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Executive summary:

The Local Government Rating System Review Discussion paper asks some poignant questions about the
fairness and equity of the current system. Disappointingly what the Terms of Reference and Discussion Paper
do not challenge is the fairness and equity of local Councils financial sustainability as a whole, instead taking
a piecemeal approach.
We as a small rural council do not believe that any changes to the rate system will make the system fair and
equal for our community. We believe that as per the recommendations in the Parliamentary Inquiry into
the Sustainability and Operational Challenges of Victoria’s Rural and Regional Rating System that are the
basis for this review, the fundamental sustainability challenges for small rural councils needs to be addressed
by additional funding from the State government in the form of a new grants program to assist small rural
councils to deliver core services in the form of a Stabilisation Fund.
Grants through this fund, as per the recommendation should be; ongoing to provide certainty, untied so
Council can address local priorities and distributed by the Victorian Grants Commission.
Regardless of the limitations of the Terms of Reference, Yarriambiack Shire Council is making a submission to
highlight the positive and negative impact potential changes to the current regime may have and recommend
that consideration be given to the rurality impact of any such changes.
Any efforts to make the rating system less complicated are to be supported, just as strengthening transparency
for constituents and ensuring those with capacity to pay do pay.

Context:

Yarriambiack Shire Council is a rural council located in North West Victoria, with a population of 6,673
residents across 7,158 square kilometers and a road network 4,809kms in length. With an ageing and declining
demographic, Yarriambiack has some of the highest levels of disadvantage as measured by a SIEFA score of 932
or shown as a 1 in relative social economic disadvantage.
Yarriambiack has an annual turnover under fifty million dollars and a capital expenditure of eight million,
predominantly on roads. With an full time staff equivalent of 108 including direct care workers, kinder, indoor
and outdoor staff the operation is lean and based on delivering the services our community relies heavily on
including social programs and infrastructure.
Rates and charges make up nearly 50% of our income and of the rates charged, the rate burden over the last five
years has consistently been as follows through application of the differential:
Residential
Commercial
Farming

2018/19
2019/20
2018/19
2019/20
2018/19
2019/20

19.5%
19.5%
3.2%
3.3%
77.3%
77.2%

Over the years multiple tables demonstrating the inequality of rates burden and distribution across the state
have been used. A simple comparison between Yarriambiack and Boroondara shows:
Expenses per head of population
Infrastructure per head of population
Population per length of road
Average expenses
Rates effort
Indicative use of fiscal capacity for Rates and Charges
Total rate revenue
Rates on a $100,000 house

Yarriambiack
$3,297
$21,094
1.4
$3,143
0.63
8.8%
12,595,000
$769.000

Boroonadara
$1,109
$4,720
318
$2,578
0.16
1.6%
188,207,000
$121.00
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It is clear that the principles of the rating system; efficiency, equity, simplicity and sustainability in a small rural
Council are not met. The application of rates does impact the decision making of people relocating to our
towns that have affordable house prices but excessive ongoing rates. In addition, the need for equity whereby
the benefit distribution should match the financial burden is difficult to measure which such high expenses per
head of population for infrastructure and services.
The rates system is relatively straightforward – but for our Council ongoing enforcement for rates arrears is not
cost effective to administer. In relation to sustainability, rate capping has certainly put an end to some Councils
increasing their rates by significant percentages which our communities were not in a position to afford. There
has however been the impact of that cap by which councils with financial sustainability challenges have had a
further revenue lever curtailed.

Discussion paper questions:

1. How regularly does your council assess occupancies for each of the non-rateable exemptions under s154 of the
Local Government Act 1989 (the Act)?
On an ad hoc basis following notification or receipt of a transfer of sale.
2. What rates and charges does your council declare?
The declarations of rates for the 19/20 financial year were struck as follows:
General rates levied using differential rates based on Capital Improved Value (CIV) multiplied by specified rate
in the dollar being:
a) Residential rates at 100% of the General rate being 0.00625 cents/$CIV
b) Commercial/Industrial rates at 100% of the General rate being 0.00625 cents/$CIV
c) Farm rate at 62% of the General rate being 0.00391 cents/$CIV
A Municipal Charge of $75.08 levied on all rateable properties, representing 2.9% of total rates and charges,
with exemptions for properties making up single farm enterprises and cultural & recreational lands.
Service rates and charges for kerbside and recycling collection to eligible properties as follows:
Residential – 80Lt bin 		
$139.58
Residential – 120Lt bin
$193.78
Residential – 240Lt bin
$377.14
Recycling residential 		
$135.82
3. Do you have a revenue and rating strategy to help determine rates and charges under s155 of the Act?
Yes, Yarriambiack Shire Council has a Revenue & Rating Strategy 2017-2021 that was developed and adopted
following community consultation in 2017.
4. How do you engage with your community in determining rates and charges?
In developing the Revenue and Rating Strategy community consultation was undertaken, however it is fair
to say that there are low levels of engagement on corporate documents and this consistently occurs each year
through the annual budget process whereby Council makes the information available at community sessions,
social media and website as well as newspaper coverage with minimal input.
As discussed in more detail below, the community engages on a one by one basis following receipt of their rates
notice.
5. If you use a Municipal charge, how do you calculate its level?
We do not have a set formula; it increases at the same capped rate as the general rate and is a relatively new
introduction to Council. In understanding that, it is a small percentage (2.9%) of the rates and charges collected
and at $375,000 would represent approximately 10% of our administration costs. It would be opportune
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following the Ombudsman report in to the application of waste charges to clarify exactly what the charge can
be utilised to cover to avoid any potential doubt.
6. What exemptions do you apply for the Municipal Charge?
The only exemption is properties making up a single farm enterprise and cultural/recreational land.
7. Do you issue separate notices for Special Rates and Charges, or do you combine them on a single notice?
The only special charge is waste and this is a clear separate line item on the single notice we provide. The notice
provides line items for; general rates, municipal charge, kerbisde waste, recycle charge, fire service charge and
fire service levy.
We note that on behalf of the State government, Council collected $1,037,954 in fire service charges last
financial year for a small administration fee that is not guaranteed in the longer term. More should be done by
State Government to take ownership and raise public awareness that the charge is collected by Council on state
government’s behalf.
8. How does your Council determine general rates (uniform or differential)? What criteria does your Council use
in their application?
Council uses a differential system and an annual assessment of their application to all categories and overall
impact is undertaken through the budget preparation stage each year.
9. What evidence does you Council consider when determining the rates in the dollar for your different rating
categories?
A range of considerations and scenarios are presented to Council during the annual budget preparation
including the latest valuation results, consideration of impact across all three categories including capacity to
pay. Benchmarking with similar Councils is also undertaken as is consideration of service and capital delivery.
10. Does your Council consider what services should be paid for with other income, ie; Municipal charges, services
or special charges?
A recent internal audit in to Waste and Resource recovery advised that a clear waste charge policy was required
to be included in the Revenue and Rating Strategy which better demonstrated the rationale for charges. A
strategy towards full cost recovery for waste will be considered prior to the 20/21 budget.
11.Please describe the payment options your council makes available to ratepayers? Do you provide other payment
options or any incentives for payment of rates such as early payment? What are they?
Council currently only offers the four installments and a lump sump, with a vast majority of ratepayers electing
to pay the lump sum. There are no incentives for payments of rates.
12. Do you provide any rating rebates and concessions (in addition to State government concessions)?
No, the pension rebate is the only applicable rebate or concession. Historically we have provided Exceptional
Circumstances discounts in declared conditions.
Currently Council applies 911 pension rebates across our Shire (13% of rate notices) and this is expected to
increase with our ageing demographic.
13. Do you have a policy for deferment of rates and charges?
Council has a Rates and Charges Hardship Policy adopted in 2018 and available on our website or at the request
of a ratepayer or advocate. The Policy is developed in line with s171 and 171(a) of the Act and has been utilised
a negligible amount of times.
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14. What issues have you determined when applying rates to land that is becoming or ceasing to be rateable?
Annually over the past five years, how many supplementary rates and charges notices have been issued?
On average Council issues 25 supplementary notices per annum, so 125 over the last five years.
15. Do you have a policy regarding the treatment of unpaid rates and charges? What type of collection activities do
you use to recover unpaid rates and charges?
Council does not have a specific policy but has a service level agreement with a debt collection agency with a
set number of letters, phone calls, payment plan options and then on to the agency collection steps as agreed.
16. What is your Council’s policy regarding selling land to recover unpaid rates and charges?
Again, Council does not have a specific policy but relies on the relevant sections of the Act for the sale of land
to recover debt and this is taken as a very last resort following the exhaustion of all other avenues.
17. Annually over the past 5 years, how many times have you undertaken this process?
Council has traditionally only undertaken the process 1-3 times per year when the property has a level of value
and there is interest from a buyer.
18. How much has this cost, per instance?
The average cost of the entire process is $4,800.
19. What issues have you encountered when selling or claiming land?
Properties are difficult to sell due to a range of complications including hard to locate owners and complex
estate arrangements.
The most problematic aspect for Council however is the excessive number of blocks that have such small
property values that the ongoing annual rates burden to a prospective purchaser is obscene and the cost to
Council of legally acquiring and selling the land will not be recovered.
Council currently has 51 properties with a nominal value of $500 or less with outstanding rates of between
$1,600 and $3,300 on which legal fees would need to be added and with no potential buyers for the properties.
Moving upwards, Council has an additional 118 properties valued between $500-$5,000 with rates arrears of
between $1,700 and $12,330. This represents hundreds of thousands of doubtful debt to Councils bottom line
and Council often expends money to maintain the blocks for the purpose of fire compliance.
There is also the high number of constituents who do not have the capacity to pay. Yarriambiack residents
use 8.8% of their fiscal capacity on rates and repeatedly Council has had demonstrated to it following legal
proceedings, that their incapacity to pay rates is genuine. In a low soci economic climate selling an occupied
home in a small town for a value of less than $65,000 to recover $7-10,000 in rates and legals compounds the
decline of the population, escalates the level of disadvantage and seriously compromises Councils social licence
to operate.
20. What issues have you encountered in providing information for Land Information Certificates? Do you provide
any updates to ratepayers/would be ratepayers for these certificates?
No complications in relation to Land Information Certificates has been identified, we respond to queries about
the progress but do not actively update on the status of progress.
21. How many public inquiries on rates do you receive each year? What are some of the common themes of those
inquiries?
We would average between 70-100 phone call or customer service inquiries, with the majority of those occurring
in August when the rates notices go out and February when the majority of ratepayers pay their notice.
A minimal amount of inquiries come in via letter or email and there are usually approximately 10 or so rate
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appeals.
The amount of comments about rates received by Councillors and staff from the community would be difficult
to measure but significant. In particular from rural ratepayers who often quip about what they receive for their
rates and generally by members of the community who do not understand how the rate system works.
We will usually have a few regular constituents who will attempt to argue that Council has no legal right to levy
rates or refuse payment on some philosophical position.
There is a lack of understanding as to why rate capping is one percentage but their rate notice, particularly in
farming shows an increase significantly higher than that rate cap percentage.
In addition there is also a perception that the Council continues to be administration and office based
employment heavy instead of outdoor service delivery dominant. Whilst the outdoor staff continue to make up
the majority of our small workforce, there has been a growth in indoor staff who are meeting Councils statutory
compliance requirements which have become more onerous in the past decade including in finance, reporting,
audit, governance, risk, procurement and the like which are difficult to explain as a benefit for ratepayers.
22. What software do you use to administer your rating system?
Civica.
23. How many staff do you employ to administer rates and charges?
1 staff member is responsible for administering rates and charges.
24. Should all property owners pay rates?
Yes, all property owners should pay rates.
a) What types of properties should receive rating exemptions? Why would this be fair?
State, Local Government and community owned land except when used for commercial purposes. Land used
for public benefit should be exempt.
b) Does your Council report on rate exemptions granted and or their estimated value?
No, Council does not currently report on the rate exemptions. We can generate a report from our system that
shows the number of exempted properties which currently stands at 298 and is made up of health, education,
water authority, roads authority and churches.
c) Should Councils be required to report on rates exemptions? Why?
Not if it is onerous to do so, the amount of reporting required by Council continues to increase and these
multiple administration tasks become a burden on Council. This information is already partially collected by
the annual report to the Essential Services Commission each year.
25. Should some ratepayers pay lower rates than others?
a) How does your Council allocated differential rates? Why?
As discussed earlier we ty to keep the burden across the three categories at a stable level by utilizing the
differential modelling on receipt of stage four valuations during budget development.
b) What types of properties should pay more through differentia rates? Why?
We appreciate that in some municipalities, the value of commercial and industrial property which generates
cash flow may be well positioned to pay more. For our Council, we try as best as possible to stabalise rate
increases and variation, maintain the burden across the categories to the above table figures and do not believe
that any of our sectors are well positioned to pay more through rates.
c) What types of properties should receive rate waivers? Why?
We provide a three year rate waiver for new home builds that meet a number of conditions as an incentive
scheme but being a small, declining rural Council this is only utilised 1-3 times per annum.
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d) If Councils provide rate discounts what criteria should apply?
Council does not provide rate discounts aside from the state pension discount and is not in a financial position
to be able to provide rate discounts.
e) Should cultural and recreational land and electricity generators have alternate rating arrangements? Why?
Cultural and recreational land plays a significant role in our communities and is currently not rated. Many of
the recreational areas are community committees who rely heavily on donations, in kind and volunteer labour,
minor and major grants and annual contributions from Council to conduct the day to day operations.
It would be inappropriate for our Council to levy rates on community operated infrastructure that only benefits
the community. There is no alternate revenue streams for many of our cultural and recreational non rated
properties, all the money they make goes back in to the facility or wider community. Where crown land is used
for commercial purposes we see no reason for an exemption.
In relation to electricity generation and Payment in Lieu of Rates (PiLoR), Council would certainly appreciate
the additional rates provided if the asset was treated as such. Any change would need to be grandfathered given
existing infrastructure and investment decisions calculated on the current system and could result in a slow
down of alternate energy projects compromising the states emission targets.
26. Should rates be determined by property values and should some municipal services be funded by specific rates
and charges?
The use of Capital Improved Value is generally accepted as an appropriate measure.
The user pay principle is a difficult proposition for a small rural Council in which capacity to pay is low and
ratepayers are already using several times more of their private fiscal capacity to pay their rates.
The cost of service provision is higher for rural areas as demonstrated in the Whelan report, with the cost of
delivery often 4-5 times greater. Participation in social activities such as sport are already high, with the local
football league covering over 15% of the state and any user charges applied have to be weighed heavily against
capacity to pay.
Waste charges which again are higher due to the sparse geography and tyranny of distance need to be compulsory
for the purpose of volume but at full cost recovery are a significant expense.
a) When should councils use special rates and charges? Why?
For small rural councils the administrative burden of a special rate application would be difficult to justify but
we understand that it some situations in which there is a clear direct benefit to one group with no benefit to the
wider group then there may be the need for the application of special rates and charges.
27. How much oversight of council rates should the State have?
a) Should all Councils apply consistent rating practices? Why/why not?
b) Does the Act provide clear rules and guidance to Councils to set and levy rates? What could be improved?
Yes, we believe the current guidance to Council is appropriate. In the upcoming review of the Rate Cap Council
will submit that there is inadequate guidance.
28. Does your rates notice have the information you want? If not, what would you like to see on your rates notice?
We believe our rates notice is clear and concise, although we would suggest the required wording on the back is
onerous and off putting. Given however that a significant portion of our population does not have access to the
internet or is more than 50kms from a customer service point an alternate would not be practicably accessible.
We would reiterate an earlier point that the fire service charges could be better defined as a state revenue
collection not a local government collection.
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