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[bookmark: _Toc401138359]Introduction
IPART will assess each application against the criteria set out in the Office of Local Government’s (OLG) Guidelines for the preparation of an application for a special variation to general income for 2015/2016 (the Guidelines).  Councils should refer to these guidelines before completing this application form.[footnoteRef:1]   [1:  	The Guidelines are available at www.olg.nsw.gov.au] 

Each council must complete this Part B application form when applying for a special variation to general income either under section 508A or under section 508(2) of the Local Government Act 1993.
The Part B form must be completed together with the Part A (spreadsheet) form for both s508(2) and s508A applications.  The Guidelines also require the council to have resolved to apply for a special variation.  You must attach a copy of the council’s resolution to make a special variation application.  IPART’s assessment of the application cannot commence without it.
[bookmark: _Toc401138360]Completing the application form
This form is structured to provide guidance on the information we consider necessary to assess a special variation application.  To complete the form, the council will need to respond to questions and insert text in the boxed area following each section or sub-section.  
The amount of information that a council provides will be a matter of judgement for the council, but it should be sufficient for us to make an evidence-based assessment of the application.  Generally, the extent of the evidence should reflect the size of the variation sought.  More complex applications or requests for  a high cumulative percentage increase should be supported by stronger, more extensive evidence.
Councils may submit additional supporting documents as attachments to the application (refer to section 8).  These should be clearly identified in Part B and cross-referenced.  We prefer to receive relevant extracts rather than complete publications, unless the complete publication is relevant to the criteria.  You should provide details of how we can access the complete publication should this be necessary.
We publish Fact Sheets on how IPART assesses special variations and on the nature of community engagement for special variation applications.  These will assist in preparing the application. The latest Fact Sheets on these topics are dated October 2014 and are available on IPART’s website.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  	See www.ipart.nsw.gov.au.] 

We may ask for additional information to assist us in making our assessment.  If this is necessary, we will contact the nominated council officer.
This application form consists of:
Section 2 – Preliminaries
Section 3 – Assessment criterion 1
Section 4 – Assessment criterion 2
Section 5 – Assessment criterion 3
Section 6 – Assessment criterion 4
Section 7 – Assessment criterion 5
Section 8 – List of attachments
Section 9 – Certification.
[bookmark: _Toc366160403][bookmark: _Toc401138361]Using the Council Portal to submit the application
All councils intending to apply for a special variation must use the Council Portal on IPART’s website to register as an applicant council and to submit an application.
The Portal is at http://www.ipart.nsw.gov.au/Home/Industries/Local_Govt.  The User Guide for the Portal will assist you with the registration and online submission process.  If you experience difficulties please contact Himali Ranasinghe on (02) 9113 7710 or by email himali_ranasinghe@ipart.nsw.gov.au
Councils intending to submit an application under either section 508(2) or section 508A must notify us of their intention to apply by COB Friday, 12 December 2014. 
Councils should submit their applications via the Portal.  File size limits apply to each part of the application.  For Part B the limit is 10MB.  The limit for supporting documents is 70MB for public documents and 50MB for confidential documents.  These file limits should be sufficient for your application.  Please contact us if they are not.
We ask that councils also submit one hard copy of their application to us (with a table of contents and appropriate cross referencing of attachments).  Note, early in 2015 IPART will be relocating to the following address:
Local Government Team
Independent Pricing and Regulatory Tribunal
PO Box K35, 
Haymarket Post Shop NSW 1230
Level 15, 2-24 Rawson Place, Sydney NSW 2000  
We must receive your application via the Council Portal no later than COB Monday, 16 February 2015.
We will post all applications (excluding confidential content) on the IPART website.  Confidential content may include part of a document that discloses the personal identity or other personal information pertaining to a member of the public or whole documents such as a council working document and/or a document that includes commercial-in-confidence content. Councils should ensure that documents provided to IPART do not expose confidential content.
Councils should also post their application on their own website for the community to access.
[bookmark: _Toc401138362]Preliminaries
[bookmark: _Toc401138363]Focus on Integrated Planning and Reporting
Councils must identify the need for a special variation to their General Fund’s  rates revenue as part of their Integrated Planning and Reporting (IP&R) process.[footnoteRef:3]  The IP&R documents will need to be publicly exhibited and adopted by the council prior to it submitting its application to us.  Also refer to section 6 for a more detailed explanation. [3:  	The OLG’s October 2014 Guidelines and the IP&R Manual outline this link between the special variation and the IP&R process.] 

The key IP&R documents are the Community Strategic Plan, Delivery Program, Long Term Financial Plan and, where applicable, the Asset Management Plan.  A council’s application may also include supplementary and/or background publications used within its IP&R processes.  You should refer to these documents to support your application for a special variation where appropriate.
[bookmark: _Toc401138364]Key purpose of special variation
At the highest level, indicate the key purpose(s) of the special variation by marking one or more of the boxes below with an “x”.

	Maintain existing services
	[bookmark: Check4]|X|

	Enhance financial sustainability
	|X|

	Environmental services or works
	[bookmark: Check3]|_|

	Infrastructure maintenance / renewal
	[bookmark: Check1]|X|

	Reduce infrastructure backlogs
	|_|

	New infrastructure investment
	[bookmark: Check2]|X|

	Other (specify)
	[bookmark: Check5]|_|


You should summarise below the key aspects of the council’s application, including the purpose and the steps undertaken in reaching a decision to make an application.  

The Special Rate Variation (SRV) application is made to address financial and infrastructure funding challenges set out Weddin Shire council’s Long term Financial Plan (LTFP) (Attachment 3).  The LTFP demonstrates that business as usual is not an option as the deficit position in 2025 will be $3.4 million. The SRV along with a review of the Assets Management Plan (AMP) (see Attachment 10), consequent changes in levels of service over the next three years, and a reduction in depreciation of 30% as projected and justified in the LTFP will see a return to a small surplus by 2020 of $151,000.
The SRV will also allow council to maintain community assets and services in line with an AMP that will more closely reflect the community expectations. These expectations were determined through extensive community consultation and surveys and had regard to the community’s expressed capacity to pay. The result will see the rebuilding of a swimming pool as an Aquatic Centre and the construction of a new Medical Centre. The Aquatic Centre replaces a facility that is failing. Recurrent maintenance, closures for water treatment, as well as loss of water through leakage, threatens the ongoing capacity of the facility to meet the needs of the community. A new medical centre is critical to the ongoing provision of medical services in the community. The need to service an aging community as well as a stable younger population is essential to the survival of the Shire as a significant farming, education, warehousing and health sector delivering some $156 million in gross regional product (GRP) (Refer Attachment 13).
Weddin is a small rural council and has been identified in the Fit For The Future (FFTF) Report as a potential ‘rural council’. It is serving the community with limited resources including 58 full time equivalent staff and manages an annual budget of approximately $9 million. WSC is currently debt free, internally restricted reserves along with borrowings will be utilised to address the modest capital projects proposed in the Delivery Plan (Aquatic and Medical Centre). This is essential to ongoing basic service delivery.
Council has a very low historical rates base, has not previously increased its rates above the rate pegging level and has always increased rates by the minimum amount. This is the Council’s second consecutive application for a SRV with the previous application deficiencies addressed as follows:
•	IPART indicated that Council needed to make the impact of the SRV clear by rating category. The Council has made clear the impact of the rates changes, by percentage and value, in terms of rate categories (Attachment 5). The fact sheet that was distributed as part of the community consultation included indicative average general rate increases, illustrating the dollar and percentage impacts in the rating categories. The consultation material also noted that a new land valuation is required to be used in 2015/16 which will also impact on rates paid. The new valuations could not be used in the indicative rate information as they were not known at the time of consultation.
•	The rate category comparison to the group 9 councils[footnoteRef:4] was regarded as having anomalies in the farmland and business rate. This continues to be at variance. The anomaly has been due to a policy position by Council to reflect the capacity of those holding farmland to pay following the 10 year drought and also the relative isolation of their businesses compared with those closer to Grenfell, the major centre. However, in terms of neighbouring councils to Weddin, the farmland rates (Cowra) and business rates (Bland) are similar. It is intended to review these ‘anomalies’ following the FFTF determination[footnoteRef:5]. [4: Office of Local Government Group 9 Councils are defined as Rural Council with a population of between 1,000 – 5,000. ]  [5:  In terms of Farmland rates Cowra has similar agricultural land type to Weddin and in terms of business rates Bland business centre is similar to the Weddin (Grenfell) business centre and the rates for both these categories are exactly similar.] 

•	A hardship policy (Attachment 7) has now been developed and was highlighted in the fact sheet that accompanied community consultation. The Hardship Policy has also been made available via Council’s website and communicated to prospective beneficiaries by Council staff.
•	Council has included information on its commitment to cost containment and efficiencies in the application. The FFTF process has identified other opportunities to share backend business support across the pilot Joint Organisation (JO).
•	An external consultant has been engaged to support the SRV application development and also to review the LTFP that will also inform the operational plan and the delivery plan into the future.
The Special Rate Variation (SRV) is made to respond to the need to provide and replace major community infrastructure and to facilitate a sustainable financial future.
The SRV seeks to fund the following infrastructure which has strong community support:
•	Demolition and reconstruction of the Weddin Aquatic Centre
•	The construction of a new medical centre
The financial sustainability of the council as established in the Long Term Financial Plan (Attachment 3) identified that an increase in rates is essential if the Shire is to be able to sustain a level of service expected by the community around the centre of Grenfell and its surrounds (Attachment 6).
Weddin Shire Council has resolved to sustain its service delivery with a view to:
•	Fund assets management to a level in line with community expectations
•	Meeting community expectations in terms of ongoing service delivery
•		Meeting shifting costs and services to the Shire, especially in insurances, fire services and medical service support
•	Meeting rising power and utility costs
•	Meeting public liability and insurance costs
•		Meeting fixed operating costs which have increased beyond rate pegging over time

Failure to provide basic community infrastructure will lead to major social dislocation for a community that increasingly relies upon the local service delivery. Such reliance is evident in the decreasing capacity of the community to afford to travel to access facilities and have limited opportunity to “vote with their feet” and move to new areas that can offer services as this is at a price point beyond their financial capability[footnoteRef:6]. [6:  Weddin ranks 44 on the Economic Index Rating which places it in the lowest third which indicates capacity to access services is limited. ] 


The following is a summary of the key elements of the application:

	Special Variation Sought
	Section 508A application of fixed 7% per annum inclusive of the Rate pegging allowance for 4 years, after which the increases would form the new base rate.

	Revenue to be raised by the Special Rate Variation
	$3,530,540 cumulative Net Present Value over 10 years

	Support for Capital Projects
	Those under 55 strongly supported both facilities with the health centre rated the most important (72%), over 55s (67%). For the aquatic centre, the support from under 55 (60%), over 55s (54%) (Attachment 6).

	Overall community support for the Special Rate Variation
	The lowest average weekly increase supported by the community was $3.85. Some 96% support an increase. Only 3.65% are not prepared to pay any increase (Attachment 6).

	Operating Margin 2019/20 with variation
	1.2%

	Operating Margin 2019/20 without variation
	-26.0%

	Operating Margin 2023/24 with variation
	3.1%

	Operating Margin 2023/24 with variation
	-26.1% (Attachment 3)



Community Preparedness to Pay:
Consultation on the increase has been through a wide variety of processes over a number of years. Community priorities were established based on extensive consultation on the provision of services as part of developing the initial Delivery Plan adopted by the Shire under the Integrated Planning & Reporting IP&R framework. This involved partnership with the community in developing the Community Strategic Plan (CSP) utilising the 10 Melbourne principles[footnoteRef:7]. The consultation targeted key sectors as well as the general community and included consultation with the older, younger, isolated and socially disadvantaged residents. There was press advertising, surveys including among students at the local schools, 1850 newsletters sent out to all households, as well as five community workshops. There were also individual visits to business in the Shire, a Council staff survey, and a civic leadership discussion night. In all, some 380 residents directly participated in the process or 10% of the total population and some 30% of those of voting age. The comprehensive CSP report is attached (Attachment 1). The CSP also links to the State Plan goals. [7:  http://www.sustainablemelbourne.com/visions/the-melbourne-principles-for-sustainable-cities/
] 

The Delivery Plan (Attachment 2) reflects the CSP’s objective of building a progressive community with solid and sustainable levels of service. This was expressed as “bucking the trend” of decline in rural communities and “taking the bull by the horns” and delivering a wide range of initiatives, recognising that “above base-line Council rates and borrowings may be needed” (Weddin Shire 2013-2023 CSP p. 4). There was supplementary community discussion with the swimming community on replacing the Grenfell pool with a new Weddin Aquatic Centre that provided better community access. Extensive community consultation was undertaken and this is set out in the attached Weddin Aquatic Centre Capital Expenditure Review and Business Feasibility Study (Attachment 13). There was also discussion with the community on the development of a modern medical facility to meet the ongoing needs of the Shire and to continue to attract doctors. In addition to the above consultation, SRV specific consultation was undertaken as outlined in section 4.1.   
A review of the Council’s assets has led to an Assets Management Plan (AMP; Attachment 10) and Strategy (AMS) defining the assets backlog that has to be funded as part of this SRV application. The Workforce Management Plan (WFMP) underpins the Delivery Plan and Operational Plan. A Long Term Financial Plan (LTFP; Attachment 3) also formed part of the suite of plans advertised as part of the 2013-2017 Delivery Program (Attachment 2). The LTFP has been refined as part of the Shire’s response to the FTFF process and was adopted by the Council on 31 January 2014. These documents form the basis of this application and the Council’s likely FFTF application under the Rural Council Model. Weddin Shire Council has been identified as a Council that may be eligible to stand alone as a Rural Council utilising the template 3 approach.
The SRV application is of significant importance to meeting the targets and objects of the FFTF template 3.
To better demonstrate the comparative disadvantage to WSC’s financial sustainability of historically low rates against neighbouring councils, the following data is instructive. The following tables also provide regional context and demonstrate the overall position of Weddin Shire Council in relation to the neighbouring councils. Comparisons are the base case position and will be improved by a successful SRV application.
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The following tables provide comparative data on the neighbouring councils – regional characteristics based on published data.

Weddin Regional Characteristics
	
	Weddin Regional Group
	Bland
	Cowra
	Forbes
	Weddin
	Young

	Geographical Area (km2)
	22,191
	8,560
	2,809
	4,720
	3,409
	2,693

	Population 2013
	44,635
	6,055
	12,622
	9,526
	3,730
	12,702

	Projected population 2031
	42,900
	5,500
	11,700
	9,200
	3,500
	13,000

	No of Councillors
	n/a
	9
	9
	9
	9
	9

	Population per Councillor
	n/a
	672
	1,402
	1,058
	414
	1,411

	Electoral Arrangements
	n/a
	No wards. 9 councillors. Mayor elected by council
	No wards. 9 councillors. Mayor elected by council
	No wards. 9 councillors. Mayor elected by council
	No wards. 9 councillors. Mayor elected by council
	No wards. 9 councillors. Mayor elected by council

	Average Taxable Incomes ($)
	$33,178
	$32,124
	$33,910
	$34,242
	$30,621
	$34,997

	Socio Economic Index Ranking (1 = low , 152 high)
	n/a
	77
	24
	44
	52
	42





	Financial Sustainability
	
			

	
	
	Bland
	Cowra
	Forbes
	Weddin
	Young
	Rural Council Template

	Sustainability Rating
	
	Weak
	Sound
	Moderate
	Moderate
	Sound
	

	Outlook
	
	Neutral
	Negative
	Neutral
	Negative
	Negative
	

	Performance
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	Bland
	Cowra
	Forbes
	Weddin
	Young
	

	Operating Ratio (%)
	
	(2.3)
	(5.7)
	(5.2)
	(4.3)
	11.5
	RC Template

	Debt Service Cover Ratio
	
	14.7
	1.3
	3.5
	177
	6
	RC Template

	Unrestricted Current Ratio
	
	5.4
	2.8
	10.5
	7.1
	3.1
	

	Own Source Operating Revenue Ratio (%)
	
	33
	72
	62
	55
	54
	RC Template

	Cash Expense Ratio
	
	2.7 months
	8 months
	10.9 months
	10.5 months
	17.6 months
	

	Infrastructure
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	Bland
	Cowra
	Forbes
	Weddin
	Young
	

	Infrastructure Backlog Ratio (%)
	
	0.9
	4.7
	4.1
	3.4
	15
	RC Template

	Asset Maintenance Ratio
	
	0.7
	0.8
	1.1
	0.7
	0.7
	RC Template

	Roads, Bridges and Footpaths ($) per capita
	
	$2,216
	$376
	$852
	$1,007
	$292
	

	Building & Infrastructure Renewal Ratio (%)
	
	41
	52
	47
	48
	268
	RC Template


Regional outlook
All five councils are facing infrastructure challenges into the future. Only Forbes and Bland have a neutral Financial Sustainability Rating (FSR) outlook. A collaborative arrangement may help to improve internal revenue options for the group and provide a regional perspective on service delivery. The area relies heavily on agriculture for its economic stability. This means that councils and communities within the area are subject to the seasonal and economic fluctuations that define this industry. Extreme weather events, changes in commodities pricing and farming practices can impact significantly. Five of the six LGAs are expected to see continued population decline. TCorp also predicts declining financial sustainability for most Councils within the area and increasing infrastructure backlogs (Attachment 4). 

Financial Data
	Revenue Source
	Bland 
	Cowra 
	Forbes 
	Weddin 
	Young 

	Average Residential Rates
	$423
	$382
	$622
	$381
	$528

	Average Business Rates
	$960
	$2,628
	$2,374
	$786
	$2,625

	Average Farmland Rates
	$2,451
	$1,428
	$2,107
	$1,216
	$1,912

	Average Mining Rates
	$407,500
	$76,000
	$0
	$4,000
	$18,000

	Total Revenue 12/13  (000’s)
	$27,438
	$31,039
	$33,886
	$12,858
	$30,038

	Grants/Contributions (%)
	63
	23
	31
	41
	40

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Typical Residential, Water & Sewer Bill (including usage)
	$598
	$1,467
	$914
	$297
	$1,278

	Average Domestic Waste Management Charge
	$237
	$396
	$296
	$180
	$143


	










Infrastructure management
Although infrastructure backlogs for the grouping are substantial, they are not totally out of character with other regions in NSW. All Councils need to ensure they have sound planning processes to ensure that the community’s assets are managed efficiently and effectively. Asset management planning should have a service delivery focus and the assets provided should be appropriate to meet the needs of the community. A collaborative approach via a Joint Organisation model which are currently being piloted in five regions of NSW may help to address regional infrastructure issues more holistically. The NSW Government’s LIR’s scheme may provide assistance for Council’s with the capacity to increase borrowings. 

Current asset position
While roads and bridges make up the major asset classes for all councils, there are also substantial water and sewerage assets within the grouping. Young receives bulk supplies from Goldenfields Water for Council distribution. Bland receives direct services from Goldenfields Water with Weddin receiving direct services from Central Tablelands Water. Young and Cowra manage their own supplies.

	
	Bland
	Cowra
	Forbes
	Weddin
	Young
	

	Total Roads Length (KM’s)
	3,093
	1,271
	1,869
	1,094
	1,175
	

	Total Public Halls (No)
	2
	1
	1
	0
	8
	

	Total Open Space (ha)
	1,750
	48
	48
	12
	152
	

	Total Infrastructure Backlog (TCorp 000’s) 2012
	$15,254
	$10,229
	$11,946
	$9,645
	$34,395
	

	Infrastructure Backlog Per Capita
	$2,534
	$816
	$1,261
	$2,583
	$2,748
	

	Total Assets 2012 (TCorp 000’s)
	$234,180
	$616,506
	$344,497
	$151,636
	$173,577
	

	Assets per capita
	$38,913
	$49,218
	$36,374
	$40,610
	$13,871
	

	Access to Internet at home (%)
	62
	57
	60
	64
	62
	




	Journey
	Distance
	Travel time

	Grenfell – West Wyalong
	104 k’s
	77 minutes

	Grenfell – Cowra
	55 k’s
	42 minutes

	Grenfell – Forbes
	64 k’s
	49 minutes

	Grenfell – Young
	52 k’s
	55 minutes


Accessibility
Consideration should always be given to distances when developing options for shared service delivery, any mergers or boundary changes.
Main journey distances and travel times are shown.


Stronger centres, stronger voice

Regional services and planning
The grouping fits between a number of Regional Action Plans. Cowra, Weddin and Forbes reside within the Central West RAP. Young is included in the South East RAP and Bland in the Riverina RAP. The proposed Joint Organisation model could provide a strong voice in this process and help to connect council’s integrated planning and reporting frameworks with the State planning processes.

The grouping is also spilt between Regional Development Plans, with Cowra, Forbes and Weddin being in the Central West RDA planning area. Young is in the Southern Inland Plan and Bland in the Riverina Plan. Similarly, the grouping covers three Local Land Services Boundaries, with Bland being included in the South West Riverina, Cowra and Young in Central Tablelands and the remainder in the Central West.  

Health Services
The grouping is spilt between two Local Health Districts, with Young and Bland being in the Murrumbidgee District and the remaining Councils in the Western NSW Health District.  

Water supply
Young receives bulk supplies from Goldenfields Water for Council distribution. Bland receives direct services from Goldenfields Water with Weddin receiving direct services from Central Tablelands Water. Young and Cowra manage their own supplies.


Transport
Councils within the grouping have limited access to public transport, with coach services to Cowra, Forbes and West Wyalong. 

Economic Development
The regional economy is heavily based on agriculture, with cattle, sheep, wool, cereal and grain crops.

Demographics
There are established community links between many of the LGA’s in the grouping. The Joint Organisation model would allow these community links to be preserved while opening opportunities for more strategic service delivery.
Cowra had a higher rate of migration to and from Young than anywhere else. There has been movement between Parkes and Forbes with moderate cross-border flows connecting Lachlan with Parkes and Forbes. Bland and Weddin have connections both north (to Lachlan and Forbes) and south (to Temora and Young).


[bookmark: OLE_LINK1][bookmark: OLE_LINK2]Community Service and infrastructure challenges in Weddin Council
Infrastructure and community services are critical in retaining skills and residents in the Shire. Labour drifts to the major centres if basic services are not readily available. This is highlighted in a Reserve Bank of Australia report on Labour Market Movement During Periods of Shock Events (Dwyer 2002) that links positive labour market movements to good community amenity and services[footnoteRef:8]. Capacity to pay is balanced with the need to have the services in a community in which residents can afford to live. Low housing (and rental prices) can be offset by increased service provision for basic services. The community has identified these as medical facilities to support an aging and a younger population and to rebuild the pool. Other services such as rural roads have strong support for improved levels of service. [8:  http://www.rba.gov.au/publications/rdp/2002/pdf/rdp2002-04.pdf
] 

The following table sets out the community expectations in terms of service levels resulting from the community survey:

	Exceeding Expectations
(Lower Importance & Higher Satisfaction)
· Footpaths and cycleways
	Meeting Priorities
(Higher Importance & Higher Satisfaction)
· Public gardens
· Library and internet
· Public toilets
· Cemeteries
· Rural sealed roads
· Sealed roads in towns and villages
· Sealed road maintenance
· Sewer
· Bridges
· Waste collection and disposal
· Sporting facilities

	

Less Important
(Lower Importance & Lower Satisfaction)
· Other community
· Animal control
· Kerb & guttering
	

Areas of Concern
(Higher Importance & Lower Satisfaction)
· Unsealed road maintenance
· Swimming pool
· Rural road shoulders
· Town and village footpaths


Aquatic facility:
Attached is a copy of the Capital Expenditure Review and Business Feasibility Study on the pool which includes a condition report (Attachment 13). In short, the pool is not functioning effectively. After major use days, the pool has to be closed early to allow the pump systems to effectively clean the water. 
The pictures indicate the extent of asset deterioration that has to be addressed before the facility fails completely
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Examples of Other Capital Replacement Challenges: 

[image: \\EXCHANGE\Corp General\Special Rate Variation 2015-16\04 Wing Wall Damage.jpg][image: \\EXCHANGE\Corp General\Special Rate Variation 2015-16\01 Bridge deck.jpg][image: \\EXCHANGE\Corp General\Special Rate Variation 2015-16\02 Aging Culvert.jpg][image: \\EXCHANGE\Corp General\Special Rate Variation 2015-16\05 Potholes.jpg][image: \\EXCHANGE\Corp General\Special Rate Variation 2015-16\03 Causeway Washout.jpg]

[bookmark: _Toc304287283][bookmark: _Toc366160409][bookmark: _Toc401138365]Capital expenditure review
You should complete this section if council is undertaking major capital projects that are required to comply with the OLG’s Capital Expenditure Guidelines, as outlined in OLG Circular 10-34.  A capital expenditure review is required for projects that are not exempt and cost in excess of 10% of council’s annual ordinary rates revenue or $1 million (GST exclusive), whichever is the greater.  
A capital expenditure review is a necessary part of a council’s capital budgeting process and should have been undertaken as part of the Integrated Planning and Reporting requirements in the preparation of the Community Strategic Plan and Resourcing Strategy.

	Does the proposed special variation require council to do a capital expenditure review in accordance with OLG Circular to Councils, Circular No 10-34 dated 20 December 2010
	[bookmark: Check6]Yes |X|
	No |_|

	If Yes, has a review been done and submitted to OLG?
	Yes |X|
	No |_|


[bookmark: _Toc401138366]Assessment Criterion 1: Need for the variation
Criterion 1 within the OLG Guidelines is:
The need for and purpose of a different revenue path for the council’s General Fund (as requested through the special variation) is clearly articulated and identified in the council’s IP&R documents, including its Delivery Program, Long Term Financial Plan and Asset Management Plan where appropriate.  In establishing need for the special variation, the relevant IP&R documents should canvass alternatives to the rate rise.  In demonstrating this need councils must indicate the financial impact in their Long Term Financial Plan applying the following two scenarios:
Baseline scenario – General Fund revenue and expenditure forecasts which reflect the business as usual model, and exclude the special variation, and
Special variation scenario – the result of approving the special variation in full is shown and reflected in the General Fund revenue forecast with the additional expenditure levels intended to be funded by the special variation.
Evidence to establish this criterion could include evidence of community need /desire for service levels/projects and limited council resourcing alternatives.
Evidence could also include the assessment of the council’s financial sustainability conducted by the NSW Treasury Corporation.
The response to this criterion should summarise the council’s case for the proposed special variation.  It is necessary to show how the council has identified and considered its community’s needs, alternative funding options (to a rates rise) and the assessment of its financial sustainability as conducted by the NSW Treasury Corporation (TCorp).
The criterion states that the need for the special variation must be identified and clearly articulated in the council’s IP&R documents especially the Long Term Financial Plan (LTFP) and the Delivery Program, and, where appropriate, the Asset Management Plan (AMP).  The purpose of the special variation should also be consistent with the priorities of the Community Strategic Plan (CSP).
 


[bookmark: _Toc366160406][bookmark: _Toc401138367]Case for special variation - community need
Summarise and explain below:
How the council identified and considered the community’s needs and desires in relation to matters such as levels of service delivery and asset maintenance and provision.
How the decision to seek higher revenues above the rate peg was made and which other options were examined, such as changing expenditure priorities or using alternative modes of service delivery.
Why the special variation is the most appropriate option.  For example, typically other options would include introducing new or higher user charges and/or an increase in council loan borrowings, or private public partnerships or joint ventures.
How the proposed special variation impacts the LTFP forecasts and how this relates to the need the council identified. Our assessment will also consider the assumptions which underpin the council’s LTFP forecasts.
In addressing this criterion, you should include extracts from, or references to, the IP&R document(s) that demonstrate how the council meets this criterion.  
[bookmark: _Toc366160408]
Purpose of the application:

The SRV seeks to raise an additional $3,530,540 over the 10 years as set out this application (Part A) in addition to loans and the use of reserves to fund two major capital works as well as to fund depreciation and critical maintenance that has been identified through three years of community discourse. Council will spend a total of $5.6 million over the next two years to replace a pool that is no longer technically capable of serving the community, as well as to build a medical centre to allow the Shire to continue to attract and retain medical professionals. Finally, the future maintenance of community assets needs the increased resources that will come partly as a result of a SRV application approval.

In respect of the capital works, increases in charges to access the new Aquatic Centre will be subject to determination once the facility is completed. The Aquatic Centre is an integral part of community amenity where the community has indicated a preparedness to pay for the facility through rate increases. While a small increase in charges may be beneficial to the ongoing maintenance of the facility it will have little impact on the capital provision.

In relation to the Medical Centre there is some opportunity to recover costs and this is dealt with in the Weddin Medical Centre Capital Expenditure Review and Business Feasibility Study.

Opportunities for Public Private Partnerships (PPP) and Joint Ventures are limited as there is not sufficient capital appreciation to attract private investment, in what are essentially community service obligations, over the long term.

The rate changes across categories have been widely advertised and have been subject of a community survey.

Weddin Shire’s location impacts its socioeconomic characteristics. The community is geographically isolated and is centred on the town of Grenfell. It has strong workforce participation in agriculture that delivers significantly to the Gross National Product (GNP). Many farmers have utilised limited resources to retire to Grenfell and the villages in Weddin. Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) data shows that under 34s represent 38% of the workforce and are producing families that are consistent with state average. Some 40% of the community are families with children under 15 yrs., with a quarter of these single parent families. The SRV will be utilised fund community infrastructure targeting these sectors.

The socioeconomic characteristics
The Weddin Shire is geographically isolated form major services and is 360 kms from Sydney, a travel time of some five hours in good traffic. There is no airport with the closest being Parkes, 60 mins drive away. There is road access to four other neighbouring council areas with each centre approximately 45-80 mins driving distance away.  

Weddin Shire has the lowest business, residential and farmland rates among the contiguous councils of Bland, Cowra, Forbes and Young (except with Forbes where farmland rates are equal). The average rate for the 5 councils is $468 with Weddin Shire some 20% below this average.

Community needs have been established after some three years of consultation. Assessment of the social fabric of the Weddin Shire and a series of community surveys and meetings have revealed the needs of the community in relations to existing assets and what is essential to the life of the community now and into the future. As part of developing the 2012 Integrated Planning and Reporting (IP&R) framework, Weddin Shire undertook extensive community consultation to determine community priorities.

In 2012, the residents had a view that the sustainability of the community as a viable centre with a focus around the largest town of Grenfell was critical to the sustainability of daily life within the Shire. The community supported an increase in the rates to continue to provide quality community amenity then and reinforced this in another survey in 2014.

The community input identified medical facilities and the aquatic centre as being critical community infrastructure.

A supplementary survey was undertaken in 2014 to gauge the willingness to pay for improved services that meet the fundamental needs of an isolated community, as well as market testing the importance and satisfaction of existing services. The survey also canvassed the impact of the special rate variation on each of the rate categories. The community again supported a rate variation well above the level being sought in this application.

Weddin Shire sits at 44 on the Socio Economic Ranking which is higher than 2 of the 5 surrounding councils. Both of whom have higher rates in all major categories. Weddin has an aging population with some 50% being over 50 years of age while the under 20s population mirrors the state average. Some 30% of the working population works in the farming sector which accounts for more than 58% of industry type (ABS 2011).

Weddin generates a gross regional product (GRP) of $156 million annually with one third coming from agriculture and with education, transport, health care and wholesale accounting equally for the next third. The medium house price in Weddin is $115,000 while the Median house price in Orange is $322,000 and the average taxable income for Weddin $30,621 pa. Weddin has the lowest average taxable income of the surrounding neighbouring council areas (ABS 2011). This data reinforces the challenge that Weddin community members have in ‘voting with their feet’ and having the capacity to move to communities with good community amenity.

The analysis of the data in the context of the community desire to retain services is important to understanding the need to increase Weddin Shire’s income to support service provision. The survey results expose limited community opportunities to access facilities and services in other ways. Many farmers are moving off farming into the villages and the main town of Grenfell. 

The following graph sets out where the community currently sits in respect to service provision importance and satisfaction levels:



[image: ]

Figure 1: Importance versus satisfaction with priority overlay 
Q7: Please rate your satisfaction level with each of the Council’s current services. Base: All respondents (n=358) | Q8: Please rate the importance of each of the Council's current services. Base: All respondents (n=353) | Q9: Which of the following services would you wish to be given more priority? Please choose the top three. Base: All respondents (n=352) 
Note: Bubble size indicates the % of respondents who wish the service was given greater priority. Red bubbles are the top service priorities for respondents.


The above graph shows the community considers the pool to be highly important and also not currently meeting expectations with low satisfaction. The closure of the pool would have a significant impact on community amenity in Weddin Shire, impacting school fitness, and ‘learn to swim’ programs in a rural community where swimming skills are critical. Waterway and dam drowning account for over 35% of drowning deaths in NSW each year.  The loss of the pool would reduce access to fitness for retirees and force the least disadvantaged to find ways of accessing aquatic facilities at major towns over 60kms away. The SRV assist Council to service borrowings undertaken to support the identified capital projects subject to this application.

A failure to address the medical needs into the future with the construction of a new medical centre will challenge the provision of fundamental health services and reduce affordable access to medical services for the aging and disadvantaged. Due to market failure Council has a community service obligation to provide facilities at less than market value to secure ongoing medical services.

The capacity to fund depreciation is severely limited by the disparity in rates across the region especially compared with Forbes and Bland that have the nearest population sizes (Forbes has twice the average residential rate in Weddin). The population size prohibits raising greater revenue by way of entry fees and the cost of medical facilities is driven by the need to attract and retain medical service staff.

The long term financial plan has been based on improving the income and service charges across a number of areas, on a review of the AMP, and the retention of levels of service that are indicated in the survey measuring community importance and satisfaction of services. The AMP seeks to reflect the levels of service that the community has indicated that it can live with. The capital infrastructure of an aquatic facility in the major town of Grenfell and high quality medical facilities has consistently emerged as important services. The LTFP has been reviewed with the SRV application and the FFTF requirements in mind. Weddin Shire Council will use the SRV scenario as the new base case (on the variation being approved) to further improve its capacity as it looks to share resources and seek economies of scale through the joint ventures with other councils. Under the FFTF assessment, notwithstanding alternatives of amalgamation WSC will still require a variation in the rates in order to meet community expectations that have been strongly expressed through three years of local consultation.

The LTFP can return the Council to a sustainable footing by 2020 subject to approval of the SRV application, notwithstanding further economies that are possible in the FFTF negotiations.

[bookmark: _Toc401138368]Financial sustainability
The special variation may be intended to improve the council’s underlying financial position, or to fund specific projects or programs of expenditure, or a combination of the two.  We will consider evidence about the council’s current and future financial sustainability and the assumptions it has made in coming to a view on its financial sustainability.
You should explain below:
The council’s understanding of its current state of financial sustainability, its long-term projections based on alternative scenarios and assumptions about revenue and expenditure. 
Any external assessment of the council’s financial sustainability, e.g., by auditors or TCorp.  Indicate how such assessments of the council’s financial sustainability is relevant to supporting the decision to apply for a special variation.
The council’s view of the impact of the special variation on its financial sustainability.

The LTFP base case shows an operating surplus ratio of -26.1% in 2024 while the SRV scenario shows 3.1% in 2024. The SRV scenario shows a positive operating surplus in 2020 of 1.1% in 2020 and into the future. Among other assumptions there will be reduced funds for road works, and hence administrative income, as well as a realistic return from non-general fund overheads (Attachment 3).
The LTFP has been independently prepared by Jeff Roorda & Associates and then assessed by Stephen Sykes of Sykes Peer Review. TCorp figures are set out in the introduction and demonstrate that business as usual is not an option regardless of the outcome of the FFTF policy initiative.
Weddin Shire Council is currently debt free. However, plans to rebuild the aquatic centre and to build a new medical centre will require borrowings and the use of some reserves.
As set out in the FFTF Panels final report:
“As TCorp makes clear, a concerted, medium-long term strategy is required. This will need to combine fiscal discipline with improved financial and asset planning, accelerated increases in rates and charges where required, redistribution of grant funding, and improved efficiency and productivity.”
The LTFP SRV Scenario for Weddin indicates that financial sustainability is possible based on the achievable assumptions underlying this application.
The LTFP has been endorsed by the Council as being consistent with the community expectation of improved service delivery to retain services and advance the Shire of Weddin.
[bookmark: _Toc401138369]Financial indicators
How will the special variation affect the council’s key financial indicators (General Fund) over the 10-year planning period?  Please provide an analysis of council’s performance based on key indicators (current and forecast) which may include:
Operating balance ratio excluding capital items (i.e., net operating result before capital grants and contributions as percentage of operating revenue before capital grants and contributions).
Unrestricted current ratio (the unrestricted current assets divided by unrestricted current liabilities).
Rates and annual charges ratio (rates and annual charges divided by operating revenue).
Debt service ratio (principal and interest debt service costs divided by operating revenue excluding capital grants and contributions).
Broad liabilities ratio (total debt plus cost to clear infrastructure backlogs as per Special Schedule 7 divided by operating revenue).
Asset renewal ratio (asset renewals expenditure divided by depreciation, amortisation and impairment expenses).

Operating Surplus Ratio:
The Operating Surplus Ratio is considered one of the most important sustainability ratios. 
The operating surplus graph below clearly shows the impact the SRV and other improvement measures have on Council’s path to financial sustainability. It shows a gradual improvement in this ratio over the forecast period with a positive ratio reached in the 2019/20 year. At this point, the Council’s operating revenues will fully exceed operating costs meaning Council is generating levels of revenues that can be used to fund proposed capital expenditure and/or debt repayments, and is less likely to compromise the levels of service expected by ratepayers.

[image: cid:image003.png@01D045F3.04130830]

Current Ratio:
This ratio is a measure of Councils liquidity or ability to meet its short-term financial obligations. 
As the graph below shows, Council’s liquidity improves over the forecast period to a ratio of 7.4:1 in 2023/24. At all times, the ratio remains above the desired target level of 1.5:1.

[image: cid:image005.png@01D045F3.04130830]



Debt Service Ratio:
Council plans to borrow $3.6 million in order to complete the Grenfell Pool  renewal.
The Debt Service Ratio indicates Councils capacity to service this debt. As shown in the graph below Council maintains a Debt Service Ratio of less than 5% over the forecast period which is well within the target benchmark of 0-20%.
[image: cid:image008.png@01D045F3.04130830]

Assets Renewals Ratio:
This ratio outlines the rate at which assets are being renewed relative to the rate at which they are depreciating. 

Implementation of the SRV will assist the Council in achieving an improvement in the assets renewal ratio and in achieving the renewal of the Grenfell Pool. Under the SRV scenario, the asset renewal ratio remains above the target benchmark of 80%, assisting Council in maintaining its assets base over the longer term.   

[image: cid:image012.png@01D045F3.04130830]

[bookmark: _Toc401138370]Contribution plan costs above the cap
You should complete this section if the special variation seeks funding for contributions plan costs above the development contributions cap. Otherwise, leave this section blank.
Please explain how the council has established the need for a special variation to meet the shortfall in development contributions.
For costs above the cap in contributions plans, a council must provide:[footnoteRef:9] [9:  	See Planning Circular 10-025 dated 24 November 2010 at www.planning.nsw.gov.au and for the most recent Direction issued under section 94E of the Environmental Planning and Assessment Act 1979.  See also Planning Circular PS 10-022 dated 16 September 2010.] 

a copy of the council’s section 94 contributions plan
a copy of the Minister for Planning’s response to IPART’s review and details of how the council has subsequently amended the contributions plan
details of any other funding sources that the council is proposing to use
any reference to the proposed contributions (which were previously to be funded by developers) in the council’s planning documents (e.g., LTFP and Asset Management Plan (AMP).

	     


[bookmark: _Toc401138371]Assessment criterion 2: Community awareness and engagement
Criterion 2 within the OLG Guidelines is:
Evidence that the community is aware of the need for and extent of a rate rise.  The IP&R documentation should clearly set out the extent of the General Fund rate rise under the special variation.  The council’s community engagement strategy for the special variation must demonstrate an appropriate variety of engagement methods to ensure an opportunity for community awareness and input to occur.
In responding to this criterion, the council must provide evidence that: 
it has consulted and engaged the community about the special variation using a variety of engagement methods and that the community is aware of the need for, and extent of, the requested rate increases
it provided opportunities for input and gathered input/feedback from the community about the proposal
the IP&R documents clearly set out the extent of the requested rate increases.
In assessing the evidence, we will consider how transparent the engagement with the community has been, especially in relation to explaining: 
the proposed cumulative special variation rate increases including the rate peg for each rating category (in both percentage and dollar terms)
the annual increase in rates that will result if the special variation is approved in full (and not just the increase in daily or weekly terms)
the size and impact of any expiring special variation (see Box 4.1 below for further detail)
the rate levels that would apply without the special variation
proposed increases in any other council charges (e.g., waste management, water and sewer), especially if these are likely to exceed the increase in the CPI.
More information about how the council may engage the community is to be found in the OLG Guidelines, the IP&R manual, and IPART’s Fact Sheet Community Awareness and Engagement for special variation applications, October 2014.

	[bookmark: _Box6820]Box Error! No text of specified style in document..1	Where a council is renewing or replacing an expiring special variation

	The council’s application should show how you have explained to its community:
There is a special variation due to expire at the end of the current financial year or during the period covered by the proposed special variation.  This needs to include when the expiring special variation was originally approved, for what purpose and the percentage of (General Fund) general income originally approved.
The corresponding percentage of general income that the expiring special variation represents for the relevant year.
Whether the temporary expiring special variation is being replaced with another temporary or a permanent increase to the rate base.
The percentage value of any additional variation amount, above the rate peg, for which the council is applying for through a special variation.
If the proposed special variation was not approved i.e., only the rate peg applies, the year-on-year change in rates would be lower, or that rates may fall.
The council also must attach, to its application to IPART, a copy of the Instrument of Approval that has been signed by the Minister or IPART Chairman.

	


[bookmark: _Toc366160411][bookmark: _Toc401138372]


The consultation strategy
The council is required to provide details of the consultation strategy undertaken, including the range of methods used to inform and engage with the community about the proposed special variation and to obtain community input and feedback.  The engagement activities could include media releases, mail outs, focus groups, statistically valid random or opt-in surveys, online discussions, public meetings, newspaper advertisements and public exhibition of documents.
The council is to provide relevant extracts of the IP&R documents that explain the proposed rate rises under the special variation and attach relevant samples of the council’s consultation material.
The consultation strategy has provided direction to extensive community engagement.  A number of Council press articles and advertisements in the paper have highlighted the proposed SRV application over two years (Attachment 5). The Community had also discussed the proposal prior to a previous application last year which was unsuccessful partly due to concerns over the extent of consultation. 
During November/December 2014 Council provided a full explanation on the dollar and percentage impact of the SRV across all rating categories through a direct mail out and a notice in the local paper, followed by a survey of community satisfaction and importance of existing services. These assisted in reinforcing the priorities indicated in the development of the CSP and the Delivery Plan. The results of the survey indicated a broad support for a much greater increase in the rate than the one that is the subject of this application.
Sykes Peer Review undertook the statistically significant survey in conjunction with Mathew Daniel, previously with Roy Morgan (Attachment 6). The survey was accompanied by the fact sheet which set out the annual implications of the rate variation on each rate category.
“Asked to respond on a scale of $0-$5 per week, “how much you would be prepared to pay in increased rent or rates to provide these (medical and aquatic facilities) [over and above existing rates]”, the respondents indicated n split between the two age groups with under 55s prepared to pay on average $3.85 more and over 55s prepared to pay $4.50 more per week. Interestingly, while being marginally less inclined to support the facilities, the older age group had a higher preparedness to pay. Only 3.65% would not be prepared to pay any increase” (Community Survey p. 5).
[image: ]
Graph showing results of weekly rate income preparedness by age grouping
The community was invited to attend two open days, one in December and another in February, to discuss their views on the SRV. Overall, three community people attended along with the Mayor and Councillors. There was no significant negative comment, although one person expressed concern at the impact of the increase on multiple assessment ratepayers. Indeed the lack of comment is of itself noteworthy and supports the overall view of the survey which indicated a 96% agreement that an increase was acceptable. It is the nature of smaller rural communities that awareness of proposed increases in charges or rates are very quickly acknowledged and negative perceptions are relayed to elected representatives. In the confidential community survey free comments have generally favoured recognition that rate are too low.  Attached is the Fact Sheet that was sent to all households, setting out the rate impact by category of the SRV proposed, as well as the levels that would apply without the variation.
There has been an agreed increase in the sewer charge of 20% each year for three years which commenced in the 2013/14 year. This increase is supported by a long term sewer plan with the average sewer charge increasing from $297 in 2012/13 to $512 in 2015/16. 
Weddin Shire Council has never successfully sought a SRV and has utilised the services of an independent consultant to undertake the community consultation, research, LTFP and work with the Council on the application.
[bookmark: _Toc366160413][bookmark: _Toc401138373]Feedback from the community consultations
Summarise the outcomes and feedback from the council’s community engagement activities.  Outcomes could include the number of attendees at events and participants in online forums, as well as evidence of media reports and other indicators of public awareness of the council’s special variation intentions.  Where applicable, provide evidence of responses to surveys, particularly the level of support for specific programs or projects, levels and types of services, investment in assets, as well as the options proposed for funding them by rate increases.
Where the council has received submissions from the community relevant to the special variation, the application should set out the views expressed in those submissions.  Please refer to Section 1.2 concerning how the council should handle confidential content in feedback received from the community.  The council should also identify and document any action that it has taken, or will take, to address issues of common concern within the community.  
There was a survey undertaken accompanied by a Fact Sheet setting out the impacts of the variation across all rating categories. The following is an extract from the fact sheet.

“A Message from Your Councillors 
Council is committed to maintaining a vibrant Weddin Shire community. To do this, Council needs to continue to provide services that meet the needs of our villages and towns. This investment will support the proud rural traditions of New South Wales by sustaining strong population growth that contributes to the success of agricultural, mining and small businesses. As a community, we need to secure sufficient funds to ensure that quality services are provided. 
At its June 2014 meeting Council resolved to submit an application to the Independent Pricing and Regulatory Tribunal (IPART) for a special variation to general rate income of 4% above the anticipated rate pegging level of 3% each year. This would apply for the next four years. Following the special rate variation rates would increase on the new base by the amount allocated under the current NSW Government rate pegging policy. 
Council has been considering its long term direction and its ability to deliver not only the services expected of it by our ratepayers but also the desired long term strategic direction of growing the local population, an objective identified by the community in developing Council’s Integrated Planning & Reporting (IP&R) documents. 
Weddin Shire Council, like the majority of Councils in NSW, faces the challenge of having the capital to maintain the ageing assets and infrastructure under its control and the additional challenge posed when they have to be replaced. 
NSW is the only state in Australia where the State Government controls Local Government rate increases. Under this Rate Pegging system the State usually approves a General Council rate increase of between 3% and 4% each year. Unfortunately these rate increases have not kept pace with the real cost of delivering the services expected of Councils. In addition, cost shifting has seen extra responsibilities being given to Council without any extra funding to help us provide them. According to an independent review of NSW Councils by the NSW Treasury Corporation, councils in NSW are financially unsustainable unless changes are made. Specifically in relation to Weddin Shire Council the NSW Treasury Corporation review found: 
Weddin Shire Council was moderately sustainable in the short to medium term with its financial situation deteriorating. Continued operating deficits will eventually have a negative impact on Council’s ability to replace key infrastructure assets when they become due for renewal. 
The decision to apply for a special rate variation has not been taken lightly but is a necessary step towards long term financial sustainability and to ensure the community has assets that provide for the future.”

Overall, there was strong support for the development of both the aquatic and medical centres with some small variations according to age. Those under 55 strongly supported both facilities with the health centre most important at 72%, with over 55s at 67%. As for the aquatic centre, the support from under 55s was 60%, with over 55s at 54% (Community Survey p. 5). The survey report also summarises the general comments and these are linked to a confidential and comprehensive list of unedited responses not forming part of the final analysis.  A separate consultant, completely independent of the survey design and analysis process, undertook this assessment. These comments were generally in favour of the SRV application where that matter was discussed and reflect the overall support for assets maintenance, the aquatic centre and the medical centre projects.
[image: ]
Community engagement was structured around the Council’s Community Engagement Strategy (although a telephone survey was not undertaken) Attachment 6.


[bookmark: _Toc401138374]Assessment criterion 3: Impact on ratepayers
Criterion 3 within the OLG Guidelines is:
The impact on affected ratepayers must be reasonable, having regard to both the current rate levels, existing ratepayer base and the proposed purpose of the variation.  The IP&R processes should:
clearly show the impact of any rises upon the community
include the council’s consideration of the community’s capacity and willingness to pay rates and
establish that the proposed rate increases are affordable having regard to the local community’s capacity to pay.
The impact of the council’s proposed special variation on ratepayers must be reasonable.  To do this, we take into account current rate levels, the existing ratepayer base and the purpose of the special variation.  We also review how the council’s IP&R processes have assessed whether that the proposed rate rises are affordable having regard to the community’s capacity and willingness to pay.
[bookmark: _Toc366160417][bookmark: _Toc401138375]Impact on rates
Much of the quantitative information we need on the impact of the special variation on (General Fund) rate levels will already be contained in Worksheet 5a and 5b of Part A of the application.
To assist us further, the application should set out the rating structure under the proposed special variation, and how this may differ from the current rating structure, or that which would apply if the special variation is not approved.
We recognise that a council may choose to apply an increase differentially among categories of ratepayers.  If so, you should explain the rationale for applying the increase differentially among different categories and/or subcategories of ratepayers.  This will be relevant to our assessment of the reasonableness of the impact on ratepayers.
Councils should also indicate the impact of any other anticipated changes in the rating structure.

The rating structure will not change and the impact will be on ratepayers in various categories equally based on the existing base.  Council has adopted a hardship policy to enable it to be able to respond to specific cases of hardship as appropriate (Attachment 7)
Minimum Rates
The special variation may affect ordinary rates, special rates and/or minimum rates.

	Does the council have residential minimum rates?
	Yes |_| 
	[bookmark: Check7]No |X|



If Yes, Does the council propose to increase the minimum residential rate by:

The rate peg percentage  |_|
The special variation percentage |_|
Another amount  |_|   Indicate this amount _____________

What will the residential minimum rate be after the increase? _________
The council must explain how the proposed special variation will apply to the minimum rate of any ordinary and special rate, and any change to the proportion of ratepayers on the minimum rate for all relevant rating categories that will occur as a result.
You should also explain the types of ratepayers or properties currently paying minimum rates, and the rationale for the application of the special variation to minimum rate levels.
[bookmark: Text18]     

[bookmark: _Toc366160418][bookmark: _Toc401138376]Consideration of affordability and the community’s capacity and willingness to pay
The council is required to provide evidence through its IP&R processes, and in its application, of how it assessed the community’s capacity and willingness to pay the proposed rate increases.  This is to include an explanation of how the council established that the proposed rate rises are affordable for the community.
Evidence about capacity to pay could include a discussion of such indicators as SEIFA rankings, land values, average rates, disposable incomes, the outstanding rates ratio and rates as a proportion of household/business/farmland income and expenditure, and how these measures relate to those in comparable or neighbouring council areas.  
As many of these measures are highly aggregated, it may also be useful to discuss other factors that could better explain the impact on ratepayers affected by the proposed rate increases, particularly if the impact varies across different categories of ratepayers.
We may also consider how the council’s hardship policy (see Section 5.3 below) might reduce the impact on socio-economically disadvantaged ratepayers.

As previously indicated, the continued provision of basic services that enhance community connectedness is seen as critical to the ongoing strength of the community. Community members are united in wanting to access services locally. Weddin is not a wealthy community and transport costs and accessibility is compromised if facilities such as the Aquatic Centre and the ongoing medical service provision deteriorate.
The application is part of an overall process to bring resources to a level that allows long-term sustainability both financially and for service delivery. The process to follow is the FFTF application; a failure to secure a SRV will severely compromise the capacity of the community to be sustainable (either as a Rural Council or as an amalgamated community). Indeed as the base case shows, there is no future without ongoing structural change and a Rural Council model appears best able to achieve and outcome that the community can afford and supports.
The Fact Sheet sent to all residents also set out the availability of the hardship provisions.

[bookmark: _Toc401138377]Addressing hardship
In addition to the statutory requirement for pensioner rebates, most councils have a policy, formal or otherwise to address issues of hardship.

	Does the council have a Hardship Policy?
	Yes |X|
	No |_|

	If Yes, is an interest charge applied to late rate payments?
	Yes |_|
	No |X|

	Does the council propose to introduce any measures to limit the impact of the proposed special variation on specific groups in the community?
	Yes |_|
	No |X|


You should attach a copy of the Hardship Policy and explain below who the potential beneficiaries are and how they are assisted.
Please provide details of any other measures addressing hardship to be adopted, or alternatively, explain why no measures are proposed.
The council is also to indicate whether the policy or other measures are referenced in the council’s IP&R documents (with relevant page reference or extract provided).
Following last year’s determination, IPART advised Council of the desirability of adopting a Hardship Policy. As a consequence, Council resolved to adopt a Hardship Policy on 18th September 2014. The Hardship Policy adopted by the Council is designed to assist any ratepayer who cannot pay their rates or charges for reason of financial hardship. Each individual case is considered on its merits.
The criteria for financial hardship involve an inability of the ratepayer to pay their rates, rather than an unwillingness to do so. Hardship may result from any of the following:

• Loss of employment by ratepayer or family member
• Family breakdown
• Illness of the ratepayer or family member
• Death in the family
• Loss of income due to natural disasters

The criteria for assessment include:
• The amount of any rate increase when compared to the average rate increase for the rate category
• The amount of rates levied compared to the average rate of the rate category
• Income from all sources
• Living expenses
• Reason for financial hardship
• Length of occupancy


Available assistance includes:
• Deferral of outstanding amounts for a set period of time
• Charging an interest rate of 0% on overdue amounts for a set period of time
• Arranging an appropriate payment schedule
• Any combination of the above

While the Hardship Policy is not referred to directly in Council’s IP&R documentation, it has been referred to in the consultation material circulated as part of the SRV consultation process including in the Fact Sheet distributed to all households in the Weddin Shire. The policy is also available on Councils website and is promoted by Council staff to potential beneficiaries as appropriate.
[bookmark: _Toc401138378]Assessment criterion 4: Public exhibition of relevant IP&R documents
Criterion 4 within the OLG Guidelines is:
The relevant IP&R documents[footnoteRef:10] must be exhibited (where required), approved and adopted by the council before the council applies to IPART for a special variation to its general revenue. [10:  	Relevant documents are the Community Strategic Plan, Delivery Program, Long Term Financial Plan and where applicable, the Asset Management Plan.] 

Briefly outline the significant IP&R processes the council has undertaken to reach the decision to apply for a special variation.  Include the details of and dates for key document revisions, public exhibition period(s) and the date(s) that the council adopted the relevant IP&R documents.
You should also include extracts from council minutes as evidence that the documents were adopted. 
The council is reminded that amendments to the Community Strategic Plan and Delivery Program require public exhibition for at least 28 days prior to adoption, while amendments to the Long Term Financial Plan and Asset Management Plan/s do not require public exhibition.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  	Office of Local Government (the then Division of Local Government), Integrated Planning and Reporting Manual for local government in NSW, March 2013, pp 5 - 6. See http://www.olg.nsw.gov.au/sites/default/files/Intergrated-Planning-and-Reporting-Manual-March-2013.pdf] 


Under the IP&R process, priorities were established based on extensive consultation on the provision of services as part of developing the delivery plan. This involved partnership in developing the Community Strategic Plan (CSP; Attachment 1) and utilised the 10 Melbourne Principles. The consultation targeted key sectors as well as the general community, included accessible consultation with older, younger, isolated and socially disadvantaged residents. There was press advertising, surveys including among students at the local schools, 1850 newsletters sent out to all households, as well as five community workshops. There were individual visits to business in the Shire, a council staff survey, and a civic leadership discussion night. In all, some 380 residents directly participated in the process, which is 10% of the total population, and some 30% of those of voting age. The report of the CSP is comprehensive and is attached. The CSP also links to the State Plan goals.

The Delivery Plan was developed from the outcomes of the CSP with the stated preference of the community to build a progressive community with a solid and sustainable service level. This was expressed as “bucking the trend” of decline in rural communities and “taking the bull by the horns” by delivering a wide range of initiatives, recognising that “above base-line Council rates and borrowings may be needed” (Weddin Shire 2013-2023 CSP p. 4).

The current Delivery Plan & Operational Plan was advertised during May 2014 and then adopted by Council during its meeting on 18th June 2014. 

The revised LTFP was adopted by Council on the 30th January 2015 (Attachment 3).

Reference is made to Attachment 12 of extracts from Council minutes confirming adoption of the documents.  

[bookmark: _Toc401138379]Assessment criterion 5: Productivity improvements and cost containment strategies
Criterion 5 within the OLG Guidelines is:
The IP&R document or the council’s application must explain the productivity improvements and cost containment strategies the council has realised in past years, and plans to realise over the proposed special variation period.
In this section, you must provide details of any productivity improvements and cost containment strategies that you have implemented in the last two years (or longer) and any plans for productivity improvements and cost containment during the period of the special variation.  
[bookmark: _GoBack]These strategies, which may be capital or recurrent in nature, must be aimed at reducing costs and/or improving efficiency.  Indicate if any initiatives are to increase revenue e.g., user charges.  Identify if the proposed initiatives (i.e., cost savings), have been factored into the council’s resourcing strategy (eg, LTFP and AMP).
Where possible, the council is to quantify in dollar terms the past and future productivity improvements and cost savings.
The council may also provide indicators of efficiency, either over time or in comparison to other relevant councils.  We will make similar comparisons using various indicators and OLG data provided to us.
Council is a member of CENTROC and regularly participates in regional tenders and cost savings measures. A recent example of this is its participation in a Procurement Road Mapping program. The aim of this program is to assist councils to move towards a more advanced procurement model. Conditional evidence from the consultants Arc Blue who have run this program with numerous councils across Australia suggests achievable savings in the order of 2-5% across Council’s procurement activities. As an example, WSC’s procurement activities during the 2012/13 financial year totalled approximately $9 million. This represents a potential saving in the order of $450,000 and this is reflected as a general principal in the SRV scenario of the LTFP. 
Other regional collaboration WSC participates in includes NetWaste which has seen and continues to see benefits in regional contracting especially in scrap steel collection and sales. 
Council has also participated in regional contracts for Green Waste chipping and waste oil collection services as part of the NetWaste contractual arrangements. These programs have delivered both an income stream to the Council and reduced waste to landfill.
The Council’s waste collection service was subject to a competitive tender process through the regional waste organisation NetWaste. The outcome of the tender process was compared to Weddin Shire Council day labour rates. The day labour rates proved to be more competitive. 
The CENTROC region has been identified as a pilot Joint Organisation as part of the FFTF strategy. Participation in this pilot program should enable WSC to collaborate more effectively with a view to divesting some governance and planning responsibilities consistent with the panel report. This should deliver reduced costs and enhanced asset management and service delivery outcomes over time, yet to be identified.
Council has demonstrated efficiency in the market place having attained R1 status as a provider eligible for Roads and Maritime Services (RMS) construction work.
Additionally, as part of the FFTF process, the Council is planning to undertake a review of its service provisions and asset base informed by the community feedback on our current service provisions received as part of the SRV consultation process. The aim of undertaking this review is to identify areas where the level of service provision can be changed to match the community’s expectations (possibly extending life of assets into preservation mode where they are meeting current expectation without renewal) and, indeed, to identify areas where cost savings can be achieved. The review will also attempt to identify assets that are no longer required to deliver expected services and develop a strategy for disposal of those assets. 
FFTF has seen Council turn its attention to alternate service provision models not traditionally part of the local government responsibilities. Possible innovative solutions to unique service provision problems faced by Rural Councils such as Weddin Shire have been identified and warrant further exploration. One such model being considered by Council is the bundling of Rural Medical Centres which can then be tendered to a private service provider. This will enable the Council to foster the delivery of medical services while minimising financial risk. 
Council constantly reviews its operational expenditure with a view to identifying cost savings. 

[bookmark: _Toc401138380]List of attachments
The following is a list of the supporting documents to include with your  application.  Some of these attachments will be mandatory to all special variation applications eg, Attachment 1, extracts from the Community Strategic Plan.  Other attachments will be required from some, but not all, councils.  For example, Attachment 10, extracts from the Asset Management Plan, would be required from a council seeking approval of a special variation to fund infrastructure.  Councils should submit their application forms and attachments online through the Council Portal in the following order.
	Item
	Included?

	Mandatory forms and Attachments
	

	Part A Section 508A and Section 508(2) Application form (Excel spreadsheet) 
	|X|

	Part B Application form (Word document) – this document
	|X|

	Attachment 1: Relevant extracts from the Community Strategic Plan
	[bookmark: Check14]|X|

	Attachment 2: Delivery Program
	|X|

	Attachment 3: Long Term Financial Plan with projected (General Fund) financial statements (Income, Cash Flow and Financial Position) in Excel format  
	[bookmark: Check15]|X|

	Attachment 4: TCorp report on financial sustainability
	|X|

	Attachment 5: Media releases, public meeting notices, newspaper articles, fact sheets relating to the rate increase and special variation
	[bookmark: Check13]|X|

	Attachment 6: Community feedback (including surveys and results if applicable)
	|X|

	Attachment 7: Hardship Policy
	[bookmark: Check10]|X|

	Attachment 8: Resolution to apply for the special variation
	|X|

	Attachment 9: Certification
	|X|

	Other Attachments
	

	Attachment 10: Relevant extracts from the Asset Management Plan 
	[bookmark: Check16]|_|

	Attachment 11: Past Instruments of Approval (if applicable)
	[bookmark: Check12]|_|

	Attachment 12: Resolution to adopt the revised Community Strategic Plan (if necessary) and/or Delivery Program
	[bookmark: Check8]|X|

	Attachment 13: Other (please specify)
	|X|



[bookmark: _Toc401138381]
Certification
APPLICATION FOR A SPECIAL RATE VARIATION 
To be completed by General Manager and Responsible Accounting Officer
Name of council:      

We certify that to the best of our knowledge the information provided in this application is correct and complete.
[bookmark: Text24]General Manager (name):      
[bookmark: Text25]Signature and Date:      
[bookmark: Text26]Responsible Accounting Officer (name):      
[bookmark: Text27]Signature and Date:      

Once completed, please scan the signed certification and attach it as a public supporting document online via the Council Portal on IPART’s website.
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