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Sustaining Local Communities - The Liberal and National
Parties recognise and values the vital role played by local government in the
Australian community. The Coalition will continue to work with local
government, to the benefit of the communities they serve.
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Executive Summary

Sustaining Local Communities

The Coalition recognises, respects and supports the vital role that local
government plays in our system of government.

The Coalition is committed to ongoing consultation with local
government about the delivery of community services and the
respective roles and responsibilities of the three tiers of government.

The Coalition will actively participate in any public debate on the
question of Constitutional recognition for local government.

The Coalition will develop partnerships with local government to
ensure that national initiatives are delivered effectively, without
imposing unreasonable costs or responsibilities on councils.

The Coalition’s Tax Plan provides that most council charges will be
GST-free.

General rates will be GST-free.

Charges for water and sewerage will be GST-free.

Charges for compulsory rubbish collection services will be GST-free.

Charges for regulatory and licensing services will be GST-free.

Council fines and penalties will be GST-free.

The Tax Plan also provides an opportunity to simplify inter-
governmental relations in a way that protects the financial interests of
councils and preserves all elements of the current financial assistance



arrangements.

General purpose, untied, financial assistance grants to local councils
will continue.

Untied local roads funding will continue.

Escalation factors will continue.

The Coalition’s new tax system will reduce running costs for local
councils, principally because:

councils will no longer pay embedded wholesale sales taxes in goods
they purchase;

councils will be able to claim a refund of all the GST payable on their
purchases; and

councils will be able to take advantage of reductions in the excise
payable on diesel fuel.

The abolition of wholesale sales tax alone will benefit local
government by around $70 million each year.

Reductions in council running costs will enable councils to reduce
debt, improve council services and reduce rates and charges.

The Coalition will work with local government to help sustain local
communities with a range of new initiatives, including:

Up to $70 million to establish 500 locally operated Rural Transaction
Centres in small country towns (ensuring that these communities have
access to banking, postal, Medicare Easyclaim, and telephone and fax
facilities);



a $50 million programme to retain general practitioners in rural
communities;

a $41.6 million programme to develop 30 new Regional Health
Service Centres;

a $36 million programme to give all Australians in rural and regional
communities access to the internet at local call rates; and

a $250 million extension of the $1.25 billion Natural Heritage Trust.

The Coalition will continue to help councils build vibrant local
economies through:

policies which encourage business friendly reforms;

programmes encouraging best practice in council management;

programmes which extend and maintain essential transport
infrastructure (including a $195 million expansion of the Roads of
National Importance programme; an $80 million extension of the
Road Safety Blackspots programme; and a $20 million programme of
bridge restoration and repair); and

initiatives to extend the reach of telecommunications services in
regional areas (including $50 million in new initiatives to provide
continuous digital mobile phone coverage on many of our major
highways and ensure internet access for people in regional
communities at local call rates).

Labor’s Record

A Labor Cut Funding to Local Government

In Labor’s 13 years in office, the level of funding to local government



was reduced. General purpose grants to local government in 1995-96
were less in real terms than when Labor came to office in 1983.

Total Commonwealth revenue increased by 49 per cent in real terms
over this period, while the real level of general purpose grants to local
government fell by three per cent.

Labor’s funding for local roads was also inadequate, increasing by
only three per cent in their period of office - despite substantial
increases in traffic volumes.

B Labor Undermined Local Government

Labor’s programme of establishing Regional Development
Organisations around the country undermined the effectiveness of
existing economic development organisations, many of which were
sponsored by local councils.

Labor imposed new layers of regional bureaucracy, duplicated the
efforts of long established and successful local organisations and did
nothing to promote real jobs.

Highlights of the Government’s Achievements

A Financial Assistance to Local Government

The Coalition Government has contributed significantly to the funding
of local government – providing around $1.5 billion per year. This
represents over 97% of total government assistance to local
government.

Over the term of the Coalition Government, general revenue
assistance to local government, in the form of Financial Assistance
Grants, has increased by $67 million – an increase of almost six per
cent from the last Labor budget.

Financial Assistance Grants to local government in the current
financial year amount to $1.227 billion, representing a $22 million



increase over the previous year.

The Coalition has provided annual increases in the local roads
component of financial assistance grants paid to local government.
Local roads funding for local government in 1996-97 was $369
million; in 1997-98 was $370 million; and in the current year will be
$380 million.

The Coalition has also boosted funding for local roads through the
Road Safety Blackspots Programme (to date more than 800 projects
have been funded with an estimated value of $73 million) and through
the Roads of National Importance Programme ($450 million over 4
years).

Local government has reaped a significant financial bonus as a result
of the Coalition’s decision that the Commonwealth will meet local
government’s $3.7 million contribution to the National Bridges
Survey.

Through its $5.4 million Local Government Development Programme
the Coalition has supported many initiatives to improve the efficiency
and effectiveness of local councils.

The Coalition has sponsored 63 projects since 1996 which have:

improved the skills base of council members and staff;

improved the performance of councils through performance
measurement, benchmarking and national reporting; and

encouraged innovation and the implementation of best practice in
resource management.

Since 1996, the Coalition has provided more than $645 million to
local councils in specific purpose payments.

In 1998-99 the Coalition will provide $224.5 million to assist in the
delivery of community services such as affordable childcare ($165.9



million) and residential and other services to the frail aged ($43.9
million).

The Coalition has also supported the leadership role being played by
local councils in environmental management, by funding local
government initiatives under the Bushcare, Rivercare and Coasts and
Clean Seas programmes, administered as part of our $1.25 billion
Natural Heritage Trust.

Local councils have taken a leading role in introducing kerbside
recycling services – services which have helped make Australians
among the best recyclers in the world. The Coalition has worked with
industry and local government to develop a National Packaging
Covenant and has committed $5 million, through the Waste
Management Awareness programme, to stimulate the development of
markets for recycled and recovered materials.

Local councils have also been key participants in the Coalition’s $7.5
million Regional Arts Fund, the administrative arrangements for
which were determined in consultation with local government
representatives.

B Support for Micro-Economic and Business
Reform

Local government, as with all sectors of the economy, has undergone
a period of unprecedented reform in recent years – reforms that have
generated cost savings and delivered improvements in governance,
regulation and services.

The Coalition has supported the reform efforts of local government
through:

the Local Government Development Programme;

the Local Government Ministers’ Conference; and

National Awards for Innovation in Local Government.

The Coalition recognises that local circumstances and community



interests are paramount considerations when considering the
application of reform principles and for this reason the Productivity
Commission has been asked to examine the impact on local
communities of the national competition policy reform process.

One of the earliest initiatives of the Coalition Government was to
commission a report from the Small Business Deregulation Task
Force (the Bell report) to identify ways of reducing the burden of red
tape on small business.

In response to the Bell report, the Coalition has worked with State and
local governments to harmonise the development control procedures
administered by local authorities.

The Coalition has worked with State and local governments to jointly
fund the implementation of the Australian Model Code for Residential
Development, a code which establishes good design principles for
residential development and aims to promote consistency in building
regulations.

In response to concerns about the impact on residential amenity of
Labor’s decision to allow the unregulated construction of mobile
phone towers, the Coalition has required telecommunications carriers
to comply with all Commonwealth and State planning and
environmental laws.

A New Relationship for A New Millennium

A The Vital Role of Local Government

Local government plays a vital role in Australia's system of
government. It is the sphere of government that is closest to the
community and is responsible for many of the services that contribute
most directly to the well being of local communities.

The Coalition recognises, respects and supports the role of local
government in Australia.

In recognition of the importance of community democracy and



decentralised decision making, the Coalition will actively participate
in any public debate on the question of Constitutional recognition for
local government. Constitutional recognition will only be achieved if
broad community support for the change is engendered – it is not a
gift to be bestowed by a Commonwealth government.

The Coalition will continue to work with local government to ensure
that national initiatives are delivered effectively, without imposing
unreasonable costs or responsibilities on councils.

Councils and local communities will benefit significantly from a range
of new initiatives, including:

a $70 million programme to arrest the decline in traditional
face-to-face services in regional communities by establishing 500
locally operated Rural Transaction Centres in small country towns
(ensuring that these communities have access to banking, postal,
Medicare Easyclaim, and telephone and fax facilities);

a $50 million programme to retain general practitioners in rural
communities;

a $41.6 million programme to develop 30 new Regional Health
Service Centres;

a $36 million programme to give people in rural and regional
communities access to the internet at local call rates; and

a $250 million extension of the $1.25 billion Natural Heritage Trust.

Local councils have a significant impact on the health and vitality of
local economies: by sponsoring economic development initiatives; by
the efficiency with which they regulate business operations; and by
their own employment and community service activities.

The Coalition will continue to help councils build vibrant local
economies with a mix of continuing programmes and new initiatives:



with policies that encourage reform of local government planning
laws:

streamlined regulatory practices in the building and development
industry will greatly increase business efficiency;

with programmes that encourage best practice in council management:

by using the Local Government Development programme to support
innovation;

with programmes that extend and maintain essential transport
infrastructure, in particular with initiatives such as:

the $676 million per year National Highway programme;

a $195 million expansion of the $450 million Roads of National
Importance programme;

an $80 million extension of the $149 million Road Safety Blackspots
programme;

a new $20 million programme of bridge restoration and repair; and

the $250 million programme to upgrade mainline railways; and

with programmes that extend the reach of telecommunications
services in regional areas, such as:

the highly successful $250 million Regional Telecommunications
Infrastructure Fund, which Labor will freeze;

a new $25 million programme to provide 100% continuous digital
mobile phone coverage on our major highways; and



a new $25 million programme to give people in regional communities
access to the Internet at local call rates.

B An Evolving Relationship

The Coalition’s Tax Plan provides an opportunity to simplify inter-
governmental relations in a way that benefits the community and
preserves the financial position of local government.

A central element of the new system will be a goods and services tax
(GST), all of the revenues from which will be provided to the States,
the Northern Territory and the Australian Capital Territory (the
States).

The effect of this new arrangement is that the States will be funded in
a way that enables them to resume their financial responsibilities in
relation to local government.

Under the Coalition’s Tax Plan, funding for local government will be
guaranteed.

It will be an unshakeable condition of the payment of GST revenues
to the States that all conditions in relation to local government funding
be maintained.

This means that:

general purpose, untied, financial assistance grants to local councils
will continue;

the untied local roads component of the general purpose grants will
continue; and

annual escalation factors, based on adjustments for inflation and
population growth, will continue.

The new payment arrangements will be clearer, simpler and more



direct. An unnecessary and costly layer of bureaucracy will be
removed from the payment process.

C Local Government a Winner from Tax Reform

The Coalition's proposed new tax system contains many advantages
for local councils and for ratepayers.

The Tax Plan provides that most council charges will be GST-free.

General rates will be GST-free.

Charges for water and sewerage will be GST-free.

Charges for compulsory rubbish collection services will be GST-free.

Charges for regulatory and licensing services (such as planning fees
and dog licence fees) will be GST-free.

Fines and penalties (such as car parking fines) will be GST-free.

The only council charges that will be subject to the GST are those
charged on a fee for service basis, where it is appropriate that the GST
be applied in the same way as it would be to a commercial service
provided by a private company.

Under the Coalition’s Tax Plan the running costs of local councils will
be reduced considerably.

Council’s costs will fall because:

wholesale sales tax (WST) will be abolished (while local government
is currently exempt from WST, this tax is embedded in many of the
goods and services purchased by councils);

councils will be entitled to claim a full refund of the GST paid on their



purchases; and

the cost of fuel used in council vehicles will be considerably cheaper:

councils will be eligible for a refund of the GST paid on petrol and
diesel, saving councils around 7 cents per litre;

the new diesel fuel credit scheme will reduce the excise payable on
diesel fuel used in on-road heavy vehicles from 43 cents per litre to 18
cents per litre; and

the diesel fuel credit scheme will reduce the excise for all off-road
users of diesel (including marine users) from 43 cents per litre to zero
– a full credit of diesel excise.

The abolition of the WST alone will benefit local government by
around $70 million each year.

Reductions in council running costs will enable councils to reduce
debt, improve council service and reduce rates and charges.
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