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The Hon Jaala Pulford

Minister for Regional Development

1 Spring Street

Melbourne VIC 3000

31 March 2015

Dear Minister Pulford

Input to the Review of Department of Economic Development, Jobs, Transport and Resources (DEDJTR) Regional Service Delivery Model and Strategic Directions for Regional Policy

Thank you for the opportunity to input to this review. Strathbogie Shire Council considers this a very important review and is pleased to contribute to the issues under consideration.
Key Issues
Implications of the current funding context

Strathbogie Shire Council asks that, in undertaking this review, you take into account the combined and compounding effects of the Federal Government’s decision to suspend the indexation of Financial Assistance Grants, and the State Government’s proposed Local Government rate capping policy and ceasing of the Country Roads and Bridges Program. Together, these policies will greatly impact the budgets of rural Councils, and will have significant implications for our capacity to deliver essential services to our communities. 
In addition, there is uncertainty around the continuation and / or extent of future State funding to assist rural local governments in:

· maintaining rural roads networks; 
· controlling roadside weeds and pests; and 
· meeting our obligations under the Planning and Environment Act 1987, including planning strategically for the future of rural communities. 
Maintaining at least current levels of funding to each of these areas will be critical to key aspects of the economic and jobs prospects of our communities.

You may be aware that, over recent months, Rural Councils Victoria has initiated an investigation into the Sustainability of Rural Councils, based on a view by rural Councils that there is work Councils can do themselves to streamline their operations.  It also responds to VAGO’s 2013 findings that as the most vulnerable, with small ratepayer bases and high dependency on Government funding to maintain their operations, rural Councils are more exposed to the potential for higher financial risks in the future
.

VAGO found that eighteen of the most vulnerable (i.e. rural) Councils had a combined operating deficit of $34 million, which is a small amount in the context of the State economy, but a  very substantial deficit being carried by small and vulnerable Councils and their communities.

Regional / rural differentiation

We ask that your external advisory board recognises the clear distinction between the major economic, social and demographic issues facing rural Councils and those of regional cities. That said, it is also hoped that the important, mutual opportunities and benefits of constructive relationships and collaborations between regional cities, as the hubs of regional economies, and their neighbouring rural (hinterland) Councils are given due consideration by the panel, particularly with regard to investment decision making and service planning.
Building on existing research 

The review occurs in a context of significant existing research and information – work that has been undertaken by local governments and up to Federal levels. This work provides a wealth of information relevant to the issues identified in the terms of reference for the review. 
Learning from the past

Finally, we note that there have been many regional strategic and related planning and governance models over the years, and that an important lesson learned is that one size does not fit all. The centralisation of services into regional centres, for example, has in some instances, had dire consequences for the communities that have lost those services. 
Benefits of Regional Development Funding

The funding Strathbogie Shire Council has received through Regional Development Victoria (RDV) over recent years has been critical to our Council’s ability to deliver new community assets in partnerships with them, reduce our infrastructure gap through the Country Roads and Bridges Program and also the ability to leverage from Federal Funding. It has enabled us to undertake a range of projects and programs that we would not have had capacity for otherwise, and the flow-on benefits have delivered important economic and social outcomes for our communities.

I provide below examples of projects that have been funded through RDV over recent years that have positively impacted our local communities and economy.

· Euroa Memorial Oval Function and Conference Centre that you had the pleasure of officially opening, that also had $35,000 of Community Funds in it.
· Avenel Community Centre and Netball facility including a Neighbourhood Safer Place.

· Euroa Travellers Rest

· Nagambie Main Street Stage One Re-development.

The above projects have used predominately local contractors, had community contributions to them and in-kind by various other groups. 
The Hume Region, which is made up of 12 LGA’s, works collaboratively and as a region prioritises its projects to obtain the best benefits for their communities and sub regions. A lot of this is based on the Hume Strategy, a document that set the blueprint for the region.
Future Priorities

The key issues and priorities that Strathbogie Shire Council has identified for the future are: 
· Transport – regular services to Melbourne and east / west connections in the region.
· Infrastructure and planning – Nagambie Main Street – Stages 2 – 6.
· Trade and investment – growing industries such as Costa Mushroom Exchange, Chicken Breeder Farms and Processing Plants 
· Regional growth and job creation – through the expansion of Equine industries and Chicken Meat industries.
I warmly invite you to contact me for further information on any of the projects listed above or for any further comment regarding the upcoming review. 
Yours sincerely

Steve Crawcour
Chief Executive Officer
� Victorian Auditor General’s Office, Organisational Sustainability of Small Councils (Melbourne: Victorian


Auditor General’s Office, 2013).






