Evidence-based policy
This report addresses the problem that policymaking in Australia is falling short of best practice. Policies are often
built “on the run” as quick reactions to the political issue of the day, designed to capture the interest of the 24-hour
news cycle or motivated by short-term political advantage.1 This can result in failed policy implementation and poor
results for citizens, politicians, and society at large, especially when it undermines public confidence in policymaking.
Methodology
The aim of this project was to coax more evidence-based policy decisions by all tiers of Government by reviewing
and rating 20 high profile government decisions against the Wiltshire business case criteria. These criteria are
outlined below:

Two of the policies that failed the Wiltshire test were:
• NSW: Fire and emergency services levy (4/10)
• NSW: Local council amalgamations (2/10)

Findings
For a policy to meet the Wiltshire criteria, it needs to score more than 5 out of 10. Of the 20 policies we analysed, 11
were found to have met the Wiltshire criteria, while 9 failed. The NSW local council amalgamations scored the
lowest score 2/10 of all policies analysed.

New South Wales case studies
Local council amalgamations
By 2012, there was widespread recognition in New South Wales that there were need for reforms in local
government delivery. Local Government Minister Don Page commissioned an Independent Local Government
Review Panel (ILGRP), which consulted across the state and received thousands of submissions.112 Its final report,
delivered to the Government in October 2013, made 65 recommendations including some relating to “structural
reform”, i.e. the need for boundary changes and mergers.113 The Panel identified that most councils were generally
opposed to the idea, and that mergers would have be handled sensitively.114 It made a number of
recommendations for improving the state’s amalgamations process, specifically regarding a changed and expanded
role for the Boundaries Commission.115
The NSW Government responded in September 2014, in which it supported the recommendations regarding the
amalgamations, but did not accept the legislative changes regarding the Boundaries Commission.116 Instead, it
established the Fit for the Future programme, which required local councils to submit their own proposals to the
Government as to how they might become ‘fit for the future’ by merging with other councils.117 The report of the
Legislative Council Committee review into the process, tabled in October 2015, described this process as “unfair and
misleading”, and once again urged the Government to take up the initial recommendations to reconstitute the
Boundaries Commission before proceeding with council amalgamations.118
The Government ignored this feedback and proceeded to announce forced council amalgamations in December
2015, proposing 35 mergers.119 Its claim that the mergers would save ratepayers $2 billion appeared to come from
a KPMG analysis that councils hadn’t even seen.120 The Government refused to publish the KPMG report in its
entirety, but when a small section containing KPMG’s calculations was released, a number of errors were identified
that compounded the public backlash.121
By May 2016, after legal action was taken by nine councils, the Government backed down from most of the mergers,
announcing only 19 would go ahead.122 In February 2017, the Government abandoned the rest of the regional
council mergers that were currently in front of the court.123 In July 2017, Premier Gladys Berejiklian announced that
the Government would also abandon the remaining metropolitan mergers, marking the end of the policy.124
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