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EVANS HEAD RESIDENTS FOR SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT INCORPORATED 

Submission to IPART 
‘Fit For The Future’ Application 

Richmond Valley Council 
 

1. Evans Head Residents for Sustainable Development Incorporated (EHRSDI) was formed by the 

community to ensure that development in the Richmond Valley Council local government area 

was sustainable, economically, socially and environmentally, and obliged the principles set 

out in Section 8 “council’s charter” under the Local Government Act 1993 (as amended)1. 

2. EHRSDI has included as members of its executive a solicitor, an accountant, a consultant 

ecologist, a former MBA Director and specialist in environmental management.    All have 

extensive experience in both the public and private sectors.  

3. EHRSDI notes the very narrow remit given to IPART by the State government to determine 

whether a council is ‘Fit For The Future’ (FFTF).  In the event that a local government area fails 

to meet the hastily-assembled criteria for FFTF set by the State government in June 2015, the 

council would appear to be forced into a default option, in our case amalgamation with 

another local government area, Kyogle, which is also weak financially.  Such a forced 

amalgamation begs the question: where is the hard evidence which supports the notion that 

putting two financially weak councils together will lead to a better outcome for both the State 

government and local residents and ratepayers? As far as we can determine there is no valid 

evidence to show that such a marriage will provide a robust future for residents or ratepayers 

particularly given the reducing financial support provided by the State government for 

infrastructure to 2025.  The two-thirds reduction in funding to Richmond Valley Council is 

noted in their long term financial plans.  

4. EHRSDI notes that the State government has failed to include any requirement to examine the 

social, environmental and economic impact of the FFTF on the community in its remit to 

councils and IPART. 

5. Moreover it is noted that the State government had no requirement to bring any FFTF 

application prepared by council to the community for comment before it was submitted to 

IPART for assessment.  This is a very serious problem particularly given that the current 

councillors were not elected on an amalgamation platform2.   We do not support the State 

government’s clear attempt to avoid appropriate consultation with the community about the 

criteria set for determination of a council’s fitness or the application prepared by a council.  

We have seen no evidence supporting the validity of the criteria to be used by IPART in its 

assessment of a council’s ‘fitness for the future’.  How does the State government know that 

the criteria being used will produce viable councils into the future?    In our view this is crystal 

ball gazing at best or a cynical political process to shift costs for all local infrastructure to local 

government areas regardless of socioeconomic standing or impact at worst.  No account is 

                                                           
1 http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/nsw/consol_act/lga1993182/s8.html  
2 It is noted that the recently re-elected State government may force amalgamations:  
http://www.governmentnews.com.au/2014/09/forced-amalgamation-spectre-returns-nsw-councils/  

http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/nsw/consol_act/lga1993182/s8.html
http://www.governmentnews.com.au/2014/09/forced-amalgamation-spectre-returns-nsw-councils/
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taken of the Australian or world economic context in IPART assessment and we see no 

evidence whatsoever of any attempt to examine ‘worst’ and ‘best case’ economic 

circumstances.   Ten year economic predictions are notoriously problematic3.  In that regard 

we note that in the course of just a few short years the demand for infrastructure spending 

for Richmond Valley Council has gone from over $100 million to approximately $30 million.  

How are figures for 10 years ahead to be believed with such dramatic changes? 

6. Is IPART making assessments of ‘fitness for the future’ which take account of aging 

populations and capacity to pay?  It would seem not.   EHRSDI notes that virtually all of 

Richmond Valley postcodes fall in the bottom 20% for social disadvantage in NSW4 based on 

21 variables (see Figure 1).  This is not new information.  Previous postcode studies by Vinson5 

and by other agencies demonstrate the same disadvantage which is not improving with time.  

Social disadvantage is entrenched6 in the Richmond Valley Council local government area yet 

this is not dealt with in Richmond Valley Council’s application or included in the assessment 

to be made by IPART.   

 

Figure 1 Map of Disadvantage for Richmond Valley Council area with some adjacent council areas included. Reference Prof. 
Tony Vinson’s Dropping off the Edge, July  20157.  Note that the Richmond Valley Council local government area falls in the 

“Most Disadvantaged” postcodes 

7. In our view the fact that Richmond Valley Council suffers such significant disadvantage has 

special importance with regard to the capacity of residents and ratepayers to be able to access 

and assess the complex information presented in the FFTF process.  Our SES disadvantaged 

status puts residents at disadvantage with regard to representation and critical assessment of 

materials which form part of the application process.  There were more than 700 pages of RVC 

information pertinent to the FFTF.   For many, this was an insurmountable amount of 

information to tackle in a short time, 28 days, for purposes of forming an independent opinion. 

But more than that there is the problem of lack of critical skills to analyze what is often opaque 

                                                           
3 http://www.macleans.ca/economy/economicanalysis/why-economists-cant-predict-the-future/  
4 Professor Tony Vinson’s Dropping Off the Edge report released this month 
5 Tony Vinson 2007 Dropping off the Edge Jesuit Social Services and Catholic Social Services Australia 
6 http://www.dote.org.au/recommendations/  
7 http://www.dote.org.au/map/  

http://www.macleans.ca/economy/economicanalysis/why-economists-cant-predict-the-future/
http://www.dote.org.au/recommendations/
http://www.dote.org.au/map/
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material written in a jargon incomprehensible to many and demanding significant technical 

background for understanding.    In light of this disadvantage we would have thought that 

Richmond Valley Council would have stepped up to the mark and had public meetings to make 

clear what they were being asked to do, what the State government had said about the reform 

process and what council had said to make clear what the impact of being declared FFTF would 

mean for local residents and ratepayers.  BUT THIS DID NOT HAPPEN.   

Council FAILED to inform residents and it would seem to have gone out of its way to not bring 

critical information to the attention of local people.  There are many examples which 

demonstrate Council’s failure to communicate but here is a good example, Council’s 12 page 

coloured July-August Newsletter delivered to all ratepayers (see Appendix A).   

 

We expected that the Mayor might have raised the issue of FFTF and the possibility of being 

forced into amalgamation with Kyogle where he lives.  He does not reside in Richmond Valley 

local government area.  His column for the newsletter is shown in Figure 2.  Note that there is 

no mention of the FFTF application or potential of amalgamation, the biggest ticket issue 

facing council.  

 

Figure 2 Mayoral column from the July-August newsletter.  No mention of FFTF or amalgamation 

In Council’s Community Engagement Strategy 2015-016, Council’s “Promise to the Public” is: 

“We will keep you informed” (page 13).  In our view this is patently untrue.  What’s more in the 

same document council claims that “stakeholders have a right to be informed about Richmond 

Valley Council decisions which affect them” and “….will involve the community to participate in 

decisions in a way which is proportionate [emphasis ours] to the significance or impact of an 

activity on them” (see page 4 Principles).   This has not been the case with the FFTF process.  The 
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impact of the FFTF process will have major impact on our community.  Failure to tell the 

community about the proposed above peg rate hikes to 2025 is hardly a proportionate response 

unless of course it is an inverse relationship where the larger the impact the smaller the 

response from council.  

The column from the General Manager also gives little attention to the details of the FFTF (see 

Figure 3) process or amalgamation default option or “The Benefits” the State government will be 

giving to those councils which are declared as FFTF (see page 15)8.  Instead the column deals in 

generalities and spin with focus on the General Manager, his appointment for another four years 

and the upgrade in his title! There is nothing about the proposed above peg rate increases every 

year until 20259,  nothing about the reduction if funding from the State government10, nothing 

about devolved planning powers11, nothing about fast tracking for above-peg rates12 and nothing 

about the increased rates burden being planned for ratepayers at 82% to 202513.  Rather, council 

talks about all the wonderful projects it has planned and nowhere is there any attention given to 

how ratepayers will be funding them (see Appendix A for the full 12 page report).  

 

Figure 3 The General Manager's column in the July-August newsletter.  Nothing about the impact of what is planned for the 
future. 

                                                           
8 OLG 2014 Fit For The Future  A roadmap for stronger smarter councils 
9 Richmond Valley Council 2015 Appendix H  Long Term Financial Plan 2015-2025 
10 Richmond Valley Council 2015 Appendix H  Long Term Financial Plan 2015-2025 
11 Office of Local Government 2014 Fit for the Future:  A Roadmap For Stronger, Smarter Councils. 
12 Office of Local Government 2014 Fit for the Future:  A Roadmap For Stronger, Smarter Councils. 
13 http://www.echo.net.au/2015/07/richmond-valley-rates-to-rise-by-82-by-2025/  

http://www.echo.net.au/2015/07/richmond-valley-rates-to-rise-by-82-by-2025/
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We also expected that Council might have given some space to the FFTF process and impacts 

of potential outcomes on ratepayers and residents on its website but there is no mention of this 

matter on Council’s Home Page as at 30 July 2015 (http://www.richmondvalley.nsw.gov.au  

Figure 4).  

 

 

Figure 4: Home Page Richmond Valley Council as at 30 July 2015.  No mention is made of the Fit for the Future application 
to IPART to stand alone as a local government area 

http://www.richmondvalley.nsw.gov.au/
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EHRSDI also used Council’s search engine with the tag “Fit for the Future” and the following 

information was provided by council’s website (See Figure 5). 

 

 

Figure 5: Fit for the Future search took the reader to the information shown above on Council's website 

 A click on the “Fit for the Future” takes the reader to a State government document (see 

Figure 6) with the following URL: 

http://www.richmondvalley.nsw.gov.au/icms_docs/209158_Fit_for_the_Future_-

_A_Blueprint_for_the_future_of_Local_Government.pdf  

 

Figure 6: A search of Council's website takes the reader to a State government document.  Nothing about Council's FFTF 
application to IPART 

 There is nothing other than the State government document at this page.  

http://www.richmondvalley.nsw.gov.au/icms_docs/209158_Fit_for_the_Future_-_A_Blueprint_for_the_future_of_Local_Government.pdf
http://www.richmondvalley.nsw.gov.au/icms_docs/209158_Fit_for_the_Future_-_A_Blueprint_for_the_future_of_Local_Government.pdf
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 A click on the item “Fit for the Future – our approach” takes the reader to council’s 

comments about the matter and to the supporting documentation (see Figure 7).  See URL: 

http://www.richmondvalley.nsw.gov.au/page/Your_Council/Fit_for_the_Future/  

 

Figure 7: Copy of the page on Council's approach to FFTF.  Note that while council makes note of the 39% 
cumulative increase in rates already delivered to it by IPART from 2014/5 for five years, no mention is made of the 
additional above peg rates every year which brings the cumulative increase to 82% to 2025.   Certainly reference 
is made to the Long Term Financial Plan but the key feature of this complex document is not mentioned (see 
Figure 8). 

While Council mentions “renewed engagement with the community to build trust with a 

new Community Strategic Plan…..” crucially this “renewed engagement” has not been 

included to date in any dialogue with the community to tell it that it is up for an overall 82% 

http://www.richmondvalley.nsw.gov.au/page/Your_Council/Fit_for_the_Future/
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rates increase or to tell it what will happen should it be granted a pass mark for ‘Fit for the 

Future’ by IPART.  This critical part of the story has been left out of the summary explanation 

provided by council, and is, in our view, a major error of omission. Moreover Council has not 

made the effort to tell a disadvantaged electorate about these important ‘details’.   There 

were NO public meetings to explain the future costs to the public.  Council avoided public 

meetings and served up glossy newsletters which distracted ratepayers from the real issue, 

that is, what the price of FFTF would cost them.  But worse, council failed to review the 

impact of these cumulative rate increases in terms of the social and economic impact on a 

disadvantaged community, a clear breach of its responsibility under Section 8 of the Local 

Government Act 1993 and a clear breach of trust with ratepayers which it had promised to 

engage in a trust building process.   

 

Figure 8: The 'fine detail' of the long term planning document which shows above peg rate increases every year to 2025.  
This was buried in more than 700 pages of documentation which go to make up supporting documentation for council's 

application for FFTF. 

Overall it is our view that Council has failed miserably to meet the “Principles” it set out in its 

Community Engagement Strategy.  The community was not informed in a proportionate, 

balanced and appropriately detailed way about what the cost of being declared FFTF would 

be.  Furthermore council failed to consider what the impact of its proposals would be on a 

significantly disadvantaged community, Richmond Valley.  The 82% cumulative rate increase 

to 2025 is more than twice an estimated cumulative CPI increase of 2.8% (35%).  Given that 

so many of our local people are on fixed incomes and many have rent stress and many  other 

problems we would have thought it imperative that the impact of the 82% increase would 

have taken priority in a communications strategy.  It is our view that if Council had 

presented the full, balanced picture of the cost of many of the projects it is proposing, the 

community would have had much more to say and most likely rejected council’s long term 

plan to 2025.    

In our view it was not up to the community to try and discover what council was saying in its 

more than 700 pages of documentation for FFTF.  Rather Council should have presented the 

case to the community.    

8. Communications about FFTF and Amalgamation have been kept from the public.  There have 

been various meetings between Richmond Valley Council and Kyogle and others and 

ratepayers and residents have been kept from these meetings.  Such ‘secret’ meetings have 

created mistrust in the FFTF and amalgamation process but more than that they have taken 

away a fundamental opportunity for the public to see what information is being served up in 

discussion and, to be blunt, to ‘keep the bastards honest’.  How can the public keep its 

council to account when it is kept away from discussions which will affect them?   And where 

is the transparency in the process?  If councils and public servants are unable to speak 
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frankly about matters in a public setting then they should not be holding office. The public 

has been left out of important discussions concerning their futures.  The public has no way 

of knowing how honest and frank these discussions have been.  The current process is a 

clear breach of Section 8 of the Local Government Act 1993 and reminiscent of the behind-

closed -doors meetings held during the forced amalgamation process between Richmond 

River Shire Council and Casino Council between 1997 and 2000 where ratepayers were 

deliberately excluded.      

9. EHRSDI has major concerns about the validity of the financial information on which 

Richmond Valley Council bases its argument that it is FFTF. On two occasions council invited 

TCorp to make assessments of council’s long term financial viability.  We note with alarm the 

disclaimer from Tcorp about the information it has obtained from council (see Figure ) in its 

April 2015 Report (see Figure 9).   

 

Figure 9: Copy of Disclaimer from TCorp April 2015. 

TCorp makes it clear that it has relied entirely on information provided by council and “…has 

not verified or audited the accuracy, reliability or currency of the information provided to 

it…..” nor does it “..warrant or guarantee the outcomes or projection contained in the 

report..” or consider “…the commercial risks, various external factors or the possibility of 

poor performance……”.  In view of this disclaimer we have serious concerns about the 

validity of the conclusions reached by TCorp.  Why was there no assessment of the validity 

of the information provided, standard practice in the financial assessment of any 

organisation?  For EHRSDI this is a critical issue for many reasons and should be for the 

government in its haste to reinvent local government.  There is a great deal at stake here.    

We have raised this matter because we believe it is critical to an evaluation of Richmond 

Valley Council’s FFTF.   

Richmond Valley Council has engaged in large projects for which there has been no 

appropriate strategic planning.   For example Council is currently engaged in building a 
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sports stadium in Casino.  Initially we were told that the project would cost $1.2 million14 but 

within five months that grew by 25% to $1.5 million15.  We were told that it would be funded 

by the sale of council property16 but then council went on to borrow a large amount of 

money to pay for the project17.  The General Manager and Mayor agreed to waive Section 64 

requirements for the project behind closed doors (see Figure 10).   

 

Figure 10: Waiver of Section 64 requirements for the Casino Sports Stadium in January 2014 

As far as we can determine this waiver was not reported to Council yet it involved a 

significant amount of money.  Water and sewer are part of the project and someone 

eventually has to pay for them yet the real costs were expunged from the costs of the 

project by waiver.  But more than that the DA file for the project showed that the waiver 

                                                           
14 24 June 2013 
15 19 Nove 2013 
16 25 June 2013 
17 19 Nov 2013 Item 13.5 GM authorised to borrow up to $1.5 million 
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was not for $98,976 but $552,345 a large difference (see Figure 11).  Questions have been 

asked about this at Council but the July 2015 Minutes of Council’s meeting show that the 

General Manager has not yet responded to this matter.   

 

Figure 11: Waiver of $552,345 for Section 64 requirements for the Sports Stadium project 

In June 2015 Council commenced discussions on how the Stadium was to be managed and the 

pricing regime, all matters that should have been considered in a business plan for the 

building.   

In view of the fact that Council appears to have no business plan for the Stadium and in view 

of the fact that there is a moveable financial landscape which seems to characterise this 

project, EHRSDI has serious concerns about the actual cost and long term viability of this 

project. But more than that we have formed the view that such apparent poor planning does 

not sit well with the concept that Council is a good manager of its business. Furthermore we 

believe this project raises serious questions about the validity of the information provided to 

TCorp in its assessment of council.  It is our view that an independent evidence-based 

assessment of council’s financial position is warranted.   There are other examples.   

Final Remarks 

Overall EHRSDI has concerns about the validity of information on which Richmond Valley 

Council has built its case to be FFTF.  But more than that we believe that council has failed to 

take the community into its confidence in putting the case for independence by not disclosing 

the real cost to the community should it be declared Fit for the Future, and by not taking 

account of the disadvantaged status of the local government area now and into the future.  

In our view the whole local government reform process does not stand close scrutiny because 

of the failure to test the data on which decisions are to be made.  There have been no validity 

checks of important financial information critical to decision-making, and the remit for 
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amalgamation or FFTF would appear to be political and cost-shifting rather than a genuine 

attempt at long overdue reform in this area.  

There is little doubt that the State government wants to pass on costs of infrastructure to local 

communities with little or no regard to the social or economic consequences to those 

communities, and is clearly keen to divest itself of various planning powers without telling us 

what those changes might be.  Again social and environmental consequences of what the 

State government is planning to do in local government receive scant consideration.   

The State government has put the community on the ‘horns of a dilemma’.  If we support our 

local council to be FFTF we are setting ourselves up to be punished with above-peg rates, more 

borrowings and potentially an unsound planning devolution with serious consequences for 

those less well off.  If we don’t support council’s FFTF application we set ourselves up for 

amalgamation with another financially weak council.   In the case of amalgamation there is no 

evidence to support the notion that we will be better off or that such an amalgamation will 

improve the financial position of council.  As Dollery18 and others have shown, it’s not size that 

counts! 

We do not support either proposal and suggest that the State government look to more 

appropriate ways to improve the performance of local government which take account of the 

community and its capacity and preparedness to pay.  In our view the community wants 

genuine, evidence-based reform of local government which takes the people with it and 

creates genuine sustainable employment and services and takes care of the environment 

which we depend on for a range of critical services.    This has not happened.   

We would be happy to discuss our views with the State government and will be doing so with 

our local State Member.  

   

Dr Richard Gates 

Vice-President  

for  

Evans Head Residents For Sustainable Development Inc. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
18 Professor Brian Dollery, University of New England.  Various papers.  




























