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February 24, 2016  
 
Mr. Ian Reynolds 
Delegate 
Council Boundary Review Commission  
GPO Box 5341 
Sydney, NSW 2001  
 

Dear Mr. Reynolds  

Re: Merger Proposal: North Sydney Council and Willoughby City Council  

Thank you for the opportunity to make this submission. 
 
As you are aware, I have the honour of being the 50th Mayor of Willoughby City 
Council. I have also been a Councillor at Willoughby since 2009 and a resident of the 
North Shore for over 20 years.  
 
This submission reflects my personal position and not the position of Council.  It 
seeks to address each of the factors referred to in section 263(3) of the Local 
Government Act. In summary: 
 

1. Financial benefits – any benefits for Willoughby residents will be dependent 
on the success of the merger proposal. Willoughby residents are concerned 
about the potential cost of improving ageing North Sydney infrastructure 

2. Community of interest – there is some evidence of Willoughby and North 
Sydney being a good fit. A new name for the merged council should be 
considered through community consultation 

3. Historical and traditional values – such values (enshrined in each Council’s 
existing LEP) need to protected; and the ward system is important in 
highlighting local considerations 

4. Attitude of residents and ratepayers – Willoughby residents would prefer to 
stand-alone but have also not shown significant opposition to North Sydney 
as a merger partner 

5. Elected representation – I support 13 Councillors including a popularly 
elected Mayor, consistent with ILGRP Dec 2012 recommendations. 
Willoughby and North Sydney residents have both supported a popularly 
elected Mayor at referenda, and in my view, both communities continue to 
prefer this model over a Council appointed alternative 

6. Impact on services and facilities – both Willoughby and North Sydney are 
generally well regarded for service quality. Accordingly current services 
should be maintained, although an active discussion with NSW Government 
is needed on future education and recreational needs in the merged LGA. 

7. Impact on employment – a merger is likely to create opportunities for staff in 
the long run, although at the current time understandable concerns exist at all 
levels about security of employment  

8. Impact on rural communities – should be minimal 
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9. Desirability of wards – the Willoughby community values council ward 
representation. Alternative models for a merged Council are 4 wards of 3 
Councillors, or 6 wards of 2 Councillors. Arguments can be made for / against 
each, with 4 x 3 being the least change and 6 x 2 providing capacity for 
greatest local representation 

10. Representation of diverse communities – active involvement of Precinct 
Committees and Progress Associations should continue, supported by 
community engagement strategies such as MOSAIC and The Waverton Hub 

11. Other factors: 
• Scale and capacity – a merged Council should have greater capacity for 

engagement with Greater Sydney Commission, NSW State Government 
and a clearer path to consistent urban planning 

• Amendments to Local Government Act – an odd number of Councillors 
does not preclude, in all circumstances, Mayoralty being appointed by lot 
(the stated objective); and mandated two year terms should only be 
relevant where Mayors are not popularly elected 

• Possible boundary changes – in my opinion, the new LGA should include 
the whole suburb of St Leonards; other suggested changes are not 
warranted at this time given the current Review’s terms of reference 
and/or need for community consultation. 

 
Should you wish to discuss any of these comments further, I am contactable at 
Willoughby Council on 02 9777 1001 or on my personal email at 
gidney@bigpond.net.au. 
 
Yours faithfully 
 
 
 
 
Gail Giles-Gidney
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Submission to NSW Council Boundary Review in relation to the 
proposed merger of Willoughby City Council and North Sydney Council 
 
from Gail Giles-Gidney  
 
February 24, 2016 
 

1. The financial advantages or disadvantages of the proposal to the residents and 
ratepayers of the areas concerned 

 

• The State Government has indicated it will maintain for four years the existing 

rating path of councils that are becoming a merged entity. This provides 

significant near term comfort to Willoughby ratepayers. 

• It is noted that the State Government anticipates a financial benefit to 

ratepayers of $92m over 20 years. Given a combined revenue base of almost 

$227.3m per annum and an asset base of $990.3m, it should be noted that 

many in the community consider this benefit relatively immaterial and at best 

uncertain.  

• I believe that in the long run, the impact on rates for Willoughby residents will 

depend upon the success or otherwise of Local Government Reform; of this 

particular proposed merger, if it proceeds; and on the merged Council’s 

commitment/need to investment in ageing infrastructure. Willoughby’s 2015 

Infrastructure Levy was introduced after significant investigation into the state 

of infrastructure in the LGA.  Within the Willoughby community there is great 

concern about the comparable state of North Sydney infrastructure, and the 

potential deferred cost to residents associated with perceived past 

underinvestment. 

• Much has also been said (in North Sydney) about Willoughby’s $48m net 

debt. I note that this debt almost entirely relates to The Concourse, an 

intergenerational facility benefiting the whole North Shore. Retail rentals from 

the facility also service this debt.  Willoughby’s cash and reserves are 

currently $104m. 

 
2. The community of interest and geographic cohesion in the existing areas and 

in any proposed new area 
 

• There are significant differences that exist between North Sydney and 

Willoughby (e.g. residential density is almost double in North Sydney over 

Willoughby). However, there are also many similarities. Indeed, Willoughby’s 

“Fit for the Future” consultation revealed that over 40% of Willoughby 

residents who preferred a merger between Willoughby and North Sydney said 

it was because the areas are similar. Subsequent demographic analysis of 
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Willoughby and its neighbouring Councils also highlighted similarities and 

potential benefits in a North Sydney / Willoughby merger.  

• Accordingly I believe the proposed merger could form a united and cohesive 

LGA if these similarities are embraced and our differences are acknowledged 

and respected. Achieving cohesion will also require residents of both areas to 

identify with the merged Council. In this respect, while proud of Willoughby’s 

150-year heritage, I believe a new name will be necessary. I have noted 

community suggestions of “Northern Sydney Council” or “Cammeraygal”. 

Rather, I would endorse a competition to identify a shortlist of names, 

followed by community consultation. 

 
3. The existing historical and traditional values in the existing areas and the 

impact of change on them 
 

• Willoughby Council officers have advised that the long term Community 

Strategic Plans for both Willoughby and North Sydney indicate similar 

historical and traditional values. 

• During the Willoughby “Fit for the Future” consultation, community highlighted 

a desire to preserve Willoughby City’s culture and heritage. Little evidence 

emerged that the community felt a merger with North Sydney would threaten 

the historical and traditional values of Willoughby  

• Where the community has expressed concerns, these are more commonly 

connected to protection of built and natural heritage; or access to adequate 

local representation. Accordingly: 

o the Willoughby / North Sydney merger proposal could specifically 

highlight the importance of retaining and protecting the established built 

heritage items of interest and conservation areas presently included in 

the Willoughby and North Sydney Local Environmental Plans and commit 

to continuing use of public facilities for public use; and  

o in order to ensure access to local representation, I believe it is important 

to maintain a ward system (refer further comment under point 5. below).  

 
4. The attitude of the residents and ratepayers of the areas concerned 

 
• While Willoughby’s “Fit for the Future” community consultation confirmed that 

our largest number of residents (32%) preferred Willoughby stand-alone, a 

merger with North Sydney and Lane Cove (27%), or a merger with only North 

Sydney (25%) was only marginally behind in ranking of preference. Giving 

consideration to these results, earlier this year Willoughby Councillors voted 

9:0 (4 absent) to support a voluntary merger proposal with North Sydney on 
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the basis that standing-alone was not an acceptable option to the NSW 

Government and that including Lane Cove would result in a Council too large 

to maintain adequate local representation. 

• I also note that since the announcement of the proposed Boundary Review, 

there has been very little negative comment from Willoughby residents about 

North Sydney as a merger partner. 

 
5. The requirements of the area concerned in relation to elected representation 

for residents and ratepayers at the local level, the desirable and appropriate 
relationship between elected representatives and ratepayers and residents and 
such other matters as considered relevant in relation to the past and future 
patterns of elected representation for that area. 
 

• During consultation, the Willoughby community expressed a desire to have 

continued access to local Councillors who know their area and are willing to 

represent their constituents on local issues. Accordingly, I believe the 

community values the current Ward system and would support its 

continuance (further discussion of what form is provided under point 9. below) 

• In terms of size of Council, I note the Local Government Act limit is 15 

Councillors (including a Mayor). I would endorse 13 Councillors for a merged 

Willoughby / North Sydney consistent with the ILGRP recommendation of 

Dec 2012 for Councils of between 100,000 – 200,000 residents.  In my view, 

a Council of 15 would be administratively cumbersome and an unnecessary 

cost to the new Council. 

• With respect to the position of Mayor, the simple fact is that both North 

Sydney and Willoughby have voted for popular election over a Council 

appointed alternative, at referenda (North Sydney in 1983; Willoughby in 

1995). Indeed the 2012 North Sydney referendum arguably reinforced 

support for a popularly elected Mayor in the context of a simultaneous 

reduction in the number of Wards and Councillors.  

• I further note that since 2008 there have been 12 NSW Council referenda that 

considered switching from an appointed Mayor to popular election.  Of these 

ten supported the change (in 2008 Mosman, Burwood, Port Stephens and 

Snowy River; in 2010 Singleton; and in 2012 The Hills, Wyong, Orange, 

Uralla and Kempsey) and only two, Ku-rin-gai and Cobar, rejected the 

proposition (both of these being very close >49/<51 outcomes). 

• I believe this positive trend is consistent with the general community support I 

see for a popularly elected Mayor. I also genuinely believe having a Mayor 

appointed by Council risks ‘back room’ deals being done between Councillors 

to ensure support for particular projects or for continuing support. As noted by 
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Stephen Blackadder, former General Manager of Warringah, following the 

administration of that Council, “A Mayor elected [annually] by the councillors 

distracts the councillors from their real job – to serve the community – not 

themselves”.  

 
6. The impact of the proposal on the ability of the council to provide adequate, 

equitable and appropriate services and facilities 
 

• Willoughby is continuing to execute, under its new General Manager, a 

“Better Services Review” to streamline the services provided by the Council.  

These changes have seen limited negative reaction from the community and 

could be a model for consideration by the new Council. 

• The current sharing of various services and facilities between councils, such 

as the Shorelink Library service, works well and should continue.  The 

important role of the Stanton Library (particularly among North Sydney’s 

students) should also be acknowledged.  

• In my view the administrative centre for the new LGA should be centrally 

located and have easy access for the public by road (and to parking) and 

public transport. Localized service centres should continue to be provided in 

both Chatswood and North Sydney. 

• In my opinion, the largest threats to the new Council, in terms of its ability to 

continue to provide facilities and services, come from the rapidly increasing 

density of residents in the area; and the large commuter population that 

travels to the area for work, shopping, healthcare, child care, education and 

leisure on a daily basis.  Accordingly there are significant demands on both 

Willoughby and North Sydney in relation to educational facilities and childcare 

and sporting and leisure facilities. 

• Both matters should be a priority for the State Government in its interaction 

with the new Council (and reinforces the need for good relationships between 

Council and the State Government – see point 11 below); and in planning 

considerations for the new Council itself in relation to repurposing of existing 

facilities (the ANZAC Club and Cammeraygal High School being good 

examples in North Sydney). There has been significant comment from the 

public in both Council areas regarding the importance of retaining public 

buildings for public use. 

• I also note the particular concern of North Sydney residents regarding unique 

services including bulk waste collection and verge mowing. These matters 

are important for the amenity of North Sydney. 
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7. The impact of the proposal on the employment of the staff by the council 
 

• Both Willoughby and North Sydney are similar in that Council employs staff to 

carry out core functions combined with the outsourcing of some work to 

contractors. 

• I consider a merger would provide an opportunity for the new entity to 

address duplicate services through efficiencies and alter the staffing mix by 

filling skill gaps where applicable. This was the case during the recent 

Willoughby organisational restructure. 

• However, while I note the Government’s commitment regarding protection of 

employment for Council staff – senior officers remain unprotected and 

concerned about their job security; and staff generally, who may have felt a 

Council job was “for life”, find little security in the protection currently afforded.  

Creating an engaged work environment will need to be a priority for the new 

Council and its General Manager. Accordingly this would suggest at least 

some form of continuity should be valued in interim arrangements. 

 
8. The impact of the proposal on any rural communities in the resulting area 

 
• I am not aware of any direct impact on rural communities as a result of a 

merger of North Sydney and Willoughby.  For completeness, I note 

Willoughby has a “Sister City” relationship with Bingara, NSW (in the Shire of 

Gwydir). This relationship was established when Willoughby commenced a 

campaign to assist the then drought stricken regional centre in 1994. 
 

9. The desirability (or otherwise) of dividing the resulting area or areas into wards 
 

• As mentioned above, I believe the Willoughby Community supports the ward 

system, and I would endorse (given comparable sizes and distribution) an 

equal number of wards drawn from pre-existing Willoughby and North Sydney 

boundaries (either 2 or 3 from each) in order to maximize the prospects of an 

“equitable” distribution of Councillors in the new Council. 

• In this context, and noting my support for 13 Councillors (including a popularly 

elected Mayor in point 5. above), I consider there to be two alternative 

acceptable models for ward representation in the new Council: 

o Willoughby’s proposed 4 Ward “Option 2” (4 x 3 Councillors and a 

popularly elected Mayor) - refer 

http://www.willoughby.nsw.gov.au/DownloadDocument.ashx?DocumentID

=12286 

a. A potentially “simple” solution assuming combination of existing 
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wards: 

i. Middle Harbour and Sailors Bay (Willoughby) 

ii. Naremburn and West Ward (Willoughby) 

iii. Cremorne and Tunks (North Sydney); and 

iv. Victoria and Wollstonecraft (North Sydney) 

b. Inconsistent with existing plans to reduce North Sydney wards 

from 4 to 3 (although these plans were I believe primarily drawn to 

achieve a reduction in Council numbers to 9, rather than a 

reduction in wards); or 

 

o Willoughby’s proposed 6 Ward “Option 1” (6 x 2 Councillors and a 

popularly elected Mayor) - refer 

http://www.willoughby.nsw.gov.au/DownloadDocument.ashx?DocumentID

=12289 

a. Requires redrafting of ward boundaries within Willoughby but 

consistent with plans to reduce North Sydney wards from 4 to 3 

(assuming an “equitable” distribution of ward boundaries between 

the two Councils). 

b. Maximises the opportunity for a local representation 

c. Risks 2 aligned Councillors on a single “ticket” and therefore not 

as broad representation at a ward level than may otherwise be 

possible 

• With respect to other possible alternatives, I believe: 

o a 5 Ward x 3 Councillor model is predominantly supported by 

individuals seeking to maximizing their own opportunity for election to 

Council or to the position of a Council appointed Mayor (given the 

Local Government Act does not provide scope to include a popularly 

elected Mayor within a 5 x 3 system). This approach would also 

require redrafting of boundaries across ALL wards in Willoughby AND 

North Sydney (in order to meet the requirement for no more than 10% 

variance in residents).  

o Any 5 ward model (e.g.  5 Wards of 2 or 3 Councillors) may be 

perceived to result in an “overweight” Willoughby or North Sydney 

representation (e.g. a straddling Ward may be represented by a 

majority of former Willoughby or North Sydney representatives) and 

risk cohesion throughout the merged Council 

o Willoughby Council’s alternative 4 Ward (Option 1) and 6 Ward 

(Option 2) models similarly involve at least 2 wards “straddling” pre-
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existing LGA’s and thus similar representation concerns; and 

o A larger number (11, 13 or 15) of single Councillor wards risks 

extended absence of representation in the event of Councillor illness 

or absence (we have seen good examples in each of Willoughby and 

North Sydney in the most recent Council terms). 

o Finally, I reject “no ward” representation on the basis of a strong belief 

of Willoughby and North Sydney community support for the ward 

system. 

 
10. The need to ensure that the opinions of each of the diverse communities of the 

resulting area or areas are effectively represented 
 

• Willoughby City is already proudly a “City of Diversity”. We embrace the 

various community groups that are represented, and I believe in recent years, 

have established a Council that genuinely values differences in gender, race 

and religion. 

• I believe the continuance of a popularly elected Mayor and introduction of 

either 4 or 6 wards can continue to result in effective representation of each 

of our communities in a new Council.  I further endorse continuation of 

Precinct Committees / Progress Associations to represent particular sub-

wards or groups of interest; and Council community engagement facilities 

such as Willoughby’s MOSAIC (Multicultural One-Stop Assistance 

Information Centre) and North Sydney’s Waverton Hub. 

 
11. Any other factors relevant to the provision of efficient and effective local 

government in the existing and proposed new areas. 
 
Relationship with Government 
 

• The merger proposal notes that assessment of ‘scale and capacity’ includes 

being able to “be an effective partner for the NSW and Australian 

governments on delivering infrastructure projects and other cross-government 

initiatives”. 

• I note that since my being elected Mayor, Willoughby City Council has had an 

excellent working relationship with NSW Government, and our local Federal 

member(s). 

• The new Willoughby / North Sydney will be larger in geographical and 

population size, and should have more strategic capacity to plan for the 

region, and partner with Government to promote strategic land use and 

integrated transport planning. The argument that the CBDs of Chatswood, St 

Leonards and North Sydney should be planned in an integrated and cohesive 
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manner is irrefutable. The economy, and in turn policy priorities such as 

transport, employment and housing will all benefit from a consolidated 

approach to planning by one local government entity controlling all CBDs on 

the global arc of Sydney’s north shore region. 

• A merged entity of Willoughby and North Sydney should also have the 

capacity to make better, coordinated planning decisions with the best 

interests of local communities and neighbourhoods at front of mind; and/or 

engage with the Greater Sydney Commission as one cohesive unit. 

Phase 1 Amendments to the Local Government Act 1993 
 

• Proposed amendment 2.2, prescribes an odd number of Councillors for NSW 

Local Governments. The amendment is specifically stated to focus on 

avoiding future determination of Mayoralty by lot. I note the regularity in which 

casual vacancies and absences occur at Council meetings and the risk of 

even numbers in these circumstances. The only way to practically avoid 

determination of Mayoralty by lot is popular election. 

 

• Proposed amendment 3.2, prescribes a minimum two-year term for Mayors 

and compulsory voting by Councillors. This amendment would not be 

required in circumstances where popularly elected Mayors have a fixed term 

aligned to the Council term and should only apply in the circumstance of 

Council appointed Mayors. 

Possible Boundary Changes 
 

• The following boundary changes having been discussed within Willoughby: 

o St Leonards – a suburb currently split between Willoughby, North 

Sydney and Lane Cove. St Leonards CBD has been identified as a 

strategic centre coincident with the new Sydney Metro (along with 

North Sydney, Chatswood and Crows Nest). To ensure effectively 

planning across the LGA, boundaries for the new Council area ideally 

should be changed to extending the Willoughby / North Sydney 

boundary south to incorporate the whole of the St Leonards suburb / 

post code area (including St Leonards Railway Station which presently 

falls within Lane Cove). 

o Castle Cove (north of Scotts Creek) – this area was realigned to the 

State Electorate of Davidson at the last State Election. This area is an 

integral part of Willoughby’s foreshore bushland and is managed as 

part of an integrated network of Middle Harbour peninsulas. Residents 
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also identify with Willoughby rather than Ku-ring-gai, (north of 

Boundary Road). Castle Cove should remain part of the Willoughby / 

North Sydney LGA. 
o Roseville Chase– this area is split between Willoughby and Ku-ring-

gai. Here I also believe that residents have greater affinity with 

Willoughby than Ku-ring-gai.  However I also note this area 

encompasses approx. 1500 residents and accordingly may be 

regarded as a material adjustment to boundaries. 
o Boundary St, Willoughby – currently split between Ku-ring-gai 

/Willoughby with different planning guidelines having resulted in 

significant apartment development on one side (the non-Willoughby 

side) of the road; and significant and ongoing traffic concerns. Given 

resident numbers involved I believe a boundary change would 

similarly require significant consideration and should involve further 

community consultation. 

o Mowbray Road – currently split between Lane Cove/Willoughby; as 

for Boundary St, given resident numbers involved I believe a boundary 

change would again require significant consideration and should 

involve further community consultation. 


