
18/6/2017.

Dr- Peter BoxalN,
Chairman, IPART.

Dear Dr. Boxall,

It is hereby requested that IPART reject the applieation by MidCoast Council for an SRV
(SRV20 17). I note that you have stated "the eouncil must engage 'with the coimnunity when
assessing options for a special variation, ive expeet it will have sought and considered the
comrnunity's views on the special variation". This submission seeks to deanonstrate that your
requirements have riot been adequately i?et by the applicant, and the application shouNd
therefore be rejected? The non-eompliances and some further baekground information are
detailed below.

1. Consumer Engagement

a) sr late 2016, Council comtuissioned a survey, svhich Council claims showed 75oA ratepayer approval for a
rate increase. In reality that siuvey had shorteoniings including choice of groups surveyed, niunber and
location of tltose polled and the wording of the response options (disadvantaged, inconvenienced etc). Since
then, Coiuicil, when challenged about lack of transparency on the SRV, jtist quotes its interpretation of the
siuvey results. It is submitted that such action does not constitute ?engagement?.

b). Despite State Government limits on rate increases, MCC late last year went ahead with an application for
IPART approval for 21 % iiierease over 4 years. This failed due to ratepayer objeetions and action by Local
Govermnent Minister. Just before C?uistmas, Council amiouneed "no rate increase? as it had found ?other
funding sources? not mentioning that the rate increase plan failed because it was illegal at the time.

c) At an unknown date, iuinamed iiidividuals from MCC lobbied a distant Upper House member, (Paul
Green, from the Shoalhaven area) to faeilitate an amendment to the legislation Uhat caused the failure of
their earlier attenupt? The amendment, for iuiknown reasons, passed unopposed tbrough Parlianient. As a
result, MCC annoiuiced that they now had a "gyeen light? to again apply for a rate increase. At no stage did
MCC advise ratepayers of their intentions to actively alter the legislation, and have to this day not made
public who worked with Mr. Green and by what means he was persuaded to assist their efforts.
The intention to again seek a rate increase was only flagged in local newspapers in Apiil 2017.

d) Notifications involving Council meetings and other information were very low key, in some cases being
released late on a Friday afternoon thereby attracting mininial attention, and giving mini?l preparation
tinne to anyone wishing to make a subxnission. For instance, the agenda for the Extraordinary meeting on! agenda

.6'. Beft31' May to ratify the IPART approach was announced on the 26'. Before this time the EM -had not even
been listed on the Council schediile of mee%s. This effectively allowed only 2.5 working days for
ratepayer submission preparation instead of the normal minimum of 7.



e) Public submissions on the SRV proposal closed at 4:30 pro on May 29', and a report was scheduled for
publication on May 30'. Thtis, only one day was allocated for the ffialysis of the submissions; it is painfully
apparent that the submissions were always going to be ignored. The EM on 31 "' May was timed for 2 pro.
when, due to work coinniitments, fevver ratepayers could attend.

f) The fact that Coiuicil managers continually refer to the 2016 sruyey results as evidence of community
approval of the SRV demotistrates how poor their conmuuiity engagennent has been 'ux this case. Certainly,
the occasional coinuiunity briefing was held, but the rate increase was seldom mentioned and was cettainly
not openly discussed at tbese meetuigs. Tlie siuvey involved some 400 people, some of whom were not in
fact ratepayers. This seems a rather small sauiple consideiiiig the population of m'ound 90000 in the MCC
area. Tlie so-called Local Area Representatives, appointed to keep Couxicil aware of ratepayer feeling and
opinion were conspicuous by their absence from the public areas and ?infoxmation? meetings, explaining
why a stuprising ntunber of ratepayers are even now unaware of the SRV. There has been no mention of
any input to Council by these ?representatives? so another soiirce of public opinion information stands
ignored. Infonnatioii to the publie on the SRV has been tuiniuial, and the whole process appears to have
been inexplicably mslied, perhaps to comply with guidelines relating to the timing of rate notice issue.
While we are all fully aware of the weaknesses of soeial media, scrutiny of this topic on Facebook sites such
as the Great Lakes Advocate and Maiining Alliance may give a broader indication of coimnunity opinion
and how MCC has manipiilated this situation.

2. Justification

g) Council has repeatedly justified the SRV on the basis that there is a $180 million backlo@ in roadfbridge
funding mid the depreciation in this area is under-fiu?ided by $5 million per year. This is despite a $20
nffllion State Gove.tmnetit grmit to merged Councils. MCC maintains that the only way to address this
under-funding is by rate increases, but most people with aceoiuitancy backgroiuids wiu state that the
proposed rate increase cannot fix this problem; it can only be resolved by cash injectioxt Otlier sources of
income, and savings tbrough efficiencies need to be nmch more thorough}y exatnined before such a rise is
adopted. MCC has recently absorbed MidCoast Water, a well-known profit maker; income frou'i this sotu'ce
coi'ild be applied to eover the depreciation deficiency of roads aud bridges. There is xio evidence that staffing
costs, particularly at mnager levels and efficiency in controlliiig expenditure, have been reviewed. In
suinmaiy, ofhet sotirces of fiuids may well be available but have not been examined by Council.

h) As IPART is aware, the Adiniiiistrator was appointed and not elected. This sitiiation will end in September
when elections will see a pop?ilarly elected Cotuicil installed. This rate mcrease is o'ue of the most far-
reachiiig initiatives by a Coiuicil in recent menioiy, and despite Council's clainns, is not widely supported. If
a rate rise is iiitroduced, it should be by elected representatives who are responsible to the ratepayers, rather
thmi a single individual having no direct or coxitinuing respousibility to those ratepayers.

i) The rates cturently levied by MCC are some of the highest in the State, comparable to those in Sydney in
spite of much lower incomes and land values. Roads, bridges mid depreciation funding are the justification
for the SRV, but with new Coiuicillors being elected in Septetuber, there is no guarantee that the iiicome
raised will not be diverted to other projects. If the increase is defei'red, at least a new Council will have to
justify any such action; if it is doxie now, it will have no responsibility to direct the funds to roads.

To my knowledge, there has not to date been a Draft Operational Plan prepared by Council for 2017 - 2018
with all the financial iiifoi'nnatioii contained witin. As yon know, this plan lists income, expenditure, and
many other items. Without access to this plan, it is ixnpossible to properly assess the justification for an SRV
such as this.

j)



3. Eeonomic and Social Effect

k) In the C oiuicil area, there are many retirees mid families on fixed incomes. It is obvious that a rate increase
of 28oA over fo?ir years, in addition to increases in electricity and household expetises will impact their
lifestyle. The chatxge in pension entitlements associated with income levels has fiuther reduced the
disposable income of this section of the conununity. A rate rise should be delayed until the sihiatioii for
these peop}e stabilises. Note: according to Australian Biu'eau of Statistics (2015), the Tea GardensfHawks
Nest area median age is 60, whereas it is 3 7.3 years for the whole of Australia. The area is mainly retirees
and older folk - which makes a savage rate hike even more impactfiil and disappointing.

l) With a baeklog of $180 tnillion, it is obvious that the deficit has been biiilding for some time, but previous
Councils saw no great need to address that situation. The question now is why an outgoing Administrator,
having only four months remain?ig in office, should consider rectification of this long-standing situation to
be so urgent.

4- Conclusion

m)

n)

o)

p)

The actions of the Adniinistrator and Council managers have been sufficiently devious and seeretive to
reduce ratepayer confidenee in the Council as it now stands. Major faetors in this are :-

The results of the 2016 survey have been skewed to justify Couneil proceeding with the SRV.

Coiuicil initiated and facilitated the Parliamentmy actions overhuning the cap on rate increases but
never revealed this to the ratepayers. Nor have the reasons for the involvement of a distantly located
aforeign' po?jtieian.

Council's reluctance to properly consider submissions iuifavourable to their position.

The lack of true piiblie enga gement in this matter, particularly the timing of the release of information.
The unusuauy short intervals between the amiouncement of, and the holding of meetings relating to the
SRV.

A petition submitted prior to the EM with over 280 signatures was treated by Coiuieil as a single
submission. Consequently over 300 ratepayer subnffssions to Council have been treated as 30, aiad
rejected out of iiand. As a result, the SRV proceeding to nPART for approval was a foregone
conclusion.

[1) There is evidence of ingency and time sensitivity in the manner that MCC has managed this project.
Tis, together with the lack of openness mentioned earlier, has generated cynicism and even suspicion
about Co'iuieil's actions with many ratepayers.

And finally, the statement below by the Council itself. The MCC management themselves
realise that deep down their systems and methods were and are flawed. try a response to
some points raised by a ratepayer dated 31sf March an un-named Couneil manager states:-

"As a public authority we believe we should be transparerit and acknowledge we have a
long way to go. In relation to s.vstems, we are still operating across three differ-ent systems
across all of oitr biisiness incliiding financial, capital works, citstomer and proper-ty systems



following the meizei? of the three former Coiincils in Afay 2016. VVe also agree with you
that the information needs to be more publicly accessible iria our website and 'nahilst vve
are vvorking hard to haste that sign0fican7/.v improsied §v the end of next month, it will
remain a work in progress for some time.
Feedback from the commimity siich as yoitrs is actitally qitite helpfitl and we'd be happy to
take 3ioii up on yoitr qffer qf advice next time yoit are in town or.feel free to PAi a sitggested
timei/ location and we'// arrange.for one of oiir engineers to meet with yon. That gisies l/s a
chance to gisie yon a bit of a rim down on.jiist wh3i it is taking so long to align oina s3stems
for planning, reporting and transparency pitiposes"

But now, just ttvo months later, C ouncil shows it still has a long way to go with transparency
and accessibility of information to the public. The systems that were carising trouble in
March are nossr sound enough to support a proposal for a 28.5oxo rate increase? They need
more time. but can't wait to msh this SRV through!

The above confession clearly demonstrates the need for IPART to re.iect the SRV20 17
proposal.

For the reasons detailed above, it is requested that IPART reject the MCC request for a
Speeial Rate Variation. MCC has failed to engage adequately with ratepayers, has failed to
establish a genuine and urgent need for a rate increase, and has failed to demonstrate that the
increase would achieve its stated objective. Furthermore, there appears to have been no
analysis by MCC of alternative income sources?

MCC already levies some of the ighest rates in the State. It is clear that if approved this
SRV would adversely affect a significant number of elderly and retired ratepayers, but
'without any guararitee of benefit. I tnist that IPART agrees and rejects this SRV application.

Respeetfully,




