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Introduction 
 
At its meeting on 13 September 2022 Council agreed to move forward with the 
community discussion around financial sustainability. This included placing the draft 
Integrated Planning and Reporting documents on public exhibition to further discuss 
the community’s views on the three narrowed down scenarios: the base rate cap 
scenario and two rate increase options. 
 
A comprehensive communications and engagement plan was developed at the 
commencement of the financial sustainability discussion. It included a three phase 
approach: 
 

• Phase 0 – Community education  
To inform the community on Council’s financial situation and the current and 
short-term mitigation strategies that have been implemented to date. 
 

• Phase 1 – Financial sustainability options 
To provide non-rate increase and rate increase options to the community that 
creates a financially sustainable Council. 
 

• Phase 2 – Public exhibition  
To publically exhibit preferred options within the Integrated Planning & 
Reporting documents (This phase is dependent on the outcome of Phase 1). 

 
Following the completion of first two phases Phase 0 and Phase 1, Phase 2 was 
renamed ‘Rate Rise Options’, making sure the purpose of the engagement was clear 
to the community. The objectives of Phase 2 were to: 
 

• Continue to increase community awareness of Council’s financial situation 
and its journey to date 

• Inform the community about the preferred rate increase options for Council’s 
financial sustainability 

• Seek community feedback on the preferred rate increase options for Council’s 
financial sustainability 

• Identify the community’s view on the preferred rate increase scenarios 
 

This report provides a summary of the community conversation including key 
findings and an analysis of the engagement for the Phase 2 period.   
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Communication and Engagement Methodology 
 
The communication  and engagement program was designed based on the 
demographic analysis or audience profile for the Port Stephens community.  

Phase 2 – Rate rise options (14 September to 12 October) 
A diverse range of communication methods were used throughout Phase 2 to further 
raise community awareness of Council’s financial position and the narrowed down 
options for the community feedback. Table 1 outlines a description and the reach for 
each communication method used.  Further details and examples of all methods are 
included in Appendix A. Table 2 is an outline of engagement methods, as well as the 
community participation for each method. Further details on engagement are 
included in Appendices B to E. 
 

ACTIVITY DESCRIPTION REACH 

Project 
webpage 

Rate rise options dedicated website page 
www.portstephens.nsw.gov.au/council/rate-rise-
options 
Site included the link to short survey; various 
information including increased FAQs; videos; 
webinar from independent experts and a rates 
calculator.  

 
 
1090 visits 
 
 

Rates calculator usage (download requests  
only)  

52 downloads 

Independent Expert Webinar 
58 visits 
44 video views 

Rate Cap Announcement Video 
932 visits* 
28 video views 

Revaluation Explanation Video 
171 visits 
72 video views 

Fact Sheet 932 visits* 

Rate Rise Options Webinar 
932 visits* 
354 video views 

Integrated Planning & Reporting Documents 
(downloads) 57 downloads 

* these resources are hosted on the same page 
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ACTIVITY DESCRIPTION REACH 

Paid print 
advertising 

1 print advertisement 
 
22 September 2022, Port Stephens Examiner,  
p. 9 
 

25,000 
distribution 
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ACTIVITY DESCRIPTION REACH 

Social 
Media 
 
 

Facebook posts (organic) - 8 
14 September 2022 ‘Striking a balance between 
the needs of our community and Council’s funded 
future.’ 

12071 reach;  
2342 clicks 

27 September 2022 ‘Community engagement 
sessions’ 

5102 reach; 
319 clicks 

28 September 2022 ‘Community engagement 
session – Boyd Oval, Medowie’ 

4324 reach; 
168 clicks 

29 Septmeber 2022 ‘Outdoor Sunset Cinema 
Medowie’ 

1416 reach; 
43 clicks 

4 October 2022 ‘Rate rise options – Have your 
say’ 

2605 reach; 
350 clicks 

5 October 2022 ‘Rate rise options – Have your 
say’ 

3758 reach; 
442 clicks 

7 October 2022 ‘IPART rate cap announcement’ 
(Video included) 

3423 reach; 
651 clicks 

10 October 2022 ‘Rate rise options – last chance 
to have your say’ (Video included) 

2619 reach; 
586 clicks 

Facebook posts (paid ads) - 1 
Posts focusing on ‘Rate rise options’ asking the 
community for help to identify which of the 
narrowed down options they would prefer. 

 
16596 reach; 
991 clicks 

Direct 
emails 

Special Interest Groups 
19 September 2022 a group email to key 
community groups was sent to offer placeholder 
time at their next meeting pending 13 September 
2022 Council Meeting. 
All Rate Rise Options material has been emailed 
directly to the community groups below 
throughout the public exhibition period.  

• Tomaree Ratepayers & Residents Association 
• South Tomaree Community Association 
• Fern Bay Fullerton Cove Community 

Association 
• Karuah Progress Association 
• Medowie Progress Association 
• Business Port Stephens 
• Voices of Wallalong/Woodville 
• Shoal Bay Community Association Inc. 
• Soldiers Point Community Group 
• Tilligerry Community Association 
• Karuah LALC 
• Wahroonga Aboriginal Corporation 
• Worimi LALC 

13 groups 
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ACTIVITY DESCRIPTION REACH 

Bulk  
e-

newsletters 

E-newsletters distribution 
Article included in e-newsletters 
19 September 2022 ‘Have Your Say’ subscribers 
5 October 2022 ‘Your Port’ subscribers 
 

3913 total 
 
1521 recipients 
2392 recipients 

Phone 
messaging 

On hold messaging 
Throughout the public exhibition period Council 
has a “Rate Rise Options” annoucment within its 
hold messaging. All customers who called 
Council heard the announcement 
 

3159 customer 
service calls 
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Table 2: Phase 2 Engagement methods 

DATE METHOD PARTICIPATION 

Online Survey 

Survey Monkey 
https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/rateriseoptio
ns 
Open 14 September – 12 October 2022 

671 surveys 
completed 
883 comments 

Community 
drop in 

sessions 

Sunset Cinema 
• Raymond Terrace 27 September 2022 
• Medowie 29 September 2022 
• Nelson Bay 1 October 2022 

17 total attendees 
• 5 attended 
• 7 attended 
• 5 attended 

Port Stephens Visitor Information Centre 
• 4 October 2022 

 
• 12 attended 

Shopping Centres 
• Salamander Bay 4 October 2022 
• Raymond Terrace 6 October 2022 
• Medowie 6 October 2022 

26 total attendees 
• 10 attended 
• 4 attended 
• 12 attended 

Key 
stakeholder 

meetings 

Special Interest Groups 
• Wahroonga Aboriginal Corporation 12 

September 2022 
• Tilligerry Community Association 28 

September 2022 
• Karuah LALC 4 October 2022*  

*emergency cancellation, reschedule attempted 
• Soldiers Point Community Association 4 

October 2022 
• Voices Of Wallalong/Woodville 5 

October 2022 
• Shoal Bay Community Association 10 

October 2022 
• Tomaree Ratepayers and Residents 

Assocation 10 October 2022 
 

95 total attendees 
• 3 attended 

_________ 
• 12 attended 

 
• Cancelled 

________ 
• 19 attended 

________ 
• 14 attended 

___ 
• 21 attended 

_________ 
• 26 attended 

Interactions 

Interactions include counter enquiries, phone 
calls, or emails where a ratepayer has 
requested more information. 

16 interactions 
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Key findings – Phase 2  
 
The Rate rise options communication and engagement program had a community 
awareness reach of 83999 and participation of 7819*. Participation is any time 
people have actively done something to be part of the engagement. This can be 
completing the online survey, visiting the website for more information, clicking or 
liking a social media post, attending a community information session or contacting 
Council to ask questions or find out more.  
 

Key Themes 
A number of key themes came out of community input across all engagement 
opportunities including the online survey comments, community drop in sessions, 
special interest group presentations and Council interactions. As the engagement for 
Phase 2 is tied to the fiscal relationship between the community and Council, being 
that landowners in the LGA pay rates and then Council uses those rates to provide 
services, the key themes were also a reflection of this. The themes encompassed 
the community’s understanding of the Special Rate Variation application process and 
ratepaying in general, as well as the affordability of a proposed rate rise during a 
time where the cost of living is also rising. They also explored Council’s financial 
accountability and the service levels that were currently provided and how this 
should change should a SRV be approved. The key themes include:  
  
1. Level of understanding 

Initially this theme was tied solely to the understanding of complex local 
government financial matters, but during the exhibition period, it grew to also 
include the community’s understanding of the engagement process, specifically 
looking at the short survey and how it was structured. From a financial point of 
view, this included the understanding of rates in general, rating inequities, rate 
valuations and the ‘rate pie’, developer contributions and grant funding and how 
that differs from rating income, and state legislation. With regards to the survey, 
this theme encompassed understanding around the questions being asked, how 
they were being asked and the order they were being asked in.  
 
Some participants expressed concern with the directness of the rate option 
questions. Some voiced their displeasure that there weren’t more options to 
choose from or that there wasn’t an option to choose ‘No rate rise’ in Question 1. 
A ‘No rate rise’ option was part of a later question (Question 3) and the survey 
was designed this way to give participants understanding of the rate rise options 
up front.  
 

2. Efficiency and cost containment 
Efficiency and cost containment relates to directly to Council spending. This 
included cutting costs and and looking at internal savings and efficiency 
measures. It covered the lack of trust in Council financial management and 
modelling and the community asking for accountability for perceived economic 
mismanagement. Often participants were asking Council to ‘live within their 
means’, cut staff or salaries or to sell the Mayor’s car. 
 

*Total reach and participation have been reclassified in accordance with updated definitions such as updated newspaper readership figures 
when collating all phases. 
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3. Affordability  
This theme focused on the community themselves and whether or not they could 
afford a rate rise on top of the growing cost of living. It included financial 
hardship and economic factors, especially for fixed income rate payers. It also 
demonstrated that there was a lack of awareness around the options for 
ratepayers who were experiencing financial difficulties. 
 

4. Service levels 
Service levels has been a key theme across all recent engagements with our 
community, not just during Phase 2, ‘Rate Rise Options’. Within Phase  
2participants were opposing service level priorities, wanting more services but 
being unwilling to pay for them, sections of the community feeling that their 
locality is ignored or that services are always provided elsewhere; and explaining 
their preference for the allocation of surplus funds should a rate increase be 
applied. During the exhibition period, ‘Roads’ was identified as a subset of this 
theme. Many members of the community across the short survey, social media 
and community sessions identified this as a priority. 
 

5. SRV option preference explanation 
This theme was tied to positive responses from the community and where they 
could identify the benefit of a rate rise and the impact it would have on the 
service levels provided by the council. This included explanations for their choice 
of SRV (single year vs multi-year), as well as justification for the division of 
surplus and their decision to support a rate increase. 
 
All comments from questions 1- 3 in the short survey were coded using the 
themes above. When coding the comments there were a number deemed as 
‘Miscellaneous’. This was because the comments were inappropriate or of a 
personal nature, were singular and non-repetitive, they didn’t make sense or 
didn’t offer an explanation for their decision that aligned with the key themes 
(e.g. ‘No rate rise’ or ‘I agree’). 

 

Short survey 
After using the more extensive survey during Phase 1, a short survey was created in 
SurveyMonkey to clarify participants’ views on the narrowed down scenarios by 
streamlining the process to just three questions (excluding demographic questions). 
Each question provide the opportunity for the respondent to also leave a comment. 
Paper copies of the survey were made available at Council libraries and the Council 
administration building for those without online access. 
 
The survey had a total of 671 responses with 883 comments provided. Of those that 
completed the survey, 48% were male and 47% were female. The majority of 
participants were ratepayers living in Port Stephens (92%), while ratepayers living 
outside the LGA were the second-highest polling group at 4%. 53% of respondents 
found out about the survey from social media, with direct email (27%) and media 
such as papers and radio (17%) other popular methods of communication. 
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The full survey report and survey comments can be viewed in Appendices C and D. 
Question 1 – Rate rise option preference 
The first question in the survey sought to understand the community’s preference 
between two different rate rise scenarios that had been streamlined from five original 
options during the Phase 1 survey process. Respondents were asked to chose 
between a Single Year Scenario of 26% or a Multi-Year Scenario of 10.5% per year 
(34.92% cumulatively), with results showing a preference for the Single Year 
Scenario, with 61% in favour. (Figure 1.) 

Drawing on the comments, there seemed to be a misunderstanding about the 
purpose of the question and how it fit into the survey as a whole. There was an 
underlying sentiment that the question was leading and did not provide the option to 
say no to a rate rise, or that by answering the question the respondent was in favour 
of raising rates. This was not the intention, but instead the two options were laid out 
in the initial stages to provide greater understanding to aid in answering Question 3, 
where respondents could chose between a rate rise or reduced services. The 
language stated “IF” Council was to apply for a Special Rate Variation and not when, 
seeking preference rather than level of support. The number of comments per theme 
can be viewed in Table 3 below. 

Table 3: Question 1 comments 

Key Themes from 327 comments* 
Level of 

Understanding 
Efficiency 
and Cost 

Containment 

Affordability Service 
Levels 

Roads SRV 
preference 
explanation 

77 100 61 63 46 43 
*comments can include more than 1 theme 

Figure 1: Short Survey – Question 1 results 
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Question 2 – 
Distribution of funds 

Question 2 was a Likert scale that asked respondents about how supportive they 
were of the proposed distribution of extra funds, should a rate rise occur. The 
community was generally in favour of the financial dispersement (54%) with 22% 
‘very supportive’ and 32% ‘supportive’ of the split. (Figure 2) Conversely, 26% were 
against the proposal, 9% being ‘opposed’ and 17% ‘very opposed’. 19% of 
respondents were unsure of how they felt about it. 

Because of the nature of this question, the comments were heavily weighted towards 
service levels and what the Council was providing for the rates that were paid. The 
comments regarding service levels were generally around two main themes. Either 
the community were critical of the services in their local area (or comparing their 
locality to other parts of the LGA) or they were critical of the roads and road 
maintenance. Those that didn’t identify roads as our main priority listed the natural 
environment as their biggest concern. The number of comments per theme can be 
viewed in Table 4 below. 

Table 4: Question 2 comments 

Key Themes from 259 comments* 
Level of 

Understanding 
Efficiency 
and Cost 

Containment 

Affordability Service 
Levels 

Roads SRV 
preference 
explanation 

35 50 10 139 111 10 
*comments can include more than 1 theme 
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Figure 2: Short Survey – Question 2 results 

Question 3 – Rate rise or reduced services 

Question 3 was the most direct about the financial future of Council. It asked whether 
the community wanted to pursue a rate rise option or a reduced services option. 
Over half of all respondents (53%) were in favour of a rate rise and the benefits that 
increased income would bring. (Figure 3) Analysis of the comments revealed that 
respondents who were against the rate rise (47% of responses) were almost twice 
as likely (1.75x) to comment, resulting in the written sentiment trending towards the 
negative. 

Table 5: Question 3 comments 

Key Themes from 264 comments* 
Level of 

Understanding 
Efficiency 
and Cost 

Containment 

Affordability Service 
Levels 

Roads SRV 
preference 
explanation 

71 106 19 59 42 24 
*comments can include more than 1 theme 

Figure 3: Short Survey – Question 3 results 
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Community drop in sessions and special interest group meetings 
Table 6 and 7 below show participant numbers at both drop in sessions and group 
meetings. 

Table 6: Community drop in sessions 

Location Date Attendance 
Sunset Cinema – Raymond Terrace 27th September 2022 5 

Sunset Cinema – Medowie 29th September 2022 7 
Sunset Cinema – Nelson Bay 1st October 2022 5 

Shopping Centre – Salamander Bay 4th October 2022 10 
Shopping Centre – Medowie 6th October 2022 12 

Shopping Centre – Raymond Terrace 6th October 2022 4 
Visitor Information Centre – Nelson Bay 4th October 2022 12 

 
Table 7: Special interest group meetings 

Location Date Attendance 
Wahroonga Aboriginal Corporation 12th September 2022 3 
Tilligerry Community Association 28th September 2022 12 

Karuah Local Aboriginal Land Council Cancelled due to emergency 
Soldiers Point Community Association 4th October 2022 19 
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Voice of Wallalong/Woodville 5th October 2022 14 
Shoal Bay Community Association 10th October 2022 21 

Tomaree Ratepayers and Residents 
Association 

10th October 2022 26 

 
Across both the community drop-in sessions and the meetings with special interest 
groups, found a lot of feedback focused more on how services provided by Council 
would be affected by the proposed rate rise rather than the actual rate rise itself. 
Issues that arose were locally focused, specific to the location and residents where 
the face-to-face session was being held. Some of the specific issues to be raised 
included Air BnBs, Place Plans, Brandy Hill Quarry, Little Beach amenities, tourism, 
boatramps and Smart Parking. There were also broader questions across the 
community that were raised at a number of meetings. These ranged from climate 
change and the natural environment, over-development, over 55s living and land 
revaluations.  

 

 

 

 

Interactions 

Council received 16 interactions representing every instance a community member 
contacted Council, regarding Rate rise options. This includes interactions such as 
phone calls acknowledging the receipt of the Rate rise options direct email, request 
to view the hard copy IP&R documents, and information requests regarding the 
engagement methods. Interactions are classified separately from formal 
submissions.  
 
With survey respondents being able to comment on each financial sustainability 
question, we did find some overlap between the issues to be raised by the 
community in face-to-face meetings and the issues raised by the community who 
took part in the survey. The strongest correlation between these two engagement 
methods occurred around the natural environment in Port Stephens, as well as 
development (or over-development) and how rates are assessed for Over 55s living.  
 
Across all forms of engagement the most discussed topic was roads and potholes. 
Whether it was a drop-in session, a community meeting or the survey, it was clear 
that the community’s biggest concern was the state of the road network in the Port 
Stephens LGA. Professional discourse with colleagues from Communications and 
Engagement teams within nearby councils reveals a similar story, with 
unprecedented weather events causing widespread damage and making repairs for 
Council teams difficult.  
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It is important to note that the Rate Rise Options communications and engagement 
program remained agile and responsive to community needs throughout phase 2, as 
it had during phases 0 and 1. Comments and questions raised in the community 
information sessions, social media posts and online survey comments were 
monitored and responded to publically through a number of channels. These 
included updating factsheets, creating videos and answering questions and 
comments on Rate Rise Option posts on Facebook.  
 
On top of this, IPART announced a change to the rate cap from 2.5% to 4.4% during 
public exhibition, which wouldn’t change the overall rate for the Special Rate 
Variation application but would mean the rate cap will make up a larger proportion of 
the overall special rate. We moved quickly to create a video featuring the General 
Manager to explain this change and that it would not impact the total amount that 
Council was applying for. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Submissions 

Council received in total 138 submission from the period of the 13th of September 
2022 to the 12th of October 2022 relating to the Rate Rise Options engagement and 
the draft Integrated Planning and Reporting documents revised for a Special Rate 
Variation. Of the submissions, 58 were from individuals, 1 from a community 
association group and 78 were petition style submission in which an individual put 
their name and address to. Most of the submissions were emailed directly to the 
generic council information address however some were in response to direct emails 
sent as per the engagement plan to raise awareness.  

The common themes from the submissions included concerns around the 
affordability of a rate increase, Council’s efficiency and cost containment measures, 
council’s expenditure on capital projects and not focussing on core maintenance 
services, as well as suggestions for raising revenue through other measures, such 
as separately rating over 55’s lifestyle villages and increasing fees for developers. 
Noting that there were some submissions that acknowledged Council’s need for 
raising rates, its efforts in raising awareness and engaging with the community as 
well a few submission suggested a smaller increase would be more tolerable.  
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Appendix A 
Communication Methods – Phase 2 
Project webpage 
Rate rise options dedicated website page 
www.portstephens.nsw.gov.au/council/rate-rise-options 
 
Rate rise options page promoted to home page via quick access bar 
 

 

 

http://www.portstephens.nsw.gov.au/council/rate-rise-options
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Website page included: 
Introduction, general information, media release, webinar from Chief Financial 
Officer, webinar from independent experts, FAQs, details of community drop in 
sessions. 
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Rates calculator  

https://forms.portstephens.nsw.gov.au/RunForm.aspx?formId=2654 
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Independent Expert Advice 

https://www.portstephens.nsw.gov.au/council/rate-rise-options/independent-advice 
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Land Revaluations Explanation Video 

https://www.portstephens.nsw.gov.au/council/rate-rise-options/faqs 

The Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs) page was updated to reflect the changes in 
Phase 2 
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Fact Sheet 

https://www.portstephens.nsw.gov.au/trim/other?RecordNumber=22%2F255853 

The fact sheet was updated after the Phase 0 and 1 engagement and to reflect the 
name change following the council resolution. It was available on the Rate Rise 
Options webpage, as well as internally on the MyPort SharePoint page. 
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Rate Rise Options Webinar 

https://www.portstephens.nsw.gov.au/council/rate-rise-options/rate-rise-options 
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Integrated Planning & Reporting Documents 

https://www.portstephens.nsw.gov.au/council/public-exhibitions/current-public-
exhibitions 
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Media releases and associated media 
 
Media releases from Port Stephens Council 
14 September 2022 
Rate rise options proposed for Port Stephens 
https://www.portstephens.nsw.gov.au/council/news/2022/rate-rise-options-proposed-
for-port-stephens 
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Paid advertisement  
22 September 2022, Port Stephens Examiner, p. 9 
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Facebook posts (organic) 
14 September 2022 
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 27 September 2022 
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28 September 2022 
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29 September 2022 
 
 
 

 
 
 
  



Communications and Engagement Report – Rate Rise Options      46 

4 October 2022  
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5 October 2022  
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7 October 2022  
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10 October 2022  
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Facebook posts (paid ads) 

21 September to 12 October 
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Special Interest Groups  
Throughout the public exhibition phase special interest groups were continually 
informed regarding the Special Rate Variation application process and how they 
could contribute to the conversation around rate rise options. 
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Direct email/E-newsletters 
Newsletter sent to subscribers of ‘Have Your Say’ and ‘Your Port’ e-newsletters  
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Bulk newsletter print copy ‘Your Port’ 
The printed copy of ‘Your Port’ was not used for Phase 2 as it would not have 
reached the community before the end of public exhibition 
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On-hold Messaging 
Throughout the public exhibition period Council has a “Rate Rise Options” 
annoucment within its hold messaging. All customers who call Council will hear the 
announcement. 
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Appendix B 
Engagement Methods – Phase 2 
Rate Rise Options – Short Survey
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Community Drop-in Sessions 
A selection of images from Sunset Cinema and shopping centre community drop-in 
sessions. 
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Key Stakeholder Meetings – Special Interest Groups  
A selection of images from special interest group meetings 
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Communications and Engagement Report – Rate Rise Options      68 

Appendix C 

Survey Report – Phase 2 
 
Question 1 
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Question 2 
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Question 3 
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Question 4 
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Question 5 
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Question 6 
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Question 7 
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Appendix D 
Survey Comments – Phase 2 
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Appendix E 
Submissions 
A summary of each submission and a Council response has been provided with the 
Council Report – Special Rate Variation – revised Integrated Planning and reporting 
Documents – Rate Rise Options Engagement – 25 October 2022. 
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Appendix F 
Rate Cap Announcement 
IPART Media Release 
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Video Update 
As IPART announced the rate cap during public exhibition, Port Stephens Council 
published a message form the General Manager via Facebook to explain how this 
change would affect our application for a Special Rate Variation and what it meant 
for ratepayers. Video published Friday 7th October 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



79      Port Stephens Council 

 


	Phase 2
	Contents
	Appendix A
	Communication Methods – Phase 2
	Appendix B
	Engagement Methods – Phase 2
	Survey Report – Phase 2
	Appendix D
	Survey Comments – Phase 2
	Appendix E
	Submissions
	Appendix F
	Rate Cap Announcement



