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Figure 1: Proposed new local government area



Page 2 

MINISTER’S FOREWORD 

Four years of extensive consultation, research and analysis have demonstrated that change is needed in 
local government to strengthen local communities. 

Independent experts have concluded that NSW cannot sustain 152 councils – twice as many as Queensland 
and Victoria. 

After considering the clear need for change, the Independent Local Government Review Panel (ILGRP) 
research and recommendations, the assessment of councils by the Independent Pricing and Regulatory 
Tribunal (IPART), council merger preferences, community views and the unique needs and characteristics of 
each area, I am putting forward the proposal to merge the local government areas of Newcastle and Port 
Stephens.  

The proposed merger will create a council better able to meet the needs of the community into the future and 
will provide significant benefits for the community.  

This document details the benefits the merger will provide to communities, including:  

 a total financial benefit of $85 million over a 20 year period that can be reinvested in better services and 

more infrastructure;  

 potentially reducing the reliance on rate increases through Special Rate Variations (SRVs) to fund local 

infrastructure;  

 greater capacity to effectively manage and reduce the infrastructure backlog across the two councils;  

 improved strategic planning and economic development to better respond to the changing needs of the 

community;  

 effective representation by a council with the required scale and capacity to meet the future needs of the 

community; and 

 providing a more effective voice for the area’s interests and better able to deliver on priorities in 

partnership with the NSW and Australian governments. 

With the merger savings, NSW Government funding of $20 million – and a stronger voice – the new council 
will be better able to provide the services and infrastructure that matter to the community through projects 
like: 

 improving regional roads; 

 realising the economic and employment potential of Newcastle Airport for people of the Newcastle and 
Port Stephens area; and 

 the revitalisation of the Newcastle CBD. 

The savings, combined with the NSW Government’s policy to freeze existing rate paths for four years, will 
ensure that ratepayers get a better deal. 

A suitably qualified delegate of the Chief Executive of the Office of Local Government will consider this 

proposal against criteria set out in the Local Government Act (1993), and undertake public consultation to 

seek community views.  

I look forward to receiving the report on the proposal and the comments from the independent Local 
Government Boundaries Commission. 

 

 

Minister Paul Toole 

January 2016 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The communities of Newcastle and Port Stephens share common 
characteristics and connections and will benefit by up to $85 million from a 
merged council with a stronger capability to deliver on community priorities 
and meet the future needs of its residents.  

 

 

Introduction 

This is a proposal by the Minister for Local 
Government under section 218E(1) of the 
Local Government Act (1993) for the merger of 
Newcastle and Port Stephens local 
government areas.

1
 This merger proposal sets 

out the impacts, benefits and opportunities of 
creating a new council.  

The creation of this new council will bring together 
communities with similar expectations in terms of 
demands for services, infrastructure and facilities. 
These communities have shared interests such as 
the growing tourism industry in the area. 

The proposal has been informed by four years of 
extensive council and community consultation and 
is supported by independent analysis and 
modelling by KPMG. 

In 2015, the Independent Pricing and Regulatory 
Tribunal (IPART) assessed that while Port 
Stephens was ‘fit’ to stand alone, Newcastle City 
Council would have limited scale and capacity to 
effectively deliver services and infrastructure on 
behalf of residents, and meet future community 
needs. 

The new council for the new local government 
area will not only oversee an economy that shares 
many similar residential, workforce and industry 
characteristics, but will have enhanced scale and 
capacity to help it deliver on local infrastructure 
priorities such as investment in local roads and 
tourism, including developing conference centres 
to attract increased business tourism. 

                                                      
1
 The end result if the proposal is implemented is that a new 

local government area will be created. For simplicity 

throughout this document, we have referred to a new council 

rather than a new local government area. 

 

Impacts, Benefits and Opportunities 

A range of benefits and opportunities has been 
identified from the proposed merger, including a 
stronger balance sheet to meet local community 
needs and priorities. 

Analysis by KPMG shows the new council has the 
potential to generate net savings to council 
operations. The merger is expected to lead to $65 
million in net financial savings over 20 years.  

The analysis also shows the proposed merger is 
expected to generate, on average, around $5 
million in savings every year from 2020 onwards. 
Savings will primarily be from the redeployment of 
back office and administrative functions; 
streamlining of senior management roles; 
efficiencies from increased purchasing power of 
materials and contracts; and reduced expenditure 
on councillor fees.

 2
 

The NSW Government has announced a funding 
package to support merging councils which would 
result in $20 million being made available should 
the proposed merger proceed. 

These savings may enable the new council to 
reduce its reliance on rate increases to fund new 
and improved community infrastructure.  

Newcastle City Council has recently received 
IPART approval for a cumulative Special Rate 
variation (SRV) of 31.7 per cent over a five-year 
period from 2015-16 to address infrastructure 
backlogs and fund capital expenditure.  

The proposed merger is also expected to result in 
simplified council regulations for residents and 
businesses  in the Newcastle City and Port 

                                                      
2 NSW Government (2015), Local Government Reform: 

Merger Impacts and Analysis, December. 



Page 4 

Stephens council areas, given each council is 
currently responsible for separate and potentially 
inconsistent regulatory environments. Regulatory 
benefits include consistency in approaches to 
development approvals, health and safety, 
building maintenance, traffic management and 
waste management. 

The proposed merger will provide significant 
opportunities to strengthen the role and strategic 
capacity of the new council to partner with the 
NSW and Australian governments on major 
infrastructure projects, addressing regional socio-
economic challenges, delivery of services and 
focus on regional priorities.  

This could assist in: 

 reducing the existing $120 million 

infrastructure backlog across the Newcastle 

and Port Stephens area; 

 driving economic growth through the already 

significant visitor economy; 

 investing in critical infrastructure and 

integrated transport in the area; and 

 supporting economic growth and development 

while enhancing the standard of living and 

lifestyle that local residents value. 

While a merged council will increase the current 
ratio of residents to elected councillors, the new 
ratio is likely to be comparable with levels 
currently experienced by other communities 
across regional NSW.  

Next Steps 

This merger proposal will be referred for 
examination and report under the Local 
Government Act (1993).   

Local communities have an important role to play 
in helping ensure the new council meets their 
current and future needs for services and 
infrastructure and will have an opportunity to 
provide input on how the new council should be 
structured.  

Local communities will have an opportunity to 
attend the public inquiry that will be held for this 
merger proposal and an opportunity to provide 
written submissions. For details please visit  
www.councilboundaryreview.nsw.gov.au 

Figure 2: Map showing boundaries for the proposed new council with 
Wagga Wagga City Council highlighted for comparison 

http://www.councilboundaryreview.nsw.gov.au/
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INTRODUCTION 

This merger proposal has been informed by an extensive four-year 
consultation and review process. 

The NSW Government has been working with local councils and communities since 2011 to strengthen 
council performance and ensure local government is well placed to meet future community needs.  

A first key step in that process was the Independent Local Government Review Panel’s (LGRP’s) 
comprehensive review of local government and subsequent recommendations for wide-ranging structural 
reform and improvements to the system. In response, the NSW Government initiated the Fit for the Future 
reforms that required each local council to self-assess against key performance indicators and submit 
proposals demonstrating how they would meet future community needs.  

The NSW Government appointed IPART in 2015 to assess each council’s submission. IPART has now 
completed its assessment of 139 proposals (received from 144 councils) and concluded 60 per cent of 
councils are ‘not fit’ for the future. Many of these councils did not meet the elements of the ‘scale and 
capacity’ criterion (refer Box 1 below). 

Newcastle City and Port Stephens councils each submitted Fit for the Future proposals to remain as stand-
alone councils. In assessing each council’s submission, IPART determined that while Port Stephens is ‘fit’ to 
stand alone, Newcastle does not have adequate scale and capacity. A merger is needed to achieve the 
required scale and capacity to meet the needs of residents across the area now and in the future.  

In the consultation period that followed the release of the IPART report, Newcastle City Council nominated 
Port Stephens Council as a potential merger partner.  

Box 1 Overview of scale and capacity 

Key elements of ‘scale and capacity’ 

Scale and capacity is a minimum requirement as it is the best indicator of a council’s ability to govern 
effectively and provide a strong voice for its community. At a practical level, this includes being able to: 

 undertake regional planning and strategic delivery of projects; 

 address challenges and opportunities, particularly infrastructure backlogs and improving financial 

sustainability;  

 be an effective partner for the NSW and Australian governments on delivering infrastructure projects 

and other cross-government initiatives; and 

 function as a modern organisation with: 

o staffing capacity and expertise at a level that is currently not practical or economically possible for 

small councils; 

o innovative and creative approaches to service delivery; and  

o the resources to deliver better training and attract professionals into leadership and specialist 
roles. 
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A NEW COUNCIL FOR THE NEWCASTLE AND 
PORT STEPHENS AREA 

The proposed new council will be responsible for infrastructure and service 
delivery to around 230,000 residents across the Newcastle and Port 
Stephens area in the Lower Hunter region. 

The creation of a new council provides the opportunity to bring together the communities from across the 
local government areas of Newcastle and Port Stephens. These communities share many services and 
many residents travel within the region for work, education, health, shopping and leisure activities related to 
coastal attractions.  

The new council will be responsible for infrastructure and service delivery to more than 279,000 residents by 
2031. This reflects the expected population growth across the region of 1.1 per cent per annum.

3
 In addition 

to local residents, large numbers of tourists and holiday-makers visit the region each year, placing ever-
increasing demands on the upgrading and renewal of major infrastructure resources which are vital to the 
local economy. 

The proposed merger aligns with the approach of the NSW Government’s Draft Hunter Regional Plan. The 
Plan identifies the importance of adopting a coordinated approach to managing the expected population 
growth across the Newcastle and Port Stephens region and the need to plan for, and respond to, the 
changing service and infrastructure needs of these communities. The NSW Government has identified a 
number of regional priorities that are directly relevant to the proposed new council. For example: 

 driving economic growth in regional NSW through growing the visitor economy in the broader Hunter 

region; 

 investing in critical infrastructure and integrated transport by improving transport connectivity and freight 

movement, in particular through the key economic centre of the Port of Newcastle, and increasing Port 

Stephens’ road connectivity to Dungog and Newcastle Airport; 

 building liveable centres, particularly through the revitalisation of Newcastle City Centre; and 

 supporting the most vulnerable members of the community through improved targeting of health 

programs. 

In addition, the NSW Government has identified both Newcastle and Raymond Terrace as major regional 
centres of strategic importance to the State. 

For the plan to be implemented effectively, a coordinated approach will be required to manage the expected 
population growth across the Newcastle and Port Stephens area and the related changes in service and 
infrastructure needs. A new council with appropriate scale and capacity will be better able to partner with the 
NSW Government on the implementation of these regional priorities. 

The establishment of a new council will also provide an opportunity to generate savings and efficiencies and 
reduce the current duplication of back-office functions, senior executive positions and the many layers of 
current regulations. Any savings generated by a merger of these two councils could be redirected to 
improving local community infrastructure, lowering residential rates and/or enhancing service delivery. An 
overview of the current performance of the two existing councils and the new proposed entity is provided in 
Figure 3. 

In addition, IPART determined that while both Newcastle and Port Stephens councils satisfy key financial 
performance criteria, it also found that Newcastle City Council’s ability to effectively advocate for community 
priorities is affected by a lack of scale and capacity. A merged council will improve this, with an enhanced 
scale and capacity to better plan and coordinate investment in critical infrastructure and services. This 
should also put the new council in a better position to advocate to the NSW and Australian governments for 
the regional investments that will be needed for the future.   

                                                      
3
 NSW Department of Planning & Environment 2014, NSW Projections (Population, Household and Dwellings) 
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Figure 3: Council profiles
4
 

 

Sources: Australian Bureau of Statistics, Department of Planning and Environment, Office of Local Government, Council Long Term Financial Plans, Fit for 
the Future submissions to IPART and IPART Assessment of Council Fit for the Future Proposals.  

Note: Totals may not sum due to rounding. Estimates of the new council’s operating performance and financial position is based on an aggregation of each 
existing council’s projected position as stated in respective Long Term Financial Plans (2013-14). In addition, it is assumed efficiency savings are generated 
from a merger, and this is reflected in the projected 2019-20 operating result for the new council. Further details are available in Further details are 
available in NSW Government (2015), Local Government Reform: Merger Impacts and Analysis, December. 

 

  

                                                      
4 2013-14 operating revenue figures were corrected on 20 January 2016. 
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BENEFITS, OPPORTUNITIES AND IMPACTS 

The proposed merger has the potential to provide an $85 million benefit to 
communities over 20 years, which could support investment in critical local 
infrastructure and services and/or be utilised to address rate pressures.  

Financial Benefits of the Proposed Merger 

Analysis by KPMG in 2015 shows the proposed merger has the potential to generate net savings of around 
$65 million to the new council over 20 years. The proposed merger is also expected to generate, on 
average, around $5 million in savings every year from 2020 onwards. Consequently, the merged council will 
have a balance sheet that is stronger and in a better position to meet local community needs and priorities.  

Gross savings over 20 years will primarily be due to:  

 streamlining senior management roles ($7 million); 

 the redeployment of back office and administrative functions ($54 million);  

 efficiencies generated through increased purchasing power of materials and contracts ($11 million); and  

 a reduction in the overall number of elected officials that will, in turn, reduce expenditure on councillor 

fees (estimated to be $2.5 million).
5
 

In addition, the NSW Government has announced a funding package to support merging councils which 
would result in $20 million being made available should the proposed merger proceed. 

The implementation costs associated with the proposed merger (for example information, communication 
and technology, office relocation, workforce training, signage and legal costs) are expected to be surpassed 
by the accumulated savings generated by the merger within a three-year payback period.  

Merger benefits could be reinvested to: 

 improve infrastructure – annual savings could be redirected towards infrastructure renewal or capital 

works including ongoing investment in revitalising Newcastle’s CBD, asset maintenance, and resealing 

and repairing roads throughout the area that are heavily used by freight and visitors. Redirecting savings 

could lead to cumulative additional infrastructure expenditure of around $65 million; 

 enhance service delivery – removal of duplicate back-office and administration functions could provide 

the basis for employing an additional 78 staff for frontline services. This could include libraries and other 

community services; and/or  

 reduce rate pressures – annual savings could be used to reduce the existing dependency on SRVs to 

fund community infrastructure and/or avoid future rate increases. 

The expected operating performance of each council over the next 10 years is illustrated in Figure 4.
6
 

The two councils forecast markedly different levels of operating performance over the next 10 years. Over 
the next 20 years Newcastle City Council’s costs are projected to continually outstrip revenue.  

This merger proposal will provide the new council with the opportunity to strengthen its balance sheet and 
provide a more consistent level of performance. Overall, it is expected the proposed merger will enhance the 
financial sustainability of the new council through: 

 net financial savings of around $65 million to the new council over 20 years. 

 achieving efficiencies across council operations through, for example, the redeployment of duplicated 
back office roles and functions and streamlining senior management; 

 establishing a larger entity with an operating revenue of around $450 million per year by 2025; 

 an asset base of approximately $1.4 billion to be managed by the merged council; and  

                                                      
5
 NSW Government (2015), Local Government Reform: Merger Impacts and Analysis, December. 

6
 Calculation of a council’s operating performance ratio excludes any grants received from the council’s reported operating revenue. 

This enables comparison of council operating performance based on own-source revenue. 
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 greater capacity to effectively manage and reduce the $120 million infrastructure backlog across the area 
by maintaining and upgrading community assets. 

The Local Government Act contains protections for three years for all council employees below senior staff 
level. In rural centres with populations below 5000, staff numbers must be retained as far as is reasonably 
practicable. 

Figure 4: Projected operating performance ratio by council (2016-2025) 

   

Note: This ratio measures a Council’s achievement of containing operating expenditure within operating revenue. It is important to 
distinguish that this ratio is focussing on operating performance and hence capital grants and contributions, fair value adjustments and 
reversal of revaluation decrements are excluded. 

Source: Council Long Term Financial Plans (2013-14) 

Opportunities for Improved Services and Infrastructure 

The efficiencies and savings generated by the merger will allow the new council to invest in improved service 
levels and/or a greater range of services and address the current infrastructure backlog across the two 
councils. Examples of local infrastructure and service priorities that could be funded by merger-generated 
savings include projects like: 

 attracting new businesses and strengthening existing businesses within the area through shared 
marketing and promotion, a regional targeting of growth sectors, and facilitation of initiatives and 
programs for local employers and advocacy for the area (such as the proposed tourism interchange 
infrastructure at Birubi Head); 

 improving regional roads, including work to address the localised impact of population growth; 

 realising the economic and employment potential of Newcastle Airport for people of the Newcastle and 
Port Stephens area. The Airport is currently jointly owned by the two councils. A merged council will 
facilitate greater efficiencies in the management of Newcastle airport;  

 a merged council will be in a stronger position to support the growth of the Hunter defence and allied 
industries. This is particularly important as the Joint Strike Fighters project and Williamtown RAAF Base 
upgrade gets underway; and 

 the revitalisation of the Newcastle CBD. 

Regulatory Benefits 

There are currently 152 separate regulatory and compliance regimes applied across local council boundaries 
in NSW. These many layers of regulations are making it hard for people to do business, build homes and 
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access services they need. NSW businesses rated local councils as second to only the Australian Tax Office 
as the most frequently used regulatory body, and highest for complexity in dealings.

7
  

It can be expected that the proposed merger will result in simplified council regulations for many Newcastle 
and Port Stephens residents and businesses. Newcastle City and Port Stephens councils are each 
responsible for separate and potentially inconsistent regulatory environments. A merged council provides an 
opportunity to streamline and harmonise regulations.  

Adopting best practice regulatory activities will generate efficiencies for a merged council and benefit local 
residents and businesses. For example: 

 a tradesperson who operates small businesses across the Newcastle and Port Stephens area will have 
just a single local council regulatory framework to understand and comply with; 

 the compliance burden for owners of holiday homes and accommodation across neighbouring suburbs 
(currently in different council areas) will be reduced and simplified; and 

 residents can have greater confidence that development applications will be subject to a more uniform 
process than the existing patchwork of regulations which can add to the cost and complexity of home 
renovations and building approvals. 

Impact on Rates 

Newcastle City Council has recently received IPART approval for a cumulative SRV of 31.7 per cent over a 
five-year period from 2015-16 to address infrastructure backlogs and fund capital expenditure.  

The savings generated by a merger may enable the new council to reduce reliance on rate increases to fund 
community infrastructure.  

Table 1: Comparison of rateable businesses and residential properties (total and percentage share) 

Council Business rating assessments 
Residential rating 

assessments 

Newcastle City Council 4,743 7% 61,135 93% 

Port Stephens Council 1,777 5% 30,052 93% 

Merged council 6,520 7% 91,187 93% 

Source: NSW Office of Local Government, Council Annual Data Returns (2013-14). 

In addition, the proposed merger will bring together a range of residential and business premises across the 
area, providing the new council with a large rate base on which to set ratings policies and improve the 
sustainability of council revenue. Table 1 outlines the mix of business and residential rating assessments 
that underpin current rate revenue across the area. 

Local Representation 

The ratio of residents to elected councillors in each of the two councils is markedly different. This reflects 
both councils having a wide variation in resident populations, but a similar number of councillors. While the 
proposed merger will increase the ratio of residents to elected councillors, the ratio, based on councillor 
numbers in the existing councils, is likely to be similar to those currently experienced in other NSW councils, 
including the more populous Blacktown City Council (Table 2). For the purpose of analysis of merger 
benefits, this proposal has assumed that the new Council will have the same number of councillors as 
Newcastle, as this has the largest number of councillors of the councils covered by this proposal. The 
Government welcomes feedback through the consultation process on the appropriate number of councillors 
for the new council. 

Some councils in NSW have wards where each ward electorate elects an equal number of councillors to 
make up the whole council. Community views on the desirability of wards for a new council will be sought 
through the consultation process. 

 

                                                      
7
 NSW Business Chamber, 2012 Red Tape Survey 
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Table 2: Changes to local representation in Newcastle and Port Stephens 

Council 
Number of 

councillors 
Number of 

residents (2014) 
Residents per 

councillor 

Newcastle City Council 13 160,021 12,309 

Port Stephens Council 10 69,728 6,973 

Merged council 13* 229,749 17,673 

Blacktown City Council 15 325,139 21,676 

* Newcastle and Port Stephens communities will have an opportunity to shape how a new merged council will be structured, including the appropriate 
number of elected councillors. Fifteen elected councillors is the maximum number currently permitted under the NSW Local Government Act (1993). 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, Estimated Resident Population 2013; and NSW Office of Local Government, Council Annual Data Returns (2013-
14). 

The new council will be in a position to use its larger scale and capacity to advocate more effectively for the 
needs of the Newcastle and Port Stephens communities. As the new council will represent a more significant 
share of region’s population, and have a substantial economic base, it will be able to advocate more 
effectively on behalf of its residents. It will also be able to develop improved strategic capacity to partner with 
the NSW and Australian governments, including on major infrastructure initiatives, community services and 
urban planning and development.  

The many ways communities currently engage with these councils will continue, including through public 
forums, committees, surveys and strategic planning. Councillors will continue to represent local community 
interests and will have the opportunity to take a more regional approach to economic development and 
strategic planning. 
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THE LOCAL COMMUNITY 

Communities across the Newcastle and Port Stephens area share common 
characteristics and connections. The proposed new council will have 
enhanced scale and capacity and be better placed to shape and deliver the 
economic development, community services and infrastructure that underpin 
the lifestyle of these communities.  

Geography and Environment 

The Newcastle City and Port Stephens council areas cover a rich and distinctive geographic environment. 
The area covers a range of natural environments, from a shared coastline to bushland with a diverse range 
of flora and fauna. The area includes a number of state parks and conservation areas, and boasts Stockton 
Bight Sand Dunes, the largest dunes of their kind in the southern hemisphere. The natural environment 
presents a number of maintenance and sustainability challenges, but also establishes the area as a key 
tourism destination with activities such as bush walking, koala-spotting, swimming, whale and dolphin 
watching, boating and fishing.  

The local community and existing councils regard the region’s natural environmental features as important 
assets and this is reflected in the $69 million the councils collectively spend each year on environmental 
management and preservation.  

Local Economy 

The local economy is characterised by: 

 average household incomes above the regional NSW average of $65,168, with average household 

incomes of $76,076 in Newcastle and $67,938 in Port Stephens; 

 differing rates of employment growth, with Newcastle experiencing growth of 1.1 per cent, which is above 

the regional NSW average of 0.6 per cent, and Port Stephens experiencing a decline of 0.1 per cent;  

 higher rates of unemployment compared to the regional NSW average of 7.3 per cent, with 

unemployment rates of 8.3 per cent in Newcastle and 9.5 per cent in Port Stephens;  

 levels of educational attainment which are higher than the regional NSW average, with 57 per cent of 

adults in Newcastle and 54 per cent of adults in Port Stephens with post-school qualifications; and  

 similar industry composition across both council areas – major industries across both councils include 

manufacturing, retail trade, and health care and social assistance. 

Table 3 provides a snapshot of the local business profile of each council. More than 15,000 local businesses 
across the area contribute more than 95,000 jobs to the local economy.  

Table 3: Local business and employment profile 

Council Number of businesses Local jobs Largest sector 

Newcastle City Council 11,628 70,256 
Health Care & Social 

Assistance 

Port Stephens Council 4,315 26,608 Retail 

Merged council 15,943 96,864 
Health Care & Social 

Assistance 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, Business Counts and Employment by Industry (2014) 
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The NSW Government’s Household Travel Survey highlighted that the majority of working residents in the 
Newcastle and Port Stephens area travel within the area to work.

8
 The area is also relatively self-contained 

in relation to: 

 social and recreation activities; 

 education services, such as through the University of Newcastle, TAFE NSW Hunter Institute (with 

centres in Newcastle and Tomaree), and the large number of private colleges across the area; and 

 shopping, from Darby, King and Beaumont Street Precincts with large numbers of independent stores, to 

larger chain outlets such as Westfield Kotara. 

The business profile across the area, and the corresponding workforce, will require relatively similar services 
and infrastructure. A merged council will be better placed to deliver these services and infrastructure in a 
coordinated manner. 

Population and Housing 

The new council will be responsible for infrastructure and service delivery to more than 279,000 residents by 
2031. Like many regions across NSW, those of Newcastle and Port Stephens are also expected to 
experience the impacts of an ageing population over the next 20 years (Figure 5).  

Figure 5: Change in population distribution, by age cohort (2011 v 2031) 

   

Source: NSW Department of Planning & Environment, 2014 NSW Projections (Population, Household and Dwellings) 

A strong council with the appropriate scale and capacity is needed to respond and adapt to the changing 
service needs of the community. An ageing population is likely to increase demand for community health 
services, creation and maintenance of accessible parks and leisure areas and community outreach services. 

In comparison with the rest of regional NSW, the Newcastle and Port Stephens communities are relatively 
advantaged from a socio-economic standpoint. The Socio-Economic Index for Areas (SEIFA) illustrated in 
Figure 6, measures a range of factors to rate an individual council’s relative socio-economic advantage. Both 
Newcastle and Port Stephens councils have similar socio-economic profiles, with SEIFA scores above the 
regional NSW average and below the NSW average.  

                                                      
8
 Transport for NSW, Bureau of Transport Statistics, Household Travel Survey Data 2012-13, released November 2014. 
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Figure 6: Comparison of councils' socio-economic profile 

   

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, SEIFA 2011 by LGA  

Table 4 outlines the current mix of housing types across the area. A merged council provides an opportunity 
to apply a more regional and strategic focus to planning for the additional 21,700 households and associated 
amenities that are predicted to be required by 2031. This approach can also help to ensure any pressures 
and challenges associated with population growth and housing development are not unreasonably 
concentrated in particular neighbourhoods.  

Table 4: Dwelling types in the Newcastle and Port Stephens area (total number and per cent) 

Dwelling type Newcastle City Council Port Stephens Council 

Separate house 47,057 72% 23,182 76% 

Medium density 13,951 21% 5,196 17% 

High density 4,349 7% 1,399 5% 

Other 412 1% 736 2% 

Total private dwellings 65,769  30,513  

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, Census (2011), Dwelling Structure by Local Government Area. 

Shared Community Values and Interests 

These communities are bound by their sense of place as a coastal area. Box 2 provides examples of 
community organisations, services and facilities that have a presence across the area, which indicate the 
strong connections between the communities in the existing council areas. 

Box 2: Shared community services and interests 

Shared regional services and facilities 

Examples of community services which operate across the area include: 

 both council areas being part of the Hunter New England Local Health District. Port Stephens is home 

to Tomaree Community Hospital which provides a range of services while Newcastle has the John 

Hunter Hospital which is the region’s largest hospital providing healthcare, emergency and trauma 

services to residents of both councils; 

 regional media that serves both council areas includes The Newcastle Herald, a local daily 

newspaper, and the ABC Newcastle local radio network that is licensed to serve Newcastle, Lake 

Macquarie, Maitland, Port Stephens, Cessnock and the Central Coast; 

 a number of organisations and associations serve the entire region, including the Hunter Business 

Chamber, which is a membership-based organisation that represents the interests of the business 
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community across the Hunter; 

 there are a number of regional arts organisations, including the Newcastle Community Arts Centre a 

not-for-profit organisation which supports emerging and mid-career artists, hosts an exhibition centre, 

and partners with other community organisations throughout Newcastle, Port Stephens and the 

Hunter; and 

 shared community services that operate across the region include the Hunter Volunteer Centre which 

supports community organisations and volunteers. 

The Newcastle City and Port Stephens councils have already been collaborating in a number of ways, for 
example through: 

 membership of Hunter Councils Incorporated, a regional initiative that brings councils across the Hunter 

region together to collaborate on strategic initiatives and to generate efficiencies of scale in regards to 

council training, legal records storage and procurement; 

 participating in the Hunter and Central Coast Regional Environmental Management Strategy, a 

framework to deliver a regional approach to climate and sustainability issues; 

 regional tourism initiatives including the ‘Altogether Perfect’ campaign to drive business tourism to the 

region; and 

 Newcastle Airport which is based in the Port Stephens council area and jointly managed by both 

councils, which provides essential access for business and leisure travellers to the area. 

The connections between the councils and communities are evident in these existing partnerships and 
collaborations. A new council will be better placed to deliver these services and projects into the future, 
without relying on voluntary collaboration.  
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CONCLUSION 

This proposal to create a merged council has the potential to provide a range of benefits to local 
communities, including:  

 a $85 million total financial benefit over a 20 year period that may be used to deliver better community 

services, enhanced infrastructure and/or lower rates; 

 NSW Government funding of $20 million to meet merger costs and provide a head start on investing in 

services and infrastructure that the savings from mergers will ultimately support; 

 greater efficiencies through the removal of back office and administrative functions, increased purchasing 

power of materials and contracts, and reduced expenditure on councillor fees, all of which are expected, 

on average, to generate savings of around $5 million every year from 2020 onward; 

 greater capacity to effectively manage and reduce the $120 million infrastructure backlog across the two 

councils by maintaining and upgrading community assets; 

 reducing the reliance on rate increases through SRVs to fund local community infrastructure projects and 

services; 

 better integrating strategic planning and economic development to more efficiently respond to the 

changing needs of the community; 

 building on the shared communities of interest and strong local identity across the area;  

 providing effective representation through a council with the required scale and capacity to meet the 

future needs of the community; and 

 being a more effective advocate for the area’s interests and better able to deliver on priorities in 

partnership with the NSW and Australian governments. 
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NEXT STEPS 

Every community will have an opportunity to help shape a new council for 
their area. 

Community Engagement 

This merger proposal will be referred to the Chief Executive of the Office of Local Government for 
examination and report under the Local Government Act (1993). The Chief Executive proposes to delegate 
this function to a suitably qualified person. The delegate will consider this proposal as required under the Act, 
including against statutory criteria and hold a public inquiry. The delegate will also undertake public 
consultation to seek community views. The delegate is also required by the Act to provide the delegate’s 
report to an independent Boundaries Commission for review and comment. The Minister for Local 
Government under the legislation may decide whether or not to recommend to the Governor that the merger 
proposal be implemented. For the factors a delegate must consider when examining a merger proposal 
(under section 263 of the Local Government Act (1993)), please refer to the Appendix to this document. 

Through the merger assessment process, there will be opportunities for communities and stakeholders to 
consider merger proposals and have their say. Each merger proposal will be the subject of a public inquiry 
where the community can hear about and discuss the proposal. Through the consultation process, the 
delegate will ensure that the opinions of each of the diverse communities of the resulting area or areas will 
be effectively represented. 

Further information about the process is available on the Local Government Reform website at 
www.councilboundaryreview.nsw.gov.au, including: 

 details about the proposed mergers;  

 information about the delegate for your area;  

 dates for public meetings; and  

 a portal to provide a written submission. 

  

http://www.councilboundaryreview.nsw.gov.au/
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Appendix 

The following table outlines the factors that a delegate must consider under section 263 of the Local 
Government Act (1993) when examining a proposal. The section references outline where the criteria have 
been addressed in this merger proposal. 

Legislative criteria Section reference 

(a) the financial advantages or disadvantages (including the economies or diseconomies of 
scale) of any relevant proposal to the residents and ratepayers of the areas concerned 

Benefits, Opportunities and Impacts  

(b) the community of interest and geographic cohesion in the existing areas and in any 
proposed new area 

The Local Community  

(c) the existing historical and traditional values in the existing areas and the impact of 
change on them 

The Local Community  

(d) the attitude of the residents and ratepayers of the areas concerned There is a public consultation 
process which includes a public 
inquiry allowing for the views of 
residents and ratepayers to be 
considered. 

(e) the requirements of the area concerned in relation to elected representation for residents 
and ratepayers at the local level, the desirable and appropriate relationship between elected 
representatives and ratepayers and residents and such other matters as it considers 
relevant in relation to the past and future patterns of elected representation for that area 

Local Representation 

(e1) the impact of any relevant proposal on the ability of the councils of the areas concerned 
to provide adequate, equitable and appropriate services and facilities 

Benefits, Opportunities and Impacts 

(e2) the impact of any relevant proposal on the employment of the staff by the councils of 
the areas concerned 

Financial Benefits of the Proposed 
Merger 

(e3) the impact of any relevant proposal on rural communities in the areas concerned The Local Community  

(e4) in the case of a proposal for the amalgamation of two or more areas, the desirability (or 
otherwise) of dividing the resulting area or areas into wards 

Local Representation 

(e5) in the case of a proposal for the amalgamation of two or more areas, the need to ensure 
that the opinions of each of the diverse communities of the resulting area or areas are 
effectively represented 

Next Steps  
 

(f) such other factors as it considers relevant to the provision of efficient and effective local 
government in the existing and proposed new areas 

Benefits, Opportunities and Impacts  
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