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Country Mayors Association of NSW – General Meeting 10 May 2024  

  

The Country Mayors Association of NSW held our General Meeting in the York Club, Sydney on Friday 10 

May 2024. We had our biggest even attendance, with 142 representatives of Country NSW Councils and 

associated organisations coming together to focus on the Financial Sustainability theme. The theme was 

timey, with State and Federal Inquiries on the issue currently underway.  

 

A CMA organised dinner at the York Club on the evening of Thursday 9 May was attended by nearly 50 

members and was a much appreciated, good value networking event.  

 

First to speak to our members at the meeting was Minister for Regional Transport and Roads and Member 

for Maitland, the Hon. Jenny Aitchison. Roads are among the biggest expenses for Country Councils and 

as such they are linked to the issue of financial sustainability (and vice-versa). So, the genuine commitment 

from the Minister to engage and work with Country NSW Councils was well received.  

 

Minister Aitchison thanked the CMA for our work with 

our disaster recovery funding survey, which detailed 

how close to two-thirds of claims from 42 CMA 

members over the past three to four years are still in 

the pipeline, amounting to well over $1 billion. The 

Minister acknowledged the backlog and updated that 

more resources will see that reduced in the near future. 

The Minister responded to a range of questions, from 

broad issues to local concerns of members. 

 

Minister Aitchison’s presentation and Q&A was 
followed by President of ALGA, Cr. Linda Scott, who 

spoke of the importance to make submissions to the 

current Government Inquiries relating to Local 

Government. She also voiced her frustration at the 

Sydney Council trying to ban a book and the impact that 

sort of action has on the social standing of Local 

Government. 

 

 

 



 

COMMUNIQUÉ 

For further information, contact Cr Jamie Chaffey on 0467 402 412 
 

www.nswcountrymayors.com.au 

Next before the lectern was Professor of Local Government Economics, Institute for Regional Futures 

Joseph Drew, pictured below with CMA Chairman and Gunnedah Shire Mayor, Cr. Jamie Chaffey. 

 

 

 
 

 

Professor Drew began by highlighting the need to identify what financial sustainability in Local 

Government really means – something lacking from current Government Inquiries and one view the Office 

of Local Government might not dispute. With a presentation that was rapid fire, yet laid back, Professor 

Drew defined it as the ability of a council to meet its obligations without impinging on its ability to meet 

the needs of the future generation(s). 

 

Professor Drew said “I am suggesting you (Country Councils in NSW) get an authoritative piece of work 
done that shows your inconvenient facts about regional councils efficiencies, the facts on expenses, which 

are far higher than in Sydney.” 
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The CMA then unanimously voted to welcome Upper Hunter Shire Council, taking the membership to a 

total of 89. Upper Hunter Shire’s Deputy Mayor James Burns (light grey jacket) and GM Greg McDonald 

(second from right) were presented with CMA badges by Chairman Jamie Chaffey (left) and Deputy 

Chaiman Rick Firman (right), Mayor of Temora Shire. 
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The next speaker was NSW Audit Officer Karen Taylor, who took on the unenviable challenge of explain 

and justifying the compulsory centralised auditing system that has delivered fee increases of over 30% in 

one year. Ms Taylor revealed that all audits that come through the NSW Audit Office are published on 

their website in relevant sections for constructive comparisons. Through Ms Taylor’s presentation and the 
subsequent Q&A, it was revealed that the NSW Audit Office supervises the auditing work of private sector 

firms, many of which did the work previously. The most competitive tenders reportedly receive the 

contracts. Karen Taylor is pictured here with CMA Chair and Gunnedah Mayor, Cr Jamie Chaffey. 

 

 

 
 

Chair of IPART Carmel Donnelly too to the stage after a grab and gobble morning tea. Ms Donnelly and 

her IPART team are genuine about consulting with CMA members. Some IPART staff came along to listen 

to questions from the floor and gain insights. 

 

The Financial Sustainability reviews we did last year (reviews of the rate peg methodology), was enough 

to recommend a review into the financial model. There were 1,800 submissions into 17 SRVs. Due to 

demand, we included appendix in our reports, recording ratepayer concerns, such as affordability, cost of 

living and financial management or the history of decisions. Ratepayers often do not want their services 

to be cut and those people (most in need of services) cannot pay increased rates. 
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She said she knows that councils have different sets of circumstances and this has contributed to the call 

for the review. Historically, Councils with a low rate base can be where there is a low capacity to pay and 

there are services that maybe should not be funded by rates. It is important to target grants and 

alternative funding streams. We have recommended a review of pensioner concessions.  

 

There is potential with the new rate peg methodology to adjust a rate peg based on local issues. 

A rate pegging council reference group is to be formed.  

 

A total of 9 current SRV decisions will be released shortly and the rationale for determinations. We are 

also consulting on Water NSW and the early childhood education sector.  

IPART Chair Carmel Donnelly is considered a friend to the CMA and its Chairman Jamie Chaffey. 

 

 

After an extensive Q&A, Ms Donnelly relinquished the stage for NSW Government Departmental 

representatives. 
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There was an open panel discussion with key NSW Government Departmental staff: Kiersten Fishburn, 

Secretary of the Department of Planning, Housing and Infrastructure; Brett Whitworth, Secretary of the 

Department of Local Government; and Nerida Mooney, Executive Director of Digital Analytics and 

Insights, which is responsible for 109 NSW Government websites, including the Planning Portal. After they 

each gave a concise introduction of their roles and views an open Q&A discussion ensued.  

Members discussed a broad range of concerns from the limitations of the Planning Portal and how it needs 

to be fine-tuned, to development issues such as general processes and REZ concerns. Pictured below (left 

to right): Kiersten Fishburn, Brett Whitworth, and CMA Chairman Jamie Chaffey. 

 

 
 

CMA Executive Member and Bega Valley Shire Mayor Russell Fitzpatrick delivered a report on Financial 

Sustainability with CMA Chair and Gunnedah Mayor Jamie Chaffey, who also went through the 2024 CMA 

Member survey results. 

 

Russell highlighted the real data, including own source revenue, with ALGA stating that nationally it can 

be as much as 90% but in country NSW it averages 44%. 

 

There is $7billion held in trust by NSW Councils. 

City NSW Councils have close to a billion in unrestricted cash reserves but still receive grants. 
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CMA Chairman Jamie Chaffey said Russell Fitzpatrick has put a huge amount of work in, as a member of 

the CMA Executive Committee. Russell explained that he sourced data from individual Council websites 

and collated but there were several Councils whose financials were too difficult to find. 

 

In general business, Greater Hume Mayor Tony Quinn asked: What’s going to happen after disaster 
funding runs out? 

Queanbeyan-Palerang Regional Council GM Rebecca Ryan asked: Can we make it an agenda item on the 

next meeting? 

Singleton Mayor Sue Moore said: I would be happy to discuss a report we have sourced from Professor 

Joseph Drew.  

CMA Chair and Gunnedah Mayor Jamie Chaffey said: The Muswellbrook Mayor asked about the cost of 

the CMA getting Prof. Drew to consult on report.  

Forbes Shire Mayor and CMA Exec. Member Phyllis Miller said: We are saving money by cutting 

Department of Public Works out of a project. They are charging like wounded bulls, they are not helpful, 

they are a hindrance. 

Mayor Jamie Chaffey asked if we should invite Public Works to Kempsey. Public safety was suggested from 

the floor. Rebecca Ryan said she has no problem with Public Works. Oberon Council said they have similar 

issues with Public Works issues to Moree Plains.  

 

Kempsey Shire Mayor Leo Hauville and GM Craig 

Milburn concluded the meeting with a 

presentation about the upcoming June Transport 

and Roads conference, which they are hosting. 

 


