
INQUIRY INTO PROPOSAL TO MERGE HUNTERS HILL, LANE COVE AND RYDE 

COUNCILS 

 

My name is John Birch and I speak as an active member of the ALP in Hunters Hill since 

1963. 

When the NSW ALP was established in 1891 the Hunters Hill Branch was one of the first to 

be formed and for the past 125 years the branch has been active in Commonwealth, State and 

Local Government politics. 

Traditionally local Government has provided a valuable opportunity for citizens to be active 

in the democratic process. Local government determines the immediate environment in which 

we live our daily lives. It is the first level of government and the one in which citizens gain 

their most direct experience of representative democracy and participation. 

Over the last thirty years there has been increasing concern at the electorates disengagement 

from the political process and a number of studies have recommended overcoming this by 

strengthening the engagement at the local government level. 

The Branch has been concerned since the 1993 Local Government Act at the reduced role for 

Councillors and the community in local decision making on urban development.  

The Hunters Hill ALP also opposed the decision to reduce the nine Councillors in Hunters 

Hill to six Councillors with a popularly elected Mayor on the grounds that this would reduce 

diversity of representation in Council. The change was justified on the basis of reduced 

payment to Councillors but in fact the remuneration has markedly increased. 

One of the factors you as the delegate are required to address includes: 

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 

and the Local Government Act has a requirement  

(c) to encourage and assist the effective participation of local communities in the affairs of 

local government. 

However the Fit for the Future analysis does not address this issue of local democracy, but 

instead relies on an economy of scale argument to justify the reduction in representation.  

The liberal philosopher John Stuart Mill argued that the importance of local government goes 

beyond the Utilitarian value of providing efficient administration.  He proposed the view that 

local government had a fundamental role in providing basic training in citizenship and, 

through widening opportunities for political participation, in familiarising the citizen with the 

processes and institutions of the political system. 

The proposed amalgamation with Ryde and Lane Cove will see Hunters Hill representation 

on the amalgamated Council reduced to one in a Council of 13, which will not allow for 

effective representation of the diverse communities in the district or effective participation of 

local communities in local government  



The Baird Government justifies the amalgamations on economic savings arising from 

economies of scale but has not been prepared to release the KPMG Report which claims to 

have identified substantial savings. Comparing Hunters Hill and Ryde the full time staffing in 

Hunters Hill is proportionally less than in Ryde. 

Undoubtedly the driving force for amalgamations is to speed the approval of development 

projects, the rational being that larger Councils will be more professional and efficient in 

handling approvals. There is little evidence to support this proposition but even if it were true 

the power of the larger Councils to consider development will be greatly reduced by the 

powers that have been given to the Greater Sydney Commission. 

The Hunters Hill ALP Branch at their meeting on 18 December 2015 condemned the Baird 

Government’s proposed forced amalgamation of local government councils. The Government 

has no mandate for this action which is only supported by developers but strongly opposed by 

local communities. 

At a time when there is great concern about reduced engagement in politics, the proposed 

amalgamations will reduce local democracy. It is local government rather than Federal or 

State Governments which is instrumental in establishing a sense of community and providing 

a democratic forum whereby the community can participate in political debates. 

There is no evidence that these amalgamations will improve performance - “bigger is not 

necessarily better”, and despite assurances that the process would be evidence based, the 

proposed boundaries would appear to be mainly aimed at gaining a political advantage for the 

Baird Government. 

Hunters Hill ALP will join with our local community to fight these forced amalgamations in 

2016.  

 

John Birch 

Hunters Hill 

2 February, 2016 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


