of the shire population filled the Lockhart Ex Services Club to 
hear some 40 presentations which unanimously supported rejection 
of the proposal in favour of Lockhart Shire remaining independent as 
a rural based council. 

• General Manager Rod Shaw also attended the Public Hearings held at 
Corowa and Urana, where, in both cases, every speaker unanimously 
supported rejection of the proposal. 

 
The remainder of our submission addresses the criteria set out in Section 
263(3) of the Local Government Act, which are the factors you will focus on 
when making your recommendations to the NSW Government, and on 
which the NSW Government will determine its decision about the merger 
proposal. 
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3. The financial advantages or disadvantages of the proposal to the 

residents and ratepayers of the areas concerned 
 
Financial 

 
Some Facts About Lockhart Shire 

• We meet 7 out of 7 FFF benchmarks and have been deemed FFF by 
IPART. 

• Our TCorp Financial Sustainability Rating is sound and in the top 20% 
of the State. 

• We received a moderate rating from the NSW Government Local 
Government Infrastructure Audit. 

• On comparative information criteria extracted from the Office of Local 
Government, our results show we exceed most benchmarks.  Typical 
examples are, we have equivalent full time staff of 48 whereas our 
comparative group average is 70, and our expenditure on governance 
and administration per capita is $484 whereas our group average is 
$725. 

• Our most recent community satisfaction survey showed a high level of 
satisfaction with the level of services provided 

• The Merger Proposal Document shows our unemployment rate is 
3.2% compared to the regional state average of 7.3%.  The same 
document indicates the shire has experienced recent employment 
growth of 1.1% compared to a regional growth rate of 0.6%. 

 
These facts indicate strong financial and management capability and a 
healthy and prosperous economy. 
 
Financial Aspects of the Proposed Merger 

The Legislative Council’s General Purpose Standing Committee No. 6 found, 
in their inquiry into Local Government in New South Wales, “that the 
projected economic benefits of council amalgamations have been 
consistently overstated by the proponents of forced amalgamations and the 
costs and extensive diseconomies of scale caused by amalgamations have 
not been adequately explained by those same proponents.” 
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The Merger Proposal makes a number of financial and associated 
predictions which fail the test of close scrutiny.  These are outlined below: 

• It states the merged Council will deliver $7M in net financial savings 
over 20 years.  This equates to just $350K or less than 1% per annum.  
That level of savings is ridiculously small and it is hard to believe any 
corporate entity would agree to merge with such minimal savings 
expectations. 

• Remarkably, that same $350K saving is across the whole 3 shires, 
which when divided equally, is just $117K per annum per Council, and 
pro-rated on annual income equals only $90K for Lockhart Shire.  That 
is equivalent to the salary and on costs of just one employee!  
Relevantly, Lockhart Shire’s Improvement Action Plan endorsed by 
IPART, showed an average of $604K per annum additional income 
generated each year for the next 9 years.  Under this scenario, it is 
highly probable we would be in a better financial position if we remain 
independent than by merging. 

• It also states from 2020 onwards, the merger is going to make $800K 
in savings every year.  Earlier it stated that $7M savings will be 
generated over 20 years.  As 2020 is only 4 years away, 16 of the 20 
years remains and when multiplied by $800K per annum equals 
$12.8M. 

That implies over the first 4 years of operation, the merged entity will 
make losses of $5.8M.  If that is the case, it begs the question about 
the utilisation of the $5M grant from the Government to cover merger 
costs, and the other merger grant of $15M for provision of community 
and infrastructure assets! 

• It states reduced expenditure on Councillor fees of $400K without 
detailed backing.  There are currently 27 Councillors at an average of 
about $10K, totalling $270K per annum.  Current literature indicates 
in all probability, Councillor fees will be increased to recognise 
increased responsibilities - and to be more in accord with Victorian 
and Queensland counterparts - to $20K or $30K per annum.  If that 
eventuates and 9 Councillors are elected, the savings will be minimal, 
if at all! 
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• Figure 4 on Page 9 of the Merger Proposal shows projected Operating 

Performance ratios for the 3 Councils out to FY2025 and states the 
source as Council Long Term Financial Plans 2013-14.  The graph 
shows a sharply decreasing ratio for Lockhart for the years 2024 and 
2025.  Remarkably, Lockhart’s LTFP for 2013-14 only projects to 2023 
(10 year horizon), so the derivation for the year’s 2024 and 2025 are 
indeed questionable.  It is even more remarkable that Lockhart’s 
projection shows a flat line 12% positive ratio for the previous 8 years, 
so one would wonder in the absence of the data, why the trend wasn’t 
continued for the next 2 years instead of the sharply downward 
projection shown.  A continuation of the existing trend seems to have 
eventuated in those 2 years for both Corowa and Urana, but not for 
Lockhart!  It would have been even more revealing had the author 
checked the 2024 and 2025 projections contained within our IPART 
submission which, rather than a sharply decreasing ratio, shows an 
equally impressive increasing ratio. 

 
These factors cause council to be understandably sceptical about the 
credibility of the figures presented. 
 
The next issue concerns the likely variations in the current level of rates and 
charges should the new entity eventuate: 

• This goes straight to the heart of the Lockhart Shire farming 
community - our economic strength- and concerns the likely effect on 
farmland rates when the rating structures are unified.  Assuming that 
the same level of income will be levied by the new entity, the farmland 
rating information from the 3 Councils have been combined.  The 
outcomes on the level of the average rate payable per rating 
assessment varies considerably from that currently applicable.  In the 
new entity, the average rate for a farmer in Lockhart Shire will 
increase by 19%.  The Urana equivalent will decrease by 18%, while 
the Corowa equivalent will decrease by 4%. 

• Rate unification of other rating categories may also spring some 
surprises, with a number of winners and losers. 

• Similarly, harmonising of fees and charges may mean significant 
changes to current circumstances.  For example, a trailer load of waste 
to the Lockhart waste depot costs $7, while in Corowa it is $35, 
whereas Lockhart doesn’t charge for green waste while Corowa 
charges $15 per cubic metre.  
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Finally, Lockhart Shire has a mature, well maintained and managed asset 
management system, which has now paid dividends in delivering a zero 
infrastructure backlog.  Corowa have a reported 18% infrastructure backlog 
and Urana 12%.  Lockhart is concerned that in the new entity, its ratepayers 
will be penalised for that good management by postponement of works 
programmed for the existing Lockhart shire area and funds used to reduce 
existing infrastructure backlogs in the other 2 shires. 
 
At the end of the day, if the final decision on this merger proposal turns on 
the financial gains, the decision must be for the merger to not proceed, for 
reasonable financial gains are not evident from the Merger Proposal.  
Instead, our farmland ratepayers will pay an additional 19% per annum and 
will be further disadvantaged if the new entity postpones works programs 
in the Lockhart Shire area to pay for reducing infrastructure backlogs in the 
other 2 shires. 

 
Economic Impacts 

 “…in regional, rural and remote parts of the country, local councils also play 
a vital role in community sustainability.  For instance, the local authority is 
often the largest economic entity in any given shire, employing more people 
and spending more money than any other single business.  Council 
employees and their families typically constitute the bedrock of these small 
communities by sending their children to local schools, spending their 
incomes in local businesses, 28 joining local social and sporting clubs, and 
working in local voluntary associations, etc.  In short, in many rural shires, 
the downsizing of the local council through structural reform will inevitably 
mean the end of small towns and their local communities.  “It is thus evident 
that local councils constitute a critical factor in sustaining local 
communities.  It follows that any policy measures that adversely affect local 
councils, such as forced amalgamation, lower council income or less local 
council employment, will inevitably serve to threaten local community 
sustainability in small urban communities and country towns by diminishing 
the local economy and undermining the local social fabric.” 
 
Prof Brian Dollery & Stephen Goode, An Analysis of Structural Reform 
Options for Mingenew, Morawa, Perenjori and Three Springs Shires 2009 

 
This section outlines some of the adverse economic impacts which will 
occur in the Lockhart Shire if the merger proceeds.  
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Lockhart Shire plays a critical role in maintaining local community and 
economic sustainability.  These things go hand in hand, without which 
communities and hence economies, cannot survive.  We need their 
families, their employment and their contribution to the economy.  In 
short, the existence of Lockhart Shire Council constitutes an enormous 
public benefit not valued by the Merger Proposal but which nevertheless 
has a positive macro-economic effect on the viability of its communities. 
 
The first item is the effect of the proposal on employment in the town of 
Lockhart, because the majority of shire staff reside there and the effect will 
be far more evident than in our other urban centres.  This is very concerning 
and will undoubtedly lead to decline in the local economy.  The Merger 
Proposal intends to make savings by redeployment and shedding of staff.  
We estimate that out of 18 indoor staff members at Lockhart, at least 11 of 
those will be deployed to Corowa or be redunded following the 3 years of 
protected employment.  Including the multiplier effect, these job losses 
represent 8% of the total number of jobs in the town and will remove $2M 
per annum from the Lockhart economy.  A significant amount indeed! 
 
The economic effect of losing the shire headquarters, and the largest 
employer in the shire will also result in: 

• Loss of population, leading to reduction in school children which in 
turn will mean a reduction in the number of school teachers and other 
professionals – refer attached submission from Lockhart Central 
School. 

• Significant loss of business by the Community Bank.  If the merge 
proceeds and is based in Corowa, the new Council will use a Corowa 
Bank.  Corowa doesn’t have a Community Bank, so our current 
banking arrangements will transfer to the new bank in Corowa.  This 
will result in the loss of almost $3M in deposits, or 6% of the 
Community Bank’s total deposits from the Lockhart community.  The 
Community Bank has also delivered almost $1.3M back to our 
community via grants and sponsorships since its inception – funds that 
in its absence would probably need to be provided by Council.  This 
will be a huge loss to the Lockhart community in future if the shire is 
not located here. 

• Loss of professional people, many of whom are driving forces on local 
committees. 
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• Families leaving the area because of a projected lack of employment 
opportunities. 

• Probable changes in purchasing practices by the new entity will 
adversely impact local businesses.  Hardware and fuel purchases are 
two examples of this. 

• A decline in property prices due to the expected economic downturn 
with the probable redeployment of jobs to Corowa and the loss of 
shire headquarters. 

• Letters are attached from Greg Smith, garage proprietor, 
Mark Schirmer, manufacturer of metal goods, Alan Mulholland, 
earthmoving and gravel truck contractor and Jamie Campton, 
earthmoving and drain repair services, indicating the extent of effect 
on their businesses should a merger eventuate. 

 
Another important economic factor is the subsidies provided by our Council 
for special events and the economic effect it would have should the 
practice be discontinued by the new entity.  The Spirit of the Land Festival 
is one such event taking place annually in Lockhart for which Council 
provides a subsidy of $10K.  It is organised and run by volunteers, drawing 
5,000 people to the town for the annual two day event.  The economic 
benefits provided to the town, local businesses and the surrounding region 
is significant.  Based on an average spend of $131 per person per day, the 
Spirit of the Land Festival contributes $1.3M into the local and regional 
economy during the Festival period.  There is no guarantee Spirit of the 
Land or similar events will continue to get sponsorship under the new 
entity, which would be disastrous to the local economy. 
 
Similarly, if the merger proceeds, competition for economic development 
and tourism dollars will eventuate, and potential investors in the existing 
Lockhart Shire may be overlooked in favour of the stronger tourism 
precincts along the Murray River.  Our Council currently has a policy of 
support for industrial investors, however, it is unknown whether such 
support will continue. 
 
Council does support increased efficiency and achievement, but seriously 
questions whether the proposed merger will accomplish this without 
seriously eroding the economy of Lockhart. 

  

Page 11 of 30 



Lockhart Shire Council 
Submission – Proposed Merger of Lockhart, Urana and Corowa Shires 

 
4. The community of interest and geographic cohesion in the existing 

areas and in any proposed new area 
 
“Albury folk would quite rightly turn their noses up at having to travel to 
Wagga for a council meeting.  After all who would travel more than 100 
kilometres to participate in what is meant to be the ‘local’ level of 
government………….Lockhart and Corowa ratepayers face 240 kilometre 
round trips to each town………Proposed marriages of Lockhart, Urana and 
Corowa…are proving geography, just as much as finance, is worth 
considering in the fate of these shires.  It is apparent those in Sydney behind 
the plans have not understood the differences between communities which 
may share common ground on a map, but operate in different spheres.” 
Excerpt from editorial Border Mail Saturday 13 February 2016. 
 
Without doubt, there is minimal community of interest between Lockhart 
Shire and Corowa Shire.  Meaning no disrespect to Corowa Shire or its 
residents, it’s just a fact of life that the Lockhart Shire community has none 
or very little community of interest with that area.  Simply speaking, our 
base is the Riverina and Corowa Shire’s is the Murray.  While there is some 
community of interest with Urana Shire, there is minimal with Corowa 
Shire. 
 
The Merger Proposal under the heading ‘Shared Community Values and 
Interests’ would have the reader believe there are material communities of 
interest between Lockhart and Corowa, but at the very best, they are 
peripheral in nature, and certainly not valid and material points of 
argument. 
 
The scantness of communities of interest between the two areas are 
demonstrated in the following sections: 
 
Personal and Community 

• Lockhart Shire’s population is strongly rural based, whereas the 
majority of population in Corowa Shire is urban and live in towns along 
the Murray River.  This is highlighted by the fact that 81% of Corowa’s 
population is residential, with only 11% farmland.  Lockhart Shire on 
the other hand consists of 45% residential and 45% farmland. 
Lockhart’s largest business sector is agriculture whereas Corowa’s is 
manufacturing complemented by tourism. 
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• The City of Wagga Wagga is Lockhart Shire’s natural hub for the 

provision of higher level health, education and other government 
services for the region.  This is also the case for social activities, 
shopping, business (including livestock selling and agronomy services), 
and employment where these facilities are not able to be sourced 
locally.  Albury is the natural hub for residents of Corowa. 

Examples are social activities like eating out or going to the movies, 
shopping excursions and business connections for non-local 
availability, and employment.  This latter item is particularly relevant 
to the township of The Rock, which contains a large number of 
residents who prefer the country lifestyle but their place of 
employment is in Wagga Wagga.  Council has just opened an Out of 
School Hours facility at The Rock to provide a service for those families 
which make the daily commute to Wagga Wagga. 

• Sporting and Recreational activities are also substantially focused in 
the Riverina.  Local representative teams routinely travel to the north 
and east of the shire for inter town sporting events, and to Wagga 
Wagga, the hub for regional meets. Examples of Riverina links are little 
athletics, bowls, tennis and golf.  In all but one of these sports, Corowa 
Shire’s links are Victoria based leagues and divisions.  Australian Rules 
football and associated netball in Lockhart Shire are part of the Farrer 
League based around Wagga Wagga, and in the Hume League to the 
southwest with the majority of teams located in Greater Hume Shire.  
In the case of Corowa, the Australian Rules and netball links are with 
the Victoria based Ovens and Murray league. 

• The very simple reason for this reliance on Wagga Wagga and other 
towns in the Riverina is a consequence of distance.  Wagga Wagga is 
65Km from Lockhart and only 30Kms from The Rock.  Albury is 110km 
from Lockhart and 98kms from The Rock.  Those distances are 
increased to Corowa, it being 124kms from Lockhart, and 136kms 
from The Rock.  Travelling the extremities of the new entity from The 
Rock to Mulwala, the distance is 176kms or 2 hours 10 minutes’ drive. 

 
Regional 

The overwhelming regional focus for Lockhart Shire is based on Wagga 
Wagga, while Albury and northern Victoria are the focus of most of 
Corowa’s regional activities.  The following examples demonstrate the 
vastly different regional focus between the two areas: 
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• Wagga Wagga is the base for REROC, the Riverina regional group of 
Councils, and for the following government departments with which 
Lockhart Shire has much interaction:  

o Rural Fire Service 

o Regional Policing 

o State Emergency Services 

o Riverina Regional Tourism 

o Regional Development Australia 

o Culture and Arts 

o Local Land Services. 
 
Albury is the regional base for these services in the Corowa Shire, and in 
some cases include groupings into northern Victoria: 

• Riverina Water provides water services to the Shires of Lockhart and 
Urana, while Corowa Shire undertakes its own water supply services. 

• In the case of Roads and Maritime Services and Riverina Regional 
Library, Wagga Wagga is the regional centre for the whole three 
shires. 

• In the larger political environment, the proposed new entity will 
probably be split between government electorates.  In NSW, Lockhart 
is currently based in the seat of Wagga Wagga, while Corowa and 
Urana are based in the seat of Albury.  Federally, all three councils are 
based in the seat of Farrer centred on Albury, although it has recently 
been announced that from the next Federal Election, Lockhart will be 
based in the seat of Riverina, centred on Wagga Wagga.  This is hardly 
an ideal situation, as each area has to vie for community grant funds, 
and splitting of electorates may lead to controversy over funding 
allocations.  There may be some advantages for advocacy, with two 
members to lobby for the issues of the day, but only if they are in 
agreement.  Sussan Ley, Minister for Health and Member for Farrer 
states in the Border Mail of 28 January in a comment on the merger, 
“I do not consider it particularly effective when local government areas 
are split across state and federal electorates, doubling the working 
relationships needing to be maintained by local councils to help secure 
vital funding”. 
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5. The existing historical and traditional values in the existing areas 

and the impact of change on them 
 
The traditional high level of volunteerism that takes place in the Shire need 
to be highlighted.  Volunteerism saves this Council approximately $750K 
per annum.  Our Council operates 15 volunteer Committees under Section 
355 of the Local Government Act that otherwise would need to be carried 
out by Council staff.  These Committees manage recreation facilities, 
showgrounds, public halls and museums spread all over the shire area.  To 
enable these Committees to operate, Council pays these groups an annual 
subsidy out of which the Committees pay some of their operating 
expenses.  If Council staffed these activities, our rates would need to rise 
some 25% to cover the costs. 
 
Council also supports its community groups by providing interest-free loans 
and grants to aid specific projects auspiced by the groups. 
 
Our concern is if this merger proceeds, the localism, and the cohesion of 
volunteers and staff working together will be lost in the bureaucracy of a 
larger organisation, and the passion demonstrated by the Committees may 
wane leading to their eventual disbanding.  If this occurs, these small 
communities are in danger of perishing.  As well as this, there will be a loss 
of local knowledge, loss of familiarity and loss of close working 
relationships between the volunteer groups and Council. 
 
This situation is far more probable should the new entity discontinue the 
annual subsidies that our Council pays to support these hard working 
groups. 
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6. The attitude of the residents and ratepayers of the areas concerned 

 
The residents and ratepayers of Lockhart Shire have been steadfastly 
passionate about their loyalty and their desire to remain independent as a 
rural based council since the beginnings of the Fit for the Future program 
some 4 years ago. 
 
This is ably demonstrated as follows: 

• Two busloads of residents travelled to Junee in 2013 to voice their 
opposition to Professor Sansom against the possible merge of Wagga 
Wagga and Lockhart. 

• Public consultation prior to the IPART submission last year was 
unanimous in its support for the continuation of the shire as an 
independent entity. 

• At the council meeting held on 11 January 2016, 200 residents and 
ratepayers were unanimously against the proposed merger with 
Corowa and Urana and supportive of Lockhart retaining its 
independence. 

• At the public enquiry held on 4 February 2016, 400 residents and 
ratepayers once again came out in force to reiterate their wish for 
Lockhart Shire to remain an independent rural based Council. 

• Residents and ratepayers acknowledge that change is required but 
disagree with the proposed merger given there is: 

o no shared community of interest  

o that Lockhart was deemed Fit for the Future  

o the proposal ignores the extensive consultation process that was 
completed by each Council with their respective communities  

o community satisfaction surveys have shown a high degree of 
satisfaction with the services currently being provided  

o the adverse effects a merger will have on local towns, businesses 
and communities, and  

o the negative long term effects on the whole shire area. 
  

Page 16 of 30 



Lockhart Shire Council 
Submission – Proposed Merger of Lockhart, Urana and Corowa Shires 

 
7. The requirements of the area concerned in relation to elected 

representation for residents and ratepayers at the local level, the 
desirable and appropriate relationship between elected 
representatives and ratepayers and residents and such other 
matters as considered relevant in relation to the past and future 
patterns of elected representation for that area. 
 
There is a large discrepancy between the populations of the three shires 
proposed to merge. Lockhart’s population is 3000, Urana’s is 1200 and 
Corowa’s is about 11,500. We are unsure how many Councillors will be 
mandated for the new entity, however, assuming 9 Councillors, this is a 
reduction of 18 from the current number of 27. Simple maths will dictate 
that the majority of Councillors will come from the existing Corowa Shire 
area, with the current shire areas of Lockhart and Urana likely to have only 
2 or maybe 3 representatives combined. It is also relevant that in the new 
entity, the residents per Councillor will increase to 1742, a 5 fold increase 
on the current Lockhart Shire ratio of 342 residents per Councillor. 
 
Set out below are a number of reasons why this change will have negative 
connotations for the Lockhart Shire community: 

• The large distances required to represent the community in every day 
issues, as well as to attend Council and Committee meetings will be a 
disincentive for candidates to stand for election.  Absence of able 
candidates would be disastrous for local democracy, the ability for 
local issues to be heard, to lobby for projects, and to ensure a fair 
share of funding is allocated to our local area. 

• Assuming 2 candidates are elected from the Lockhart Shire area, they 
will not only have to cover the same area as 9 Councillors did 
previously, they will also need to familiarise themselves with the rest 
of the larger area so that they can take part in meaningful discussions 
including the important task of allocation of funds.  This would be a 
monumental task for the new Councillors. 

• Lockhart’s interests would need to be safeguarded by a strong voice 
from our representatives or run the risk that funds may not be evenly 
distributed.  When the budgets of the 3 former Councils are 
combined, many millions of dollars will be available for distribution.  
When jostling for allocation of funds occurs it is easy to imagine that 
favouritism will be afforded to the area that has the majority of votes. 
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Our representatives will be hard pressed to ensure that fair and 
appropriate funding is allocated to our area. 

• Because our area will have a small number of representatives, the 
smaller and more isolated communities will suffer through loss of 
interest and care– the further from the seat of power the more 
invisible an area becomes. 

• There will also be loss of access to local knowledge and loss of local 
interaction between representatives and the community – localism 
will disappear. 

  

Page 18 of 30 



Lockhart Shire Council 
Submission – Proposed Merger of Lockhart, Urana and Corowa Shires 

 
8. The impact of the proposal on the ability of the council to provide 

adequate, equitable and appropriate services and facilities. 
 
Council’s most recent community survey showed a high level of satisfaction 
by residents with services provided.  There are a number of reasons why 
our residents believe that this situation may not continue if the merger 
takes place: 

• The major population centre of Corowa is not central to the new 
Council area. This would make the efficient and effective delivery of 
services across such a large area difficult and expensive, unless 
existing levels of resources and service centres are retained thereby 
challenging the financial justification of the proposal. 

• The tyranny of distance will: 

o Make Council headquarters inaccessible to many residents, 
particularly those aged and infirm 

o Lead to long term diseconomies of scale and/or reduced levels of 
service to residents. 

• The lack of public transport between Lockhart Shire and Corowa will 
severely disenfranchise those who rely on those services for transport. 

• Inconsistent regulatory requirements will continue to apply after the 
merger as the majority of tradespeople who service Lockhart Shire, 
are either based in the Shire or operate from Wagga Wagga, 
Narrandera and Albury, not from Urana or Corowa. 

• The progress currently being made by community groups and leaders 
who work closely with our Council to progress beneficial ideas will be 
severely affected by the distances involved. The current face-to-face 
interactions have built trust, understanding, and a real sense of a 
shared mission, leading to positive outcomes. 
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9. The impact of the proposal on the employment of the staff by the 

council 
 
As Lockhart Shire is one of the least populated merger partners, significant 
employment disruptions will occur to the indoor staff as a result of this 
merger.  As pointed out previously, it is anticipated that about 11 of the 18 
current indoor staff members will be eventually redeployed to Corowa or 
made redundant at the end of the 3 year protected employment period.  
This is a serious issue for indoor staff members who are obviously worried 
about their future job opportunities.  Even if they obtain permanent 
employment in the merged Council, they may still have to relocate to an 
area not necessarily of their choosing to continue to work within their 
chosen profession and industry.  The stress and uncertainty surrounding 
the proposed merger has created a climate of apprehension and instability 
regarding future livelihood, which in turn diminishes morale and work 
output while the future remains uncertain.  These issues exist through no 
fault of their own, and lifestyle and family circumstances are in danger of 
being undermined. 
 
Some specific issues are as follows: 

• Senior staff’s employment tenure will be immediately threatened. 

• Redeployment of staff to other offices will have a detrimental effect 
on work/life balance and family dynamics.  This is especially true for 
families with young children. 

• Staff would be required to travel across a significantly extended area, 
which makes the delivery of services less efficient and increases their 
WHS risks. 

• Although non- senior staff are guaranteed 3 year’s employment, there 
is no guarantee that they will be allowed to continue in their current 
role. 

• The Lockhart Shire area provides work opportunities for partners of 
staff members including teachers and paramedics.  If staff are 
redeployed, the partners will leave as well, leaving gaps to fill in 
professions in which vacancies are typically more difficult to replace 
in smaller rural areas. 
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10. The impact of the proposal on any rural communities in the 

resulting area 
 
Plainly stated, if the shire boundaries change, people’s habits won’t.  They 
will continue with their current ways of doing business and conducting their 
personal, recreational and social affairs. 
 
The following impacts on rural communities will result if the merger 
proceeds: 

• It is highly unlikely that residents will drive all those extra kms to their 
new seat of governance and this will lead to a huge loss of local 
interaction with the Council. 

• Currently, people know Council and Councillors and staff know the 
people and the makeup of the communities.  This will be increasingly 
evident in our smaller, more isolated communities. 

• Because our area will have a reduced number of representatives, the 
smaller and more isolated communities will suffer through loss of 
interest and care. 

• There will also be loss of access to local knowledge and loss of local 
interaction between representatives and the community – localism 
will disappear. 

• Lack of proximity to head office will severely affect those people 
wanting to meet with Council staff, to pay bills or make enquiries in 
person. 

• No public transport directly connecting Lockhart to Corowa, which 
emphasises the lack of communities of interest, because if strong 
communities of interest were apparent, some form of public transport 
would be available through popular demand. 

• Possible reductions in services to aged and disadvantaged in small 
scattered communities and isolated areas will have negative impact 
on these vulnerable residents’ environment and lifestyle. 
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11. The desirability (or otherwise) of dividing the resulting area or areas 

into wards 
 
Our election laws dictate that Councillors need to be elected by obtaining 
a quantum of votes either from the whole of the relevant area, or if there 
are wards, the number of electors in each ward needs to be plus or minus 
10% of electors spread across the whole area. 
 
The use of wards works well when the population is reasonably distributed 
throughout the area, as in the current Lockhart Shire. If the new entity 
eventuates, the population is predominantly concentrated along the 
Murray River and spread sparsely across the rest of the area. Consequently, 
wards would not be effective, and a whole of Council election would enable 
a fairer distribution of representation. 
 
To illustrate, if 3 wards were in place and there are 9 Councillors to be 
elected, the concentration of population along the Murray River in the 
current Corowa Shire would result in 2 wards being located in that area. 
This means that the remainder of the area will need to be covered by only 
1 ward. That ward would comprise the whole of the current Lockhart and 
Urana Shire areas, and about half the rural area of the current Corowa 
Shire. A big task indeed for 3 representatives to successfully cover that very 
large area. Consequently the remaining 6 Councillors would represent a 
comparatively small land area with a high population density. 
 
The alternative would be a whole of council area election where electors 
vote for candidates spread across the whole area. In that situation the 
Councillors would represent the whole of the shire area, not just their local 
ward. This would reduce ward specific bias and ensure that Councillors take 
the whole area into account in the decision making process. It should also 
encourage the new Councillors to concentrate their thought processes on 
the newly constituted area rather than the natural tendency to focus on 
the pre-existing individual shire areas. 
 
A more democratic outcome would eventuate. 
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12. The need to ensure that the opinions of each of the diverse 

communities of the resulting area or areas are effectively 
represented; and any other factors relevant to the provision of 
efficient and effective local government in the existing and 
proposed new areas 

 
“Queensland saw the greatest resistance to amalgamation in the smaller 
communities that were fearful of their services and voice diminishing at the 
hands of a larger community.  For many Queensland communities these 
fears were realised with the closure of local customer service centres.  The 
closure of service centres rightly gave these communities the impression 
that local service delivery was no longer a priority.  While the economic 
assessment made sense, the changes immediately impacted on the 
proposition of a united region and sowed the seeds for ongoing distrust of 
the new Queensland local governments. 
 
Locals and mayors in those areas said, “NSW should learn from mistakes 
made in their shires, which they said were merged against residents' wishes 
with councils that had incompatible cultural and geographical differences”. 
 
Excerpt from ABC Online Tuesday 16 February 2016 about the Queensland 
mergers in 2008, and credited to David Crisafulli, former Minister for Local 
Government in Queensland and Deputy Mayor of Townsville Council. 
 
This quote is particularly relevant to Lockhart Shire’s situation where there 
is strong resistance to this merger proposal for: 

• fear of economic downturn  

• closure of service centres and  

• incompatible cultural and geographical differences. 

 
Without the support of the communities affected by the merger, the 
likelihood of building long-term community capacity and effective 
partnerships would be challenging. 
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13. Conclusion 

 
Many points have been raised in this submission, each of which add weight 
to our communities and our Council’s decision to renounce this proposed 
merger. 

• Except for the unknown quantity of additional scale and capacity, the 
case for the inclusion of Lockhart has not been made. 

• Our financial position is sound and we have been assessed by IPART 
to be Fit for the Future. 

• We have an Improvement Action Plan in place to increase our Own 
Source Revenue to an acceptable industry level. 

• We have sufficient reserves to withstand any short-term shocks or 
emergencies. 

• We have embarked on a new economic development strategy to 
increase our population. 

• Our most recent community satisfaction survey shows a high degree 
of satisfaction with the level of services provided. 

 
On the other side of the ledger: 

• the financial benefits of the merger proposal are dubious to say the 
least. 

• The negative economic effects on the town of Lockhart will be 
disastrous. 

• Our representation on a merged Council will be reduced from 9 to 2. 

• We have very little communities of interest with the largest merger 
partner. 

• We have no guarantees that the current levels of service within our 
shire will be continued.  Not only may they fall, but our farmland rate 
payers will be required to pay an additional 19% per annum for the 
privilege. 
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In addition, both local state MP’s are on record as opposing Lockhart’s 
inclusion in the merger.  Similarly, our Federal Health Minister and Local 
Member for Farrer, Sussan Ley has denounced it, as well as the Federal 
Member for Riverina, Michael McCormack.  Former Deputy Prime Minister 
and local resident Tim Fischer similarly opposes it. 
 
We urge you to recommend to the Minister for Local Government, 
Mr Paul Toole, that the three way merger not proceed and allow Lockhart 
to retain its independence as a rural based Council. 
 
 

      
Cr Peter Yates      Rod Shaw 
MAYOR       GENERAL MANAGER 
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14. Attachments – Comments from Five Concerned Business and 

Community Organisations 
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