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The relationship between the 
State Government roles and Local 
Government must drive reforms

The starting point for a reform of 
Local Government in NSW must be a 
clear understanding of the roles of the 
State and Local Government. Australia 
with three tiers of government has a 
potential to be over governed. It is also 
important that each of the three tiers 
has a clear understanding of their role in 
specific areas. This is particularly so with 
planning for future growth and for major 
infrastructure including roads. Overlapping 
responsibilities in these areas can lead to 
confusion on accountability and therefore 
on performance. 
 
In other parts of the world, states are less 
involved in some services that are the 
responsibility of local councils. This can 
include councils running education and 
public transport but the proportion of 
GDP reflects these extra roles. In America, 
councils expend around 8% of GDP, in 
England and Europe the figure is closer to 
12% while in Australia it is only 2%.

“Clearly the State 
Governments in Australia 
are the main provider of 
community services and 
councils play a support 
role.”
The Urban Taskforce supports the State 
Government being the primary manager 
of Sydney’s growth, infrastructure 
provision and the delivery of education 
and health services. The Commonwealth 

A clearer understanding 
of State and Local 
Government roles on 
individual services:

Roads

“The T-Corp study of the 
‘Financial Sustainability 
of the NSW Local 
Government Sector’ 
found that 61.2% of 
the $7.2bn infrastructure 
backlog was in public 
roads.”
This raises the issue of where the State 
Government accountability stops and 
that of Local Government starts. To help 
address this problem the Commonwealth 
Government has established a “Roads to 
Recovery” program to help councils. As 
the T-Corp study indicates there is a direct 
link to the density of a council area and 
its economic feasibility. Councils with vast 
land areas and extensive road networks 
that have low populations will not be able 
to cover these backlog costs. 

“As roads are the main 
infrastructure problem for 
councils a new focus on 
this is required.”

Define State 
Government regional 
role and boundaries

Government collects most of the taxes in 
Australia but significant funds are passed 
to the states to provide urban services. 
The states are the implementation body 
and this must be reinforced rather than 
being diluted through delegation to local 
government.
 
Unfortunately in NSW there seem to be 
multiple regional structures across the 
state and particularly in Sydney. Health, 
Education, Premiers and Cabinet’s 
Regional Action Plans, Regional Planning 
Boards, Joint Regional Planning Panels all 
seem to have different boundaries and 
involve different groupings of councils. 
The NSW Government must establish 
a single regional structure for Sydney 
that all agencies conform to. We have 
recommended a regional structure for 
Sydney based on 6 regions (page 4).

Define 6 Regions 
for Sydney
The State Government should 
determine a unified regional 
structure of 6 regions across Sydney 
(N, S, W, NW, SW, MAC) for all 
agencies. A similar regional structure 
should be determined for the Central 
Coast (CC), Hunter (H), Illawarra (I) 
and other parts of the state.

Action 1

“The NSW Government 
must establish a single 
regional structure for 
Sydney that all agencies 
conform to.”
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Planning

Planning for future growth is a 
responsibility that is shared between 
State and Local Governments. The State 
Government says in the State Plan that 
planning will be given back to local 
communities but they do not have the 
funds for most of the infrastructure and 
services that come with growth. 

The Urban Taskforce believes that the 
relatively low performance of building 
construction in NSW compared to other 
states flows from a complex planning 
system and an anti-growth and anti-
development attitude that communities 
in Sydney have. The Planning Institute 
of Australia has highlighted a cultural 
problem with local and state planners who 
have also become risk adverse in relation 
to approving new development.
 
The White Paper on planning reform 
recommends a new regional structure of 
Subregional Planning Boards composed 
of State and Local Government 
representatives. The draft Metropolitan 
Strategy for Sydney recommends 6 
planning regions each focussed around 

Health, education, 
public transport, 
State and Regional 
development and other 
State Services

All of the services driven out of State 
Government Departments have a regional 
structure to relate to groups of local 
councils but most of these are different. 
The Government’s 19 Regional Action 
Plans (6 for Sydney) would seem to be a 
good template for all government services. 

The review of Local Government is an ideal 
time to define a single regional structuring of 
councils for all State Government services.

Regional Organisations 
of Councils

There are currently 17 Regional 
Organisations of Councils (ROCs) in NSW 
including 6 in Metropolitan Sydney but 
the boundaries do not align with State 
Government regional boundaries. The 
ROCs have been voluntary clusters of 
councils that elect a chair and take on an 
advocacy role for the group of councils. 

The Urban Taskforce supports the ROC 
system particularly where it has evolved 
into both an advocacy role and as a way 
to share services. The Hunter Councils are 
the best model for this where a Shared 
Service Centre with a board representing 
11 councils provides efficient services back 
to each member council.

“We believe the ROC 
system can be revitalised 
and blended into a new 
regional structuring 
of councils.”

A new structure of regions for Sydney is 
outlined on page 4

“The best way to change 
the culture of local 
government planners 
and provide better career 
opportunities is through 
larger regional offices.” 

a cluster of councils. This opens up an 
opportunity to change the culture by 
establishing Regional Planning Offices 
that serve the Planning Board and each 
individual council.

All Government 
Services to align 
with 6 Regions
The State Government should require 
all government services to relate 
to a single regional structure of 6 
regions for Sydney. The state should 
demonstrate leadership by getting its 
sevices aligned with the 6 regions.

Organise a Roads 
Summit
A summit is required between State 
and Local Government to better 
understand the road asset liability 
and the best way to resolve this. 
The Department of Roads and 
Maritime Services (RMS) should take 
the lead role.

Action 5

Action 2

6 Centres of 
Excellence for Roads
Within the regional groupings of 
Sydney’s councils (and others in the 
state) 6 Centres of Excellence for 
Road Maintenance and Construction 
should be established as Shared 
Service Centres on business lines with 
close contacts with RMS.

Realign regional 
Organisations of 
Councils Boundaries
The Regional Organisations of 
Councils should be restructured to 
relate to the State Governments 
regional structure including the 6 
Sydney regions. The role of the ROCs 
will need to be reviewed.

6 Centres of 
Excellence for 
Planning
Establish Centres of Excellence for 
Planning for strategic and assessment 
planning that service Subregional 
Planning Boards, Joint Regional 
Planning Panels and the individual 
councils within each region.

Action 3

Action 6

Action 4
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Sydney South
Sydney, Woollahra, Waverley, 
Randwick, Botany Bay, Leichhardt, 
Marrickville, Hurstville, Canterbury, 
Kogarah, Rockdale, Sutherland

6 new Regional 
Organisations of 
Councils are proposed 
for Metropolitan 
Sydney. 
(See Action 9)

Sydney North West
Hills, Hawkesbury, Blacktown, 
Penrith, Blue Mountains

Sydney West
Ryde, Parramatta, Holroyd, Auburn, 
Canada Bay, Strathfield, Burwood, 
Ashfield

Sydney South West
Bankstown, Fairfield, Liverpool

Macarthur
Camden, Campbelltown, 
Wollondilly

Sydney North 
Willoughby, Lane Cove, Hunters Hill, 
North Sydney, Mosman, Pittwater, 
Warringah, Ku-ring-gai, Hornsby, 
Manly
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Our proposal for Metropolitan Sydney is 
that there should be 6 realigned Regional 
Organisations of Councils. While the ROC 
name may currently relate to the existing 
organisations, we believe that it best 
describes the regional role of groups of 
councils without establishing another layer 
of governance. We believe that individual 
councils should still operate at a local level 
but that where some councils want to 
amalgamate, there should be incentives 
for this to occur. These amalgamations 
should be voluntary and there should be 
no forced amalgamations.
 
We do believe however that the New 
ROCs should be formally established by 
the State Government possibly under 
the County Council model. This should 
establish the advocacy role at a regional 
level and the formation of a Shared 
Service Centre to undertake certain 
services on behalf of the member councils. 
This should be run on commercial lines 
and be the main driver of improving 
the financial sustainability of individual 
councils. The Shared Service Centre should 
include the Centres of Excellence for 
planning and for roads along with other 
services.

Keep ‘local’ in 
Local Government
Local Government should remain 
Local in NSW by retaining their current 
names and identity. There should be 
no forced amalgamations.

Establish Councils 
of Mayors
Each New ROC should establish a 
Council of Mayors to provide the 
advocacy / political role with one 
Mayor elected as the Chair.

Set up Shared 
Service Centres
Each New ROC should establish a 
Shared Service Centre to provide 
services back to individual councils 
on a business like basis. The Shared 
Service Centre must include the 
Centres of Excellence for planning 
and roads and other services.

Appoint Board 
of Directors
The ROC Shared Service Centre 
should have a Board of Directors 
representing the General Managers of 
the individual councils and a number 
of private sector experts. 

Use Country 
Council Provisions
The current County Council 
provisions in the Local Government 
Act should be used as the basis for 
establishing the New ROCs, the 
Councils of Mayors and the Shared 
Service Centres.

Legislate for New  
Regional Organisations  
of Councils
New Regional Organisations of Councils 
should be established by the State 
Government to boundaries set down 
in the State Plan. In Sydney this will be 
6 regions being North, South, West, 
North West, South West & Macarthur.

Encourage Voluntary 
Amalgamations
Where existing councils agree to 
amalgamate and their communities 
agree to this they should be 
encouraged to do this through 
incentives (more flexible rating).

Action 7 Action 10

Action 11

Action 12

Action 13

Action 9

Action 8

“Where some councils 
want to amalgamate 
there should be incentives 
for this to occur.”

Realigned Regional 
Organisations of 
Councils

Sydney’s existing councils can be 
realigned into 6 new Regional 

Organisations of Councils
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Initial Trial of New 
ROC System
 

To get a good understanding of how 
a reformed Local Government system 
would work in practice, a trial should be 
undertaken by two groups of councils. 
Clearly councils supportive of the new 
direction are the best ones to begin the 
trial and they will need financial support 
to set the new systems up. This process 
can begin quite soon after the final report 
of the review panel.

City of Sydney 
a Special Case
 

The City of Sydney is the only council 
in the T-Corp Report that has a strong 
Financial Sustainability Rating (FSR) and 
a positive outlook. Clearly it is a special 
case as the capital city and as the nation’s 
financial centre. The city will need to 
be part of the Sydney South Regional 
Organisation of Councils to liaise with 
neighbouring councils on light rail and 
bicycle routes and other issues. There 
would however be no gain to the city in 
becoming part of a Shared Service Centre 
as the cities resources are already large 
and its finances are under control.

Businesses to Vote
 

Currently councils are elected by residents 
with the potential for businesses to vote 
in the City of Sydney. If we are going to 
get councils to be more business-like 
and more supportive of growth then 
the businesses that exist in a council 
area should be able to vote and be 
encouraged to do so. Businesses are also 
vital to the success of town centres and 
to the establishment of jobs. The greater 
involvement of businesses would swing 
the debate more towards jobs and the 
vitality of urban centres.

Councillor Training 
as Directors
Councillors will need training in 
business and administrative skills to 
ensure they are able to carry out their 
roles as directors.

Popularly Elected 
Mayors
To ensure consistency over a term of 
government, the Mayors of all councils 
should be popularly elected and serve 
the full term.

Good Salary for 
Mayors
Mayors should receive a good salary 
to cover their role as Mayor and as a 
member of the Council of Mayors.
 

Trial with Hunter 
and Sydney West
The Hunter Councils should be the first 
group of councils to trial the New ROC 
system followed by the Sydney West 
ROC based around Parramatta. 

Action 15

Action 16

Action 17

Action 20City of Sydney 
a Special Case
The City of Sydney should be a 
member of the Sydney South ROC 
and its Council of Mayors but not 
be required to be a member of the 
Shared Service Centre.

Action 18

Businesses to Vote
Businesses that employ more than 
5 people or who have an annual 
turnover greater than $1 million 
should vote in council elections 
as should the property owners of 
commercial property.

Action 19

Staff Training in 
Business Skills
Staff and executives in Shared Service 
Centres and in councils will need 
extensive training in business skills 
including planners and road engineers.

Action 14

Cultural Change 
of Councils to be run 
as Businesses
 

The T-Corp report makes it clear that 
many councils in NSW are not financially 
sustainable. Our recommendations on 
how to improve this situation has been 
based on the use of business like Shared 
Service Centres with a strong Board of 
Directors to provide most of the services 
back to individual councils. The CEO of the 
Shared Service Centre will need to be a 
business person with an understanding of 
Local Government. Staff in the centres will 
need to be business focussed and provide 
a customer service to the individual 
councils. Hunter Councils is a good model 
for this. 
 

“Each council and Shared 
Service Centre will need 
to ensure that staff are 
focussed on outcomes 
and have good business 
skills.”
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Detailed Sydney regional structure

Flowing from the 20 actions recommended 
for a restructure of councils generally and 
specifically for the Sydney Metropolitan 
Area, the Urban Taskforce has developed a 
preferred structure for Sydney’s councils. 
Our structure is based on discussions with 
a number of key people in councils and in 
current Regional Organisations of Councils 
(ROCs). We found little support for a 
Central Region around Sydney Harbour as 
most regional structures currently use the 
harbour for north and south regions.

The structure is based on the definition of 
6 New Regional Organisations of Councils 
that should be established formally by the 
NSW Government. The 6 regions and their 
current member councils are as follows:

1. Sydney South - Sydney, Woollahra, 
Waverley, Randwick, Botany Bay, 
Leichhardt, Marrickville, Hurstville, 
Canterbury, Kogarah, Rockdale, Sutherland

2. Sydney West - Ryde, Parramatta, 
Holroyd, Auburn, Canada Bay, Strathfield, 
Burwood, Ashfield

3. Sydney North - Willoughby, Lane Cove, 
Hunters Hill, North Sydney, Mosman, 
Pittwater, Warringah, Ku-ring-gai, Hornsby, 
Manly

4. Sydney North West - Hills, Hawkesbury, 
Blacktown, Penrith, Blue Mountains

5. Sydney South West - Bankstown, 
Fairfield, Liverpool

6. Macarthur - Camden, Campbelltown, 
Wollondilly

Each of these regions has a number of 
major centres within their boundaries 
and each has good growth prospects with 
urban renewal or Greenfield development. 
Within the structure of the 6 new ROCs 
would be a 6 COUNCILS OF MAYORS where 
each of the popularly elected Mayors 
would meet to discuss advocacy for 
their region and cross border issues. The 
Council of Mayors would also be the key 
body to relate to the State Government’s 
agencies. It would select representation 
for the Sub-Regional Planning Boards 
to sit with state appointed members. 
The members of the Council of Mayors 
would elect a Chair for the length of the 
governance term.

The ROCs would be required (with the 
exception of the City of Sydney) to 
establish SHARED SERVICE CENTRES to 
provide services initially in the areas of 
planning and roads followed by training, 
legal services, engineering services and 
other services recommended by the 
Shared Service Centre (SCC). The SSC 
should have a Board of the General 
Managers of the member councils 
and some private sector members 
with relevant expertise. The services 
provided by the SCC may be located in 
various locations. The Planning Centre of 
Excellence could be located in one city 
while the Roads Centre of Excellence could 
be located in an industrial area. 

Each individual council would maintain a 
Town Hall and One Stop Shop to service the 
community with skilled customer focussed 
staff. In some instances two councils 
may amalgamate if their community is 
supportive of this but there would be no 
forced amalgamations.

The Local Government Act will need to be 
modified to ensure the ROCs, the Council of 
Mayors and the SSCs are formally required.

If the NSW Government does not support 
the 6 ROCs then an alternative proposal for 
12 ROCs could be considered.

1. Sydney East - Sydney, Woollahra, 
Waverley. Randwick, Botany Bay, 
Leichhardt, Marrickville

2. Sydney North - Willoughby, Lane Cove, 
Hunters Hill, North Sydney, Mosman

3. Northern Beaches - Pittwater, 
Warringah, Manly

4. Northern Suburbs - Ku-ring-gai, Hornsby

5. Sydney West - Ryde, Parramatta, 
Holroyd, Auburn

6. North Western Suburbs - Hills, Hawkesbury

7. Western Suburbs - Blacktown, Penrith, 
Blue Mountains

8. South Western Suburbs - Bankstown, 
Fairfield, Liverpool

9. Macarthur - Campbelltown, Camden, 
Wollondilly

10. Sutherland - Sutherland

11. Sydney South - Hurstville, Canterbury, 
Kogarah, Rockdale,

12. Inner West - Canada Bay, Strathfield, 
Burwood, Ashfield

The 12 ROCs would be established on the 
same basis as the 6 ROCs with Councils of 
Mayors and Shared Service Centres related 
to the cluster of councils in each ROC.

6 Regional Organisations 
of Councils structure 
for Sydney

12 Regional Organisations 
of Councils structure for 
Sydney as a fall back option
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Tell us what you think

What did you think about 
our 20 Actions for Reforming 
Sydney’s Councils?

We are always looking for feedback.
Please contact The Urban Taskforce 
(details above) to share your thoughts 
with us.
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