
NEWS AND VIEWS

Council Administrator Dick Persson announced in February that Council 
would formally apply to the Independent Pricing and Regulatory Tribunal 
(IPART) for a 15% rate rise. As far as the Administrator was concerned 
it was fait de accompli, without any regard to community acceptance or 
concerns.

IN FEBRUARY Council Administrator Dick Persson announced that Council would 
formally apply to the Independent Pricing and Regulatory Tribunal (IPART) for a 15% 
rate rise. Interestingly, in 2010-2011 Dick Persson was appointed a Special Adviser on 
local government rate-setting functions for the NSW Independent Pricing and Regulatory 
Tribunal.
 
Mr. Persson claimed that this decision followed extensive community consultation. NOT 
TRUE! Letters of intent for a rate increase were lodged with IPART last November and then 
again in December after resolution 1283/20 passed at the meeting on 14th December 2020 
proposing a permanent rate increase of 15% and prior to any alleged communit
y consultation. As far as the Administrator was concerned it was fait de accompli, without 
any regard to community acceptance or concerns.
 
The online survey, on terms set by the Council, in January of this year is not consultation. 
Consultation is listening to the people and adhering to what the majority want. Isn’t that 
what democracy is all about? Instead, the community now have to suffer the imposed 
machinations of the State Government, and in particular that of Local Government Minister 
Shelley Hancock and her HATCHET MAN. 
 
Yet Mr. Persson insists that he has the will of the people. He does not, continuing to dig into 
his bag of tricks in an effort to cajole Central Coast ratepayers into believing that they are 
responsible for solving Council’s financial troubles. His first effort was to try and convince 
ratepayers that they were shareholders of Council and were responsible for repaying the 
misuse of restricted funds. Then on ABC Radio, on Monday morning 8th February, Mr. 
Persson became the caring and benevolent uncle as he tried to sell the idea that everyone 
was now responsible to repay restricted funds because ultimately ratepayers were the 
beneficiaries of the spending of those monies.
 
During the ABC Radio interview Mr. Persson acknowledged that Council had received 
more than 10,000 online surveys and written submissions and that two-thirds of those 
submissions were against a rate rise. The people had spoken and said no to any additional 
rate impost, so, why does he persist with the charade? Mr. Persson claimed that he had no 
other choice because no one, in any of the submissions, offered an alternative method to 
repay the restricted funds. WRONG! 
 
Mr. Persson has not been completely honest with the community. The Grapevine editor, Alan 
Hayes, in his personal submission dated 22nd January and addressed to the Administrator, 
provided a solution, which was also published in the February edition of the Grapevine and 
in the letter’s column of the Coast Community Chronicle on Wednesday 10th February. Mr. 
Hayes said, “Currently there is around $70 million in the Council’s Waste Fund. If Council 
reduced the contributions required by ratepayers into this restricted fund and offset them 
against the ‘rate rise’,  the result would be no out of pocket costs, or much less a rate 

increase to homeowners”. 
Mr. Persson did not reply 
or acknowledge the letter, 
instead, it would seem from 
his comments on ABC Radio, 
ignored a possible solution. 
This begs the question, how 
many other possible solutions 
from the public did he ignore?
 
Mr. Persson said in a recent 
Council press release, “We 
have done everything we 
can to find savings. There is 
no more juice in the lemon to 
squeeze here. This is the last 
resort.
 
“We are legally obligated to 
repay the restricted funds, 
which were not spent with the 

necessary authorisations. With a 15% rate rise, Council will be able to repay $100M within 
ten years by delivering modest budget surpluses.”
 
The fact is that the Minister can decide that the restricted funds do not have to be repaid 
and can write them off. So, why hasn’t this been done? This would have negated the 
need to impose an additional financial burden upon ratepayers and would have certainly 
invalidated the necessity for Council to acquire a loan to repay the restricted funds. 
 
This whole sorry saga of the rate rise now has all the hallmarks of a Alister MacLean novel, 
with twist-after-twist as the plot unfolds, staging different scenarios to justifying the additional 
rate impost. The community having now been told on ABC Radio that without the rate rise 
the newly borrowed money may be called up by the lenders. 

Alleged community consultation
A foregone conclusion by Council after a resolution is not community consultation, nor is 
listening to ratepayers and ignoring them. The Office of Local Government (OLG) guidelines 
for a special variation in rates is specific and states, “The impact on affected ratepayers 
must be reasonable… clearly show the impact of any rate rises upon the community, 
demonstrate the council’s consideration of the community’s capacity and willingness to 
pay rates, and establish that the proposed rate increases are affordable having regard to 
the community’s capacity to pay”. Clearly, these facts were not considered and the Council 
Administrator cannot claim that they were when the community faced a rigged survey 
that gave him a predetermined result, either a 10% or a 15% rate increase agreement by 
ratepayers. A ploy that was quickly seized upon and acknowledged by Mr. Persson in his 
ABC Radio interview. 
 
For those who completed the survey, they would have quickly realised that they had been 
led into having to choose between a 10% temporary fix or a 15% permanent rate hike. 
There was no other choice, regardless of whether or not they had ticked the no rate rise 
box. 

Legality of a permanent 15% rate rise
Harking back to the Acting Chief Executive Officer’s letter to ratepayers of 13 January 
2021 and the Council’s two letters to the Chair of the Independent Pricing and Regulatory 
Tribunal dated 26 November 2020 and 18 December 2020, the Grapevine has investigated 
the legal ramifications of Council’s intention to apply for a permanent special variation in 
the rates. Both letters to IPART foreshadowed an application for a Special Variation to the 
Council’s general income under Section 508A of the Local Government Act 1993.
 
Section 508A(1) provides, relevantly, “The Minister may... determine that the council’s 
general income..., for a specified period of two or more years, may be varied by a specified 
percentage over the whole period”.
 
The Minister’s powers under Section 508A(1) are, however, constrained by Section 508A(2), 
which provides, relevantly, “ The specified period must not exceed 7 years...”.
 
It is noted that this limitation was recognised in the Council resolution referred to in the letter 
to IPART of 26 November 2020, but ignored in the subsequent resolution 1283/20 passed 
at the meeting on 14 December 2020 proposing a permanent rate increase of 15%.
 
Section 508A has not been amended to remove the limitation imposed by Section 508A(2). 
 
Irrespective of the appropriateness of a 15% rate increase, and in particular the provisions 
of the OLG guidelines,  any such increase cannot be “permanent” and Council has to 
recognise and comply with the limitations imposed by the law, notwithstanding what may 
have occurred during the past three years.
 
If IPART agrees to a rate increase, and in doing so does not comply with the provisions of 
the Legislation, the community then has the opportunity for class action legal proceedings 
against the Auditor General. 

Who’s to blame?
There is confusion and justified anger over what has occurred, who should take responsibility 
and what it means for ratepayers in the longer term.
 
Ourimbah resident Anne Craig said, “The biggest issue with the community is the proposed 
rate rise and the inability to properly decipher exactly what has gone wrong. People are 
rightly asking why they should pay more when they did nothing wrong.
 
“There have been some issues identified but mostly the ratepayers are still in the dark and 
that’s simply not good enough.”
 
Member for Wyong and Shadow Minister for the Central Coast David Harris said,  
 
“There should be no talk of a rate rise for Central Coast residents beyond harmonisation 
until there is a full, independent Inquiry into the financial situation at Central Coast Council.
 
“Any Inquiry must examine the financial position of the former Wyong and Gosford Councils 
leading up to merger, the role the elected body may have played, the total cost of merger, 
which should include the harmonisation of staff wages, and IT costs and the role of Audit 
processes.
 
“The Berejiklian Government is avoiding responsibility for this situation by claiming Council 
is independent but the Administrator is appointed by Minister Shelley Hancock, they forced 
the merger and they have been responsible for massive cost shifting onto ratepayers – the 
NSW Liberal Government cannot abandon ratepayers.” 
 
There is no doubt that there must be a judicial inquiry as to why the restricted funds were 
accessed without authorisation. A inquiry that not only gets to the core of the matter, but, if 
necessary, prosecute those responsible individuals. The investigation should also examine 
the failure of the internal audit committee to identify and report anomalies to Councillors’ and 
the failure of the Auditor General to recognize the financial discrepancy, and the financial 
situation of the two previous Councils, including the true cost of amalgamation.
 
“Ratepayers should not be asked to pay one cent more until they can have full confidence 
that the structural issues, which caused these issues, have been identified and fixed,” said 
Anne Craig.

The hatchet man cometh...

1 March 2021

Story ALAN HAYES 


