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1. Urban councils are our focus  

Local government in NSW falls into 2 types – urban councils, which cover highly urbanised areas such 

as Sydney, Newcastle and Wollongong and their immediate surrounding areas, and regional / rural 

councils. Generally the rural councils have small populations spread across large areas and there is 

little new development. From a property development perspective we do not see the need for 

significant change in rural and regional councils. Urban councils need significant reform as a culture 

that opposes property development, density and growth has arisen in many metropolitan councils. 

Our submission focuses primarily on these councils.  

2. The current local government system is not performing  

The culture in many councils in the Sydney metropolitan area has become one which is highly ‘risk 

averse’ and excessively influenced by small but vocal minorities of the community that are wary of 

change. This is understandable at a local level as councils are there to look after their constituents 

and community, but at the larger scale of the metropolitan area, growth and development is not 

being adequately managed and is unduly influenced by small groups of objectors.  

 

The Department of Planning & Environment has calculated that population growth within the Sydney 

metropolitan area over the next 20 years will require an additional 33,2001 new dwellings each year. 

The Urban Taskforce believes the real figure should be closer to 40,000 new dwellings a year due to 

the significant undersupply already existing in the Sydney housing market. In the 2013/2014 financial 

year, only 22,750 dwellings were completed in the Sydney metropolitan area.  

 

We believe local thinking on strategic planning is threatening the future prosperity of Sydney and 

Sydney’s status as a ‘global city’ and economic powerhouse of Australia. Sydney needs a new 

governance structure that ensures growth is well managed but this must incorporate the relative roles 

of local and state governments in Australia. 

3. The roles of state and local government in NSW must be defined 

A 2012 report produced by Urban Taskforce Australia and Percy Allen & Associates titled ‘Sydney’s 

Liveability Crisis – Reforming Local Government’ found that Australia’s local government contributes 

only 2%2 of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) to Australia’s overall GDP, compared to the USA at 8% and 

the UK at 12%. Our local government organisations (councils) have a low economic impact because 

the state government delivers many of the services that are delivered by local government in other 

countries. In other parts of the world local government runs schools, health, public transport and 

police.  

 

We believe that state governments must be responsible for cities in Australia and that increasing the 

size and influence of local councils will create a tension between the state and local levels of 

government. More concerning will be the lack of clear responsibilities between the two tiers of 

government for the delivery of infrastructure and services. We believe that local councils should focus 

on local issues and the state government on regional and metropolitan wide issues. 

                                                      
1 Department of Planning & Environment (2014) A Plan for Growing Sydney. This is calculated by using the 

overall projected demand for dwellings from 2011 – 2031 and dividing this by 20 to derive an annual production 

rate.  
2 Urban Taskforce Australia & Percy Allen & Associates (2012) Sydney’s Liveability Crisis – Reforming Local 

Government, www.urbantaskforce.com.au/liveability-crisis/  
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4. Urban infrastructure must be identified and managed by the state 

government  

The state government runs the NSW public transport system and major road networks across urban 

areas. It is also the state government that plans and builds crucial new infrastructure, for example the 

Sydney Metro rapid transit rail network and WestConnex. It is therefore critical that the state 

government takes a leadership role on key infrastructure projects that cover many council areas. The 

NSW government has established Infrastructure NSW as a state agency to initiate these larger projects 

and to ensure that they are economically viable.  

 

The state government is also establishing the Greater Sydney Commission (GSC) to ensure that 

planning and infrastructure provision are undertaken on a metropolitan wide basis. There needs to be 

a constructive relationship with local councils but this does not necessarily mean that amalgamating 

smaller councils to form very large council organisations will result in these organisations building a 

better relationship with state government agencies. It is the subregional level of interaction as, outlined 

in the Metropolitan Strategy, A Plan for Growing Sydney, where the constructive dialogue between 

state and local governments must occur. Ideally, the GSC should manage the regional planning, large 

project approvals and the delivery of infrastructure, establishment of housing and growth targets and 

monitoring of the performance of local councils.  

5. A shared service centre approach can increase efficiency while 

keeping councils local 

The benefits of larger scale thinking for councils can come by combining number of services from 

individual councils into a shared service centre that acts on behalf of individual councils. The current 

Sydney Metropolitan Strategy, A Plan for Growing Sydney, has divided Sydney into 6 subregions to 

manage growth. We believe that those councils located within a subregion should pool strategic and 

development assessment planning staff and resources into a shared planning ‘Centre of Excellence’. 

It is important to separate planning professionals from the undue influence of local councillors who 

prioritise very local concerns and do not consider issues from a wider, strategic perspective. This will 

allow planners to act as impartial professionals and foster a cultural change in planning from being 

opposed to growth to managing growth. In the Hunter Region, 11 councils operate a shared service 

centre to make procurement and the delivery of a number of services, including engineering and 

legal services, more efficient. 

 

 The Urban Taskforce outlined 20 key actions to reform Sydney’s councils in study titled ‘Reforming 

Sydney’s councils – 20 essential actions3’ (attached) which provides further information on shared 

service centres and the benefits of this approach.  

6. Local councils should remain local and become more efficient 

Local councils should focus on local scale planning issues and services the local community desires. 

Clusters of councils should implement shared service centres to deliver services back to each council. 

In this way the benefits of size and scale can occur where it is appropriate.  

 

A detailed report titled ‘Sydney’s Liveability Crisis – Reforming Local Government’, authored by the 

Urban Taskforce and Percy Allen & Associates Pty Ltd (www.urbantaskforce.com.au/liveability-crisis ), 

and an issue of the journal Urban Ideas, ‘Keeping the Local in Local Government while improving 

                                                      
3 Urban Taskforce (July 2013) Reforming Sydney’s councils – 20 essential actions 
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Metropolitan strategy. If this does not occur in a fully structured way but some councils do want to 

amalgamate then this should be supported. There are some very small councils in metropolitan 

Sydney and a larger size could lead to improved effectiveness of service delivery.  

9. Summary of our position 

The Urban Taskforce is concerned with how services that relate to strategic planning, service delivery, 

infrastructure provision and assessment processes for large projects are effectively delivered for 

Metropolitan Sydney. As both state and local government are involved in different ways in the 

provision of the services effective delivery will come from how the two levels of government work 

together. There is a possibility that responsibilities for service delivery could become confused if both 

levels take equal responsibility. We believe the state must be the major driver and that it can relate to 

groupings of councils through shared service centres of planning professionals.  

 

Essentially the state drives macro city wide initiatives and service delivery, councils deliver local 

services and through a shared service centre the two levels interact. This would mean the current 

Regional Organisations of Councils will not be needed. 

10. Presentation to the General Purpose Standing Committee 

The Urban Taskforce requests the opportunity to make a presentation to the General Purpose Standing 

Committee as part of their investigations into this issue.   




