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Turnbull’s mate Bruce McWilliam joins NSW
council merger revolt
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Bruce McWilliam at his home in Sydney’s exclusive Point Piper with his dog Georgina. ‘All you will get is these huge, selfserving bureaucracies’. Picture: Renee Nowytarger

Residents in some of Australia’s richest postcodes are preparing to fight forced council
amalgamation plans in a battle Coalition MPs fear will spill over to the federal election.
In Sydney’s Point Piper, where median house prices topped $15 million last year, Seven
Network commercial director Bruce McWilliam is concerned that a forced merger of
councils by the NSW government will cause rates to spiral and services to decline, as well as
threaten his area’s leafy character and sense of community. The plan was a “socialist
nightmare”, he said.
The backlash across the state over the Baird government’s amalgamations plan could cost
Mr McWilliam’s close friend and neighbour, Malcolm Turnbull, who lives 100m down the
street.
“All you will get is these huge, self-serving bureaucracies,” Mr McWilliam said. “They will
get bigger and bigger teams and have prescriptive policies on everything and they will try to
get involved in wider social issues.”

Mr McWilliam said his council, Woollahra, was responsive to what residents wanted, but
that if it was subsumed into a “(Sydney Lord Mayor) Clover Moore-type mega council” the
authority would likely “become a law unto itself and suck the former municipality dry”.
Under the Baird government’s plans, the number of Sydney councils would be slashed from
43 to 25 and regional councils cut from 109 to 87, to save up to $2 billion over 20 years.
Across the glittering harbour on Sydney’s north shore, residents of Hunters Hill are equally
fired up, fearing their area’s rich heritage is under threat.
Hunters Hill Mayor Richard Quinn said he believed the timing would be critical for the
federal election, especially if it was a double-dissolution poll on July 2, because there was a
possibility the new interim councils would commence the day before.
“That would be right at the critical point of this whole process where people are really fired
up,” Mr Quinn said.
“How are they going to have their say in this? The only opportunity is the federal election.”
Anger over the plan is not confined to well-heeled suburbs. The fury has ricocheted across
NSW, with voters from suburban and regional council areas also prepared to protest against
the Coalition at the ballot box.
The shake-up of NSW councils is the most dramatic upheaval of local government for 20
years, when Victorian premier Jeff Kennett sacked elected councillors in his state, replaced
them with handpicked commissioners and crunched 210 municipalities into 78 in 1994.
Woollahra Municipal Council yesterday became the third NSW council to launch legal
action against the amalgamation plans, in an effort to halt its planned forced merger with
Waverley Council, which takes in Bondi Beach and Randwick City Council, further south.
The Prime Minister’s electorate of Wentworth largely covers the council areas of Woollahra
and Waverley. Mr Turnbull holds the seat with a margin of about 19 per cent after a recent
redistribution.
In a bid to insulate itself from the changes, Hunters Hill has proposed merging its back
office and services with those of Ryde and Lane Cove, while retaining three separate
councils to preserve local decision-making. Mr Quinn said this would deliver cost savings
while retaining the benefits of local representation.
Racing NSW chief executive Peter V’landys, one of the area’s more prominent residents,
believes the Baird government should be willing to consider the proposal. “If there’s a better
way of doing it I think the government has got to be a little bit more flexible and keep each
council’s identity present,” he said.
Mr V’landys said combining Hunters Hill with the far higher-density areas of Ryde and
Lane Cove would be like “a forced marriage between three different religions”. “I think the
government has really underestimated the anger out there in the community,” he said.
Hunters Hill residents could expect at best to get only one voice on a larger, merged council,

which in years to come could alter the area’s strict planning controls, he said. “People
purchased in Hunters Hill because it is very much a conservation area,” Mr V’landys said.
“If they go and change that, the premium we’ve paid just goes out the window.”
While the forced mergers are a state issue, Hunters Hill residents made clear their
displeasure at the plans at the ballot box in December — taking out their anger on federal
Liberal candidate Trent Zimmerman in the North Sydney by-election.
Mr Zimmerman won the blue-ribbon Liberal seat in the December by-election, which was
previously held by former treasurer Joe Hockey, but suffered about a 12 per cent swing on
the primary vote. The biggest swings, up to almost 16 per cent on first preferences, were
sustained at the Hunters Hill polling booth.
Mr Zimmerman attributes at least part of that swing to a protest vote against the
amalgamations process. “It is relevant that the biggest swing in the by-election occurred in
Hunters Hill, where I think feeling is strongest,” he said. Mr Zimmerman, a former North
Sydney councillor, has made it clear he is opposed to the policy.
“The reason for that is multifaceted but, importantly, councils are the closest level of
government to the community,” he said.
“It’s important they represent a community and have the support of their residents and I’m
not convinced that bigger is necessarily better in maintaining that grassroots connection.”
Passions against the proposed council mergers are running high in other areas of Sydney,
and across the state. In the bellwether federal seat of Eden-Monaro, the residents of
Tumbarumba, on the southwestern slopes of the Snowy Mountains, are gearing up for a
public relations offensive against the amalgamations.
The council has been told it must merge with Tumut Shire, an hour’s drive from
Tumbarumba over mountain ranges that can be inaccessible in winter. Tumbarumba Shire
Council Mayor Ian Chaffey said the mergers made no sense. “They (residents) have put together an action committee and warned: ‘We will fight this to the death’.”
Liberal MP Peter Hendy won Eden-Monaro in 2013 with a wafer-thin margin of 1085 votes
(although he now holds it with an estimated margin of 2.9 per cent following a
redistribution) — and he has taken up the Tumbarumba residents’ concerns.
Dr Hendy, who is Assistant Cabinet Secretary, wrote to NSW Premier Mike Baird last
month urging him “in the strongest possible terms to reconsider and abandon the NSW
government’s proposal for this merger”.
At the opposite end of the state, in the federal electorate of New England, Nationals leader
Barnaby Joyce faces a battle to hold his seat against independent Tony Windsor. Mr Joyce
has written to NSW Local Government Minister and Nationals MP Paul Toole, telling him
the forced merger of Walcha Council, in his electorate, with the Tamworth Regional Council
is a mistake.

Walcha resident George Spring said he could not think of another issue that had ignited so
much passion. “I feel like I’ve woken up in Eastern Europe,” he said. “It’s diabolical how
they’re handling it and there’s huge anger in the bush. I’m worried there will be a backlash
against the Nationals at the federal level because that will be the first chance they get.”
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FROM THE HOMEPAGE
PM’s tax plan shot down in flames G
D AV I D C R O W E

Malcolm Turnbull has suffered a comprehensive defeat on his plan to let the states apply their own
income taxes.
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Defeat a gift in disguise G
PAUL KELLY

The premiers’ rejection of tax proposals has saved Turnbull from a big poll risk.

F

US catches our new Mr Big G
M AR K S CHL I E BS

The man who became arguably Australia’s biggest crime boss is now in the hands of US lawenforcement agencies.

Club told faith’s academic G
C A R O L I N E O V E R I N G TO N

The Catholic Society at Sydney University faces deregistration because it requires senior members to be Catholic.
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Police probe judge’s ‘taping’ G
M I CH A EL M CK ENN A

A Queensland judge is under police investigation over the airing of alleged secret recording of
expletive-laden meeting.

The lady is a Trump G
R H Y S B L A K E LY

The world has an ex-model to thank for elevating The Donald to presidential hopeful. Mrs Trump,
what have you done?
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Cool change arrives for housing G
TURI CONDON

The new year bounce in house prices is fading, with the growth in capital city values easing.
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CBA ignored warnings G
LEO SHANAHAN

The CBA was warned that a multi-million-dollar IT contract at the centre of its bribery scandal
should not proceed.
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Sentence hope for Bali Nine G
DEBORAH CASSRELS

A revised penal code has emerged for the six Bali Nine drug-smugglers imprisoned on life terms in
Indonesia.
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COAG: Leaders to ‘consider’ tax plan G
JA RED O W E NS , AN DR EW B UR R E L L

The COAG meeting has reached a compromise on health funding but there was no consensus on
sharing income tax revenue.
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