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2.1 Introduction
Part 2 of the Resourcing Strategy report provides general background information and facts about
the City and the Council to inform the development of the Long Term Financial Plan, Asset
Management Strategy, and Workforce Management Strategy. The aim of this Part is to discuss and
illustrate:


Geographic aspects and socio-economic facts about the City (Section 2.2 City profile).



The effect of settlement and growth trends on service provision (Section 2.3 Settlement and
growth).



The broad financial challenges affecting Local Government finances (Section 2.4 Financial
challenges of Local Government).



Unique financial burdens faced by Blue Mountains City Council (Section 2.5 Our unique
financial burdens).



Service delivery gaps and Council’s approach to providing best value services within its
revenue constraints (Section 2.6 Council performance).



A comparison of our rates and socio-economic factors to other councils (Section 2.7
Comparative study/rating levels and Section 2.8 Socio-economic indicators).



An assessment, based on current rating levels, of the general capacity of residents to pay
higher rates (Section 2.9 Capacity to pay: preliminary assessment).

2.2 City Profile
2.2.1 Regional context
The Blue Mountains local government area is located on the western fringe of metropolitan Sydney
and has a land area of 1,431km2 (Figure 2-1). It is classified by the State as part of the Sydney
Metropolitan area; yet, its urban fabric is uncharacteristic of metropolitan Sydney. This is due to its
peri urban location and unique geography, geomorphology and natural heritage environment, which
has contained urban density and growth along main ridges following historic rail and highway
corridors. The City’s population of around 75,000 is dispersed across a linear settlement pattern of
27 settlements extending 100km across predominantly mountainous ridgeline terrain amongst a
World Heritage listed environment.
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Figure 2-1 - Blue Mountains Local Government area
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2.2.2 A City in a World Heritage Area
World Heritage Environment – an important management role for the Council and
community
The Greater Blue Mountains Area is a nationally and internationally significant World Heritage Listed
(UNESCO) environmental area and unique tourist destination. Many residents and businesses
benefit from the amenity, lifestyle, recreation and jobs that the unique aspects of this natural area
bring to them.
The area is one of 16 National Landscapes identified and promoted by the Australian Government as
“must see” nature tourism destinations. The area has outstanding natural value with one of the
most extensive, diverse and significant heritage listed walking track networks in Australia, attracting
thousands of visitors to the area keen to experience the scenic beauty, scientific importance and
heritage significance of the Blue Mountains. The investment into the quality and extent of these
assets support a healthy and sustainable relationship between the natural environment and all those
individuals, communities and organisations who occupy or visit the City. Over 2.7 million visitors
come to the Blue Mountains to experience nature-based recreation per annum (NSW Tourism,
2001).
The Council works to protect this valuable World Heritage asset by regulating the impact of urban
development on natural areas and delivering environmental management programs such as
bushland restoration, preservation of cultural heritage, stormwater management, and water quality
monitoring.

2.2.3 Population
In 2011, the City had a population of approximately 75,942 people:


Average age of 42



Median weekly household income $1,270



Median monthly mortgage repayments $1,842



Median weekly rent $280



Average household size 2.5 persons



Average number of persons per bedroom 1.1

 Average motor vehicles per dwelling 1.7
Demographic trends over the period 2001 – 2011 indicate that the population of those aged 49 and
under are reducing, while there is a large increase in the population of those aged 50 and over.
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2.2.4 SEIFA Index of Disadvantaged
The Index of Relative Socio-economic Disadvantage (IRSD)
summarises a range of information about the economic and
social factors of people and households within an area to
derive a score. A high score indicates a relative lack of
disadvantage in general. For example, an area may have a
high score if there are (among other things): few households
with low incomes; few people with no qualifications; and few
people in low skilled occupations.

The index ranks Blue Mountains
population at 128 out of 153 Local
Government Areas, making it one of the
least disadvantaged areas in NSW.

2.2.5 Workforce and economy
From the 2011 Census:


Blue Mountains City’s Gross Regional Product is estimated at $1.95 billion, which presents
0.4% of the state’s GSP (Gross State Product).



The 2012 Business Register indicates 5,555 local businesses operating in the LGA, though
only 1,309 are rateable business properties, the remainder representing home-based and
contractor businesses.



17,902 or 50.3% of Blue Mountains City’s working residents travel outside of the area to
work.



15,350 people or 43.1% of Blue Mountains City's local labour force have a tertiary
qualification.



Unemployment rate is 4.9%.



Most popular occupations were Professionals (28.8%) followed by Clerical and
Administrative Workers (14.3%), and Technicians and Trade Workers (13.2%)



Most popular employment sectors were Health Care and Social Assistance (14.7%),
Education and Training (14.7%) and Retail Trade (9.2%).
The Blue Mountains is renowned for its iconic landscape, nature-based tourism and recreation,
culture and arts, which bring significant flow-on effects to retail, food and accommodation
industries.

2.2.6 Comparisons to Greater Sydney and Rest of NSW
The socio-economic characteristics of residents in the City vary greatly in line with settlements that
extend from the lower mountains on the fringe of metropolitan Sydney, to the upper mountain,
where lower-density settlement areas adjoin the rural NSW local government areas of Oberon and
Lithgow. For this reason, Blue Mountains LGA Census data used in this report is often compared with
both ‘Greater Sydney’ and ‘Rest of NSW’ statistical areas (Figure 2-2).
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Figure 2-2 Socio-economic comparisons of Blue Mountains to Greater Sydney and Rest of NSW 2011 (Source: Census
2011)

The Census information shows that in 2011:


The population of Blue Mountains is ageing and much older (42) than the median age of
‘Greater Sydney’ (36), and on par with ‘Rest of NSW (41)’.



Weekly household incomes ($1264) are much greater than ‘Rest of NSW’ ($961) but lower
than ‘Greater Sydney’ ($1447).



Similarly, average mortgages ($1842) are higher than ‘Rest of NSW’ ($1560) but lower than
‘Greater Sydney” ($2167).



Average rents ($280) are higher than Rest of NSW’ ($220) but much lower than ‘Greater
Sydney’ ($351).



Unemployment rates (5.0%) are better than ‘Rest of NSW’ (6.1%) and ‘Greater Sydney’
(5.7%)



The proportion of households on very low incomes (22.7%) is slightly higher than ‘Greater
Sydney’ (20.3%), but much lower than ‘Rest of NSW’ (30.5%).
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2.3 Settlement and growth
Twenty-seven towns and villages exist along 100km of mountainous ridgelines and valleys.
Development is constrained by the interface with bushland and rural areas that feature rugged
geological landforms, important vegetation, water catchment, cultural sites, and endangered flora
and fauna. Settlement and commercial characteristics across the City’s 27 settlements more closely
resemble the urban form, density and lifestyle of urban centres in rural LGA’s.
The Great Western Highway and Blue Mountains railway line traverse the City and form part of a
nationally significant transport corridor – transporting goods, services and commuters between
Sydney and the Central West (Figure 2-3).

Figure 2-3 Settlement of towns and villages in the Blue Mountains

The City's location within a World Heritage Area places limits on the land available for living. It also
places responsibilities on the community, the Council, and other agencies to manage effectively the
impacts of urban development and to protect internationally recognised values of the natural
environment and Sydney’s drinking water catchment.

2.3.1 Urban density
The Census statistical area of Springwood/Lapstone in the lower Blue Mountains, represents 53% of
the City’s population (75,942) compared to 22% in the mid-mountains statistical areas of Wentworth
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Falls, Lawson, Hazelbrook, and Linden; and 24% in the upper mountains area of Leura, Katoomba,
Blackheath, and Megalong Valley.
Population density is 54.96 persons per square kilometre.
(Figure 2-4) shows the urban settlement pattern across the mountain. The darker red areas shown in
the figure illustrate the settlements with higher population density. Towns in the lower mountains
feature higher urban densities.

Figure 2-4 Urban settlement/density Blue Mountains Local Government Area

Housing stock across the City is predominantly detached dwellings. Expansion of the urban footprint
is extremely limited as there is limited supply of land suitable for residential development. Recent
zoning (2005) for medium density development has shown very limited takeup from the housing
market. The 2010 residential land study estimated that there was around 13 years supply of land
available for detached housing. The potential for higher density housing remains in Springwood,
Blaxland and Katoomba.

2.3.2 Growth potential
The Blue Mountains local government area had the lowest rate of population growth of all council
areas in Greater Sydney. Population forecasts issued by NSW Planning and Environment in June 2014
project the population to increase by 23.9% by the year 2023, reaching a total population of 97,300.
This represents an annual growth of 1.2% or 940 persons per annum. In contrast, Census time series
data shows the actual population grew from 2001 to 2011 by 1.5% over the 10-year period
(averaging 0.15% annually) compared with the ‘Greater Sydney’, which grew by 9.7% over the same
period. The slow growth trends correlate with the decline in the number and value of building
approvals over the past five years (Figure 2-5 and Figure 2-6).
The Council believes that past growth trends will continue for the foreseeable future and the
forecast population estimates provided by NSW Planning and Environment include unrealistic
growth assumptions.
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Residential Building Approvals
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Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, Building Approvals, Australia (8731.0). Compiled
and presented in profile.id by .id the population experts

Figure 2-5 Blue Mountains residential building approvals 2002 - 2013
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Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, Building Approvals, Australia, catalogue number
8731.0. Compiled and presented in economy.id by .id the population experts

Figure 2-6 Blue Mountains City value of total building approvals 2001- 2013

2.3.3 Impact of future growth in Western Sydney
A reversal in the slow growth trend in the Blue Mountains may potentially occur with the NSW
Government’s plans for employment and residential expansion in Western Sydney. The Vision for
Sydney 2031 and its Regional Strategy for Western Sydney (which includes the Blue Mountains)
claims, “unprecedented growth and change can be expected” to 2031 and beyond, with outer
Western Sydney, reaching its growth potential by 2031. The plans for Western Sydney include a
state of the art airport and business lands at Badgerys Creek, maximising business-to-business
connections, creating a new gateway to Sydney and delivering modern 21st century business parks
and logistics precincts. The regional plan identifies the lower mountains area (Lapstone to
Springwood – see (Figure 2-7) as the population catchment area supporting planned growth in
Penrith and Parramatta cities. Thus, residential growth pressures may increase in the lower
mountains in the long-term in line with increasing employment opportunities in Penrith and
Parramatta, and the fact that housing is generally more affordable in the Blue Mountains compared
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to Sydney. Of benefit will be the potential economic boost from higher rates of international,
domestic and day-trip tourism to the Blue Mountains due to this planned growth and improved
transport infrastructure. The concern will be the Council’s financial ability to provide higher levels of
service for maintenance, renewal and upgrade of tourism infrastructure in line with increasing
tourism activity.

Figure 2-7 Vision for Sydney 2031 (source: NSW Government, Planning and Environment July 2014)

The impact of any potential of growth pressures across the mountains over the next 10-30 years,
must be congruent with the Sydney Metropolitan Strategy (2013) aims of maintaining the State’s
commitment to preserve the cultural and landscape values of the Blue Mountains; and to promote
and support tourism in Katoomba, Blackheath, Wentworth Falls and Leura.
Expansion of the current urban footprint will always be constrained due to the impact of human
settlement on the World Heritage area, cultural landscape and heritage, protection of Sydney’s
drinking water, and management of bush fire risk.

2.3.4 Settlement trends
The highest dwelling growth is currently in the Blackheath-Megalong Valley area, which is
characterised by lower incomes and high land ownership rate. These areas also tend to have much
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older persons. In the upper mountain areas of Wentworth Falls, Blackheath and Megalong Valley
average age is greater than the mean for the City (42) and Greater Sydney (36).
The existing trend shows that new retirees, lifestyle dwellers and tourism operators are settling in
the upper mountains and this trend is likely to continue due to tourism and country retreat lifestyle
opportunities. Young families are prevalent in the lower mountains.
Across the entire City, there is an outward migration of young people to Sydney because of access to
education, jobs, and entertainment pursuits in Sydney.

2.3.5 Public realm asset provision
The spread of 27 settlements across the city results in a substantial investment of the Council’s
expenditure in the upkeep and renewal of town centre assets and recreation facilities.
A number of plans of management and master plans have been prepared over recent years in
response to improving the economic vitality of town centres and upgrading requirements of sports
and recreation areas to meet social and sporting needs.
Public realm improvements that address the vitality and viability of businesses in major town centres
are essential to sustaining the local economy and the domestic and international tourism sector. For
instance, Katoomba (including Echo Point), Leura and Blackheath are the main historic/tourist retail
centres. Recent investment in vitality strategies in Katoomba have included a highly successful multimillion dollar, world heritage cultural centre of international tourism standard, and progressive
public domain improvements to the main street. These initiatives received funding contributions
from State and Federal governments, the Coles Retail Group and Blue Mountains City Council.
Achievements in major public realm infrastructure are reliant on State and Federal funding grants.
Grant funding is a means of raising capital for opportunities that Council would otherwise not be
able to support. Whilst many funded initiatives have contributed to the competiveness and vibrancy
of the Blue Mountains and our quality of life, the costs associated with ongoing maintenance,
renewal and upgrade of these grant funded initiatives remains the responsibility of the Council.
The preservation of cultural heritage, retail and leisure experiences in town centres, and key visitor
attractions is vital to retaining the economic benefits of the Blue Mountains tourism and heritage
brand identity. Further renewal and upgrade work of existing assets has been identified across all
town centres; however, many renewal and upgrade works remain unfunded due to the financial
constraints of the Council.
The Council’s portfolio of public realm built assets (excluding waste management facilities) are as
follows (Figure 2-8).
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Aquatic & Leisure Centres
 5 Leisure and Aquatic Centres across the City
Burials & Ashes Placement Service
 9 Cemeteries with associated infrastructure including fencing, garden beds, signage,
pathways, car parks and buildings
Community Development
 15 Public Halls and meeting places; 12 Childcare centres and 3 Preschools; 20 Community
Centres; Associated other buildings e.g. sheds, shelters, toilets etc.
Cultural Development
 4 Buildings used purely for Cultural Development plus;
 20 sculptures; 25 Cenotaph/war memorials; 16 Obelisks; 7 Artefacts; Numerous smaller
Cultural Physical Assets.
This service is also supported by numerous other assets in other services: - Cultural Heritage assets
that provide other services e.g. heritage listed bridges, walking tracks, play
Economic Development & Tourism
 2 Visitor Information Centres; Echo Point Concourse and associated buildings
Emergency Management
 26 Emergency Management buildings
 300 Asset Protection Zones, and 63km of fire trails
Libraries & Information
 6 Libraries across the city
Sport & Rec – Natural Area Visitor Facilities
 Approximately 120km Walking tracks
 Approximately 85 Lookouts
 5 Campgrounds
 Numerous shelters, pit toilets, toilets and other buildings
Sport & Rec - Recreation Facilities
 72 sporting amenities, club houses and public toilet buildings plus approximately 75 shelters
and sheds across:
 105 Parks
 22 Sports grounds
 6 Skate Parks
 66 Sports Courts with 54 play equipment settings
Town Centres
 7 Town Centre Public Toilets plus street furniture and gardens.
 This service is also supported by numerous assets in other services e.g. roads, footpaths,
tourism signage, parks, drainage, carparks etc.
Water Resource Management
 153km Pipes
 7,935 Pits
 53km Open Channels
 2,686 Headwalls
 204 SQIDS
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Transport & Public Access
 665 km sealed road pavement
 81 km unsealed road pavement
 175km footpaths
 523km Kerb and gutter
 31 bridges
 >73,000sqm sealed carparks
 151 bus shelters
 18,097m guardrails
 13,680 signs
 Plus other traffic assets - roundabouts, pedestrian refuges, wombat crossings
Council operating buildings
Figure 2-8 BMCC built asset portfolio (excluding waste management facilities)

Note, in addition to the built assets, there is approximately 10,000 hectares of natural area assets.

The details of the asset funding gap and asset management strategies are further discussed in Part 4
Asset Management Strategy.

2.3.6 Transport infrastructure burden
The financial demands on transport infrastructure and services in the Blue Mountains has been
adversely affected by infrastructure expansion into new settlements over time, the ageing road
network, and the difficult topography for road and footpath construction. Furthermore, residents
migrating from built up metropolitan areas have expectations for a higher level of transport
infrastructure service than the Council can provide. Car travel is also the preferred method for travel
to work and has significantly increased over the past decade (Figure 2-9) placing increasing burdens
on road maintenance and renewal, and traffic management solutions.
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Figure 2-9 Change in method of travel to work, 2001-2011

2.3.7 Sustainable development
Historically, there has been extensive duplication of community services and facilities across the
LGA, but increasingly the cost of maintaining these services and facilities to meet current standards
of provision, is beyond the community and the Council’s resources. To achieve a more sustainable
suite of public facilities and services the Council’s focus for renewal and replacement of key
community, and cultural assets will be based upon provision within main population catchments.
These catchments are predominantly the upper and lower mountains (within the two district towns
of Katoomba and Springwood), and within the larger villages of Blackheath, Lawson and Blaxland/
Glenbrook.
New infrastructure is designed and implemented following sustainable development principles.

2.3.8 Natural disaster risk
Surrounded by World Heritage bushland, the Blue Mountains City is exposed to some of the highest
levels of bushfire risk in Australia. The consequence of living within significant World Heritage
bushland surrounds requires concerted effort and funding in disaster management.
The National Parks and Wildlife Service are responsible for 74% of the Bush Fire Management
Committee area, and the Council is responsible for 15.4%, with the remainder being the
responsibility of other government areas and private owners.
All settlements throughout the Blue Mountains are prone to bushfire risk. The 2014 Blue Mountains
Bush Fire Risk Mitigation Plan shows places within 27 human settlement areas, 5 environment areas,
and 2 areas of Aboriginal cultural significance, as having extreme risk and exposure to catastrophic
disaster. Economic risks include losses to agriculture, major commercial and industrial,
infrastructure, tourist facilities, mines, commercial forests, and drinking water catchments.
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In October 2013, a major bushfire event resulted in the loss of almost 200 homes, with another 100
severely damaged. The recovery and mitigation of major events like these are beyond the resourcing
capability of the Council. Furthermore, the frequencies of extreme weather events due to climate
change are likely to increase with potentially with more devastating outcomes.
The area is also vulnerable to storm events. Since 2009, the LGA has had four Natural Disaster
Declarations with to two storm events and two bushfires. It has on average 28 bush fires per year.

2.4 Financial challenges of Local Government
This strategic context section highlights a number of key issues about the financial management of
services, which are necessary to understand in formulating a plan to address financial sustainability.

2.4.1 Commitment to financial sustainability
The previous Resourcing Strategy 2013-2023 publicised a landmark initiative to address financial
sustainability and to better resource the continued implementation of Sustainable Blue Mountains
2025. This initiative was the Six Point Strategy for Financial Sustainability including the following six
strategies:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Avoid shocks
Balance the budget
Manage borrowings responsibly
Increase income
Adjust services
Increase advocacy and partnerships

The establishment of the above strategies were in response to growing concerns over long-term
financial performance. The LTFP 2013-2023 highlighted the major concerns as follows:


The Council’s Operating Result for 2011-2012 was a deficit of $13.3 million, including annual
depreciation of $30 million. The annual operating deficit is a clear indication that the Council
must urgently address its long-term financial challenges.



The Council’s Asset Management Strategy estimated that without additional income the
City’s built assets in poor condition would deteriorate from the 15% to 29% by 2023.



Over the past decade, the Council used borrowings (annually at a level of $2.3 million) to
fund asset management works and major projects. The cumulative impact of these asset
works since 1999 resulted in an outstanding debt as at 30 June 2012 of $48 million and by 30
June 2013 would reach $56.7 million.



Interest payments and principal to service this debt costs the Council approximately $7
million per year, which is funded from operational revenue. If $2.3 million borrowings were
to continue annually, this debt cost would increase to $10.4 million by 2023.



The Council’s debt service is within appropriate financial benchmarks for ability to service
(repay) the debt; however, it has reached its capacity to incur any further debt.



Each year the Council is faced with operating costs that exceed the cash budget in the order
of $1 – 2 million per year. With costs rising greater than revenue, it is unsustainable for the
Council to continue the practice of expenditure containment without a direct and indirect
reduction in service levels to the community and further deterioration of assets.
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The effort to balance the budget each year comes at the expense of under-funding
maintenance and renewal of assets.
With the above guiding framework and the reported concerns over financial sustainability, the LTFP
2013-2023 indicated that significant new revenues were needed to address the problem. Without
the availability of alternate funding from State and Federal Governments, additional rate revenue is
the only means of raising the magnitude of funds required to address sustainability. This LTFP (from
last financial year) proposed the following revenue strategy:
1. Renew the existing S508 (2) special variation for infrastructure that was set to expire on 30
June 2013.
The Independent Pricing and Regulatory Tribunal (IPART) approved the continuance of this
variation, which commenced 1 July 2013. The loss or non-renewal of this special variation
would have resulted in an annual revenue loss of $1.9 million. The renewed variation has
replaced the current program of annual borrowings. Subsequently there is a reduction in the
amount funding for capital projects.
2. A further application to be made to IPART for the renewal of an existing S508(2) special
variation, known as the ‘environment levy’, which is due to expire on 30 June 2015. The levy
currently supports environmental management of land under the responsibility of the
Council and raises around $1.5 million annually to fund environmental restoration projects
across the City’s natural environment.
3. A further application to be made to IPART for an additional special variation for significant
infrastructure funding to eliminate the asset funding gap for maintenance and renewal
within 20 years.
4. Replace current borrowings for asset works with funds from the continued special rate
variation and initially reduce the funding for the asset works program. Over the longer term,
this action will result in significantly more funds available for this essential work. After a
period of consolidation of approximately five years, the Council will once again be in a
position to reconsider further borrowings to address infrastructure failures and asset
renewals.

2.4.2 Treasury Corporation Independent Assessment
A report into the financial sustainability of local government, prepared by the New South Wales
Treasury Corporation (TCorp) in April 2013 confirmed the financial challenges faced by the Council.
TCorp’s assessment found the Council’s financial sustainability rating (FSR) to be weak in the shortterm and its three-year outlook to be neutral; viz; the FSR is likely to remain unchanged. It is
important to note that this sustainability position is expected to deteriorate over the short term for
nearly 50% of all Councils, based on current LTFP projections.
While this report assessed the Council’s financial sustainability rating as ‘weak’ in the short term,
and its three year outlook as ‘neutral’, the report also noted the following:
“TCorp’s Financial Assessment and Benchmarking Report was prepared based on an earlier
LTFP [Long Term Financial Plan] which has now been superseded. The revised LTFP, recently
adopted by [Blue Mountains City] Council, has been based on six key financial strategies that
together address the key issues raised by TCorp. These strategies include renewing existing
and seeking additional special variations for infrastructure and environment works, ceasing
future loan borrowings subject to annual reviews of borrowing capacity, continuing to engage
the community on achievement of affordable and acceptable levels of service, implementing
service level reviews and adjustments to ensure value for money….Council’s latest LTFP
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addresses …TCorp actions ….with the expectation being that Council will achieve a projected
surplus operating result (excluding capital items) by 2023 of $500,000.” (TCorp, 2013:5)

TCorp specifically highlighted the importance of the Council’s financial strategies for increasing
revenue and restricting loan funding. They made the following comments in their report:
When analysing the financial capacity of the Council we believe Council will not be able to
incorporate any further loan funding in addition to the already forecast loans.
Council to consider seeking extensions of the SRV [special rate variation] and Environmental
Levy, which are critical to the Council’s debt repayment abilities.

2.4.3 Local Government’s share of taxation revenue
It is important to understand that the financial difficulties faced by local governments is somewhat
due to the fact that the local government receives very little share of Commonwealth taxation
revenue relative to the higher proportion of built assets that local government manages (Table 2-1).
The overwhelming share of total taxation revenue (80.5%) is raised by the Commonwealth and the
majority of this is raised via taxes on income (57.3%).
Local government raises a very modest share of total taxation (3.5%) compared to the States share
of taxation revenue (16.2%). (Australian Centre of Excellence for Local Government: 2012).
Furthermore, local governments’ share of total taxation has been declining steadily since the 1960s.
Table 2-1 Taxation revenue % share by sphere of government and source of revenue 2010-2011

Taxes on income
Employers payroll taxes
Taxes on property
Taxes on provision of goods and services
Taxes on use of goods & performance activities
TOTAL

Federal %
57.3
0.1
22.9
0.2
80.5

State %

Local %

5.1
5.8
2.9
2.5
16.2

3.5

3.5

Total %
57.3
5.0
9.3
25.7
2.7
100

(Source: Australian Centre of Excellence for Local Government: 2012.)

2.5 Our unique financial burdens
The Council has financial burdens that are unique to the management of the City as detailed below.

2.5.1 Limited opportunity for increase in new rateable properties
We have limited opportunity for new revenues from additional rates as population growth and land
use development is constrained by the area’s challenging topography and the City’s location within a
World Heritage Listed National Park.
The number of new rateable properties has been declining over the past 10 years (Figure 2-10) on
average 70 new rateable properties have been created per annum over the last 10 years.
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Figure 2-10 BMCC Number of rateable properties

2.5.2 Management of World Heritage and tourism
We incur additional expenses due to its location adjacent to World Heritage Listed National Park
involving costly measures to reduce the impacts of settlement on the natural environment.
We incur additional expenses due to the area being a major international and domestic tourism
destination (which is the mainstay of our local economy), but results in the maintenance of
infrastructure and services for tourists.

2.5.3 Demands for increasing service levels
We incur increasing expectations from residents for high levels of service equivalent to the Sydney
metropolitan areas, which is not realistic given the LGA’s low-density development amongst
extensive peri-urban, bushland characteristics of the Blue Mountains LGA.
We provide services dispersed across 27 settlements over 100kms of mountainous ridgelines
following the transport corridor, which necessitates duplication of services and facilities to ensure
the vast majority of the community has reasonable access to services.

2.5.4 Management of bushfire risks
We are reliant on grant based funding to assist with the work relating to natural disaster mitigation,
which in the Blue Mountains is largely focused on bushfire asset protection zones and fire trails.
Without the appropriate level of funding, bushfire asset protection zones and fire trails need to
compete for funding with other core Council business needs and levels of service provisions for
increasingly limited resources.
The Council is required to pay a prescribed amount of 11.7% of the cost of NSW State Government
emergency management service provision in the Blue Mountains. With the State Government also
rate pegging the allowable increase to rating revenue at less than 3%, the Council is having to make
reductions to its core service delivery in other areas to meet this cost.
Like other NSW councils, BMCC is also responsible for Rural Fire Service and State Emergency Service
buildings including the maintenance of these assets. The Council obtains additional emergency
management revenue through Section 501 of the Local Government Act 1993 and relevant
regulations, which allows the Council to make an annual charge for the provision of emergency
services and bushfire control. However, due to the rate pegging structure as detailed above, the true
recovery for the Council proportion of cost for mitigation works is unable to be levied from the
community.
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2.5.5 Size of asset portfolio
The cost of the Council’s built assets has increased over time with population growth and the
subsequent creation of a fragmented and dispersed settlement pattern spread out over 100kms of
mountainous terrain. The inheritance of a large network of National Park walking tracks has also
added to the asset base. Such factors have led to the Council maintaining a large portfolio of built
and natural area visitor facilities (NAVF) many of which are beyond the Councils’ current funding
capability to renew or replace.
The value of built assets as at 2013 is approximately $1 billion. Transport and public access functions
comprise 63% of total asset value (Figure 2-11.)

Total Value of Built Assets ≈ $1 Billion

Note that the graph above excludes $59.8M for the internal assets such as Fleet, Information
Technology, Office Equipment and Operational Buildings.

Figure 2-11 BMCC value of built asset portfolio 2014

2.5.6 Cost of service delivery – economies of scale
Metropolitan Sydney Councils are fortunate to have larger populations per square kilometre than
the Blue Mountains (see Figure 2-1), which allows them to achieve better economies of scale and
productivity in service delivery. Many Sydney areas are also receiving substantial revenues through
development contributions, which contribute to new facilities and renewal or replacement of assets.
In contrast, the unique topology of the Blue Mountains has resulted in the Council having a very high
ratio of infrastructure per resident compared to other urban councils (see Section 2.8.6). This is
mainly due to duplication of asset provision across the city to meet the needs of residential
settlements. The unique environment and settlement pattern results in logistical challenges and
additional costs in service delivery, when compared to other councils. (The comparison of unique
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geographic characteristics of the Blue Mountains is further discussed in Section 2.7.1-Limitations of
rating comparisons to other councils).

2.5.7 Impact of Expiring Environment Levy
The Environment Levy rate revenue contribution enables the Council to protect our local
environment in several ways that would not otherwise be funded through ‘General Fund’ rates.
Introduced in 2005, the aim of the Levy was to restore and protect the natural environment
including reinforcing the significant environmental improvements from the State Government
funded urban run-off program. This program supported the Council’s efforts in managing the City’s
impacts of water run-off into the World Heritage National Park.
The Levy costs the average ratepayer less than $1 per week and increases by rate peg each year. It is
due to expire in 30 June 2015
It raises around $1.6 million annually to fund environmental restoration and protection projects
across the City’s natural environment. With the use of Levy funds, the Council has also attracted an
additional $3.6 million plus in revenue for local environmental projects since 2005, by securing cofunding agreements with Australian and State Government agencies. Furthermore, the expenditure
of the Environment Levy contributes to the unique quality of life (tranquillity, amenity, recreation)
that residents and visitors expect from the City.
There are currently six key expenditure areas of Environment Levy (Table 2-2.) The Resourcing
Strategy, and associated asset and service planning work, will assess and outline for the community
the impacts on the natural environment, if the Levy is not being renewed come 1 July 2015.
Table 2-2 BMCC key expenditure areas, Environment Levy
1. Protect our local
lifestyle

To preserve and repair popular creeks and waterfalls, bushland, wildlife and walking tracks

2. Protect our drinking
water

Healthy local creek systems and swamps are critical to our water supply, feeding water
supply dams and acting as giant filters in the landscape, purifying our water.

3. Support local tourism
and jobs

Looking after local creeks, bushland, and popular walking track networks supports our major
drawcard for 2.7 million visitors a year, with flow on effects to local tourism industry and
local jobs.

4. Protect our World
Heritage

By managing weeds, urban stormwater damage and other urban impacts at the fringes of
our City, we are helping to protect the WHA for generations to come.

5. Build healthy resilient
bushland ready for climate
change challenges

Ongoing restoration works prevent weeds from choking bushland and waterways, and urban
stormwater from polluting and degrading our creeks and rivers. Healthy, robust bushland
will also help local species survive additional pressures arising from climate change.

6.Deliver value for money
for ratepayers

Management of over 10,000ha of natural areas in our care, including two lakes, over 300kms
of waterways, 120kms+ of walking tracks and 85+ lookouts. It is up to seven times more cost
effective to have a program of ongoing maintenance and repair to conserve intact
ecosystems, than to re-establish them after they have significantly degraded.
Through the Levy, Council has also attracted an additional $3.6million plus in revenue for
local environmental projects since 2005; by securing co-funding agreements with Australian
and state government agencies
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2.6 Council performance
This section provides an understanding of how the Council is currently performing from the
ratepayers’ point of view and the current ability of ratepayers to pay rates. The section discusses:


The 2014 Community Survey results and service performance trends.



What residents value most and the priority gaps in service delivery.

2.6.1 What our residents think
In 2014, the Council ran a statistically valid, random telephone survey of approximately 500
residents. The following sections discuss the overall satisfaction of residents with Council
performance, the gaps in service delivery and the issues of most concern for residents.

Overall Satisfaction and Value for Money
Overall, 60% of residents were satisfied with the performance of Blue Mountains City Council, which
is considerably higher than the previous high of 52% recorded in 2012. Only 6% of residents were
dissatisfied in 2014 compared to 11% in 2013 and 14% in 2012. A mean satisfaction score of 3.6 was
achieved for Council’s overall performance, the highest satisfaction score to date.
The main reasons cited for dissatisfaction with Council’s overall performance was 'Lack of facilities,
services and infrastructure'.
The Council monitors its performance on service delivery, satisfaction with councillors and staff, and
value for money. In the past four years, the Council’s performance has been consistent and
satisfactory. (Table 2-3) the level of satisfaction with Council services.
Table 2-3 BMCC mean performance ratings for past four years

Mean Performance Ratings
(Out of 5)
Key Performance Area

2011

2012

2013

2014

Overall satisfaction with
Council performance

3.21

3.43

3.42

3.60

Overall satisfaction with
Councillor performance

3.34

3.09

3.23

3.45

Overall satisfaction with
Staff performance

3.93

3.87

3.89

3.91

Value for money

3.03

3.26

3.27

3.47

Change
13-14
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2.6.2 Priority Gaps in Service Delivery
The service activities and facilities that were identified as furthest from meeting resident
expectations are listed below in order of importance:


Managing the bushfire risk on Council land



Traffic safety for pedestrians and vehicles



Litter control



The atmosphere, look and feel of towns and villages



Parking for shoppers



Footpaths



Access to local employment opportunities



Public toilets in town centres



Sealed roads



Services and facilities for people with a disability



Services and facilities for older people



Management of stormwater and drainage

2.6.3 What’s most important to residents?
When residents were asked about the top issues of concern for their local neighbourhood (Figure
2-12), the most commonly cited issue has consistently been Roads/Kerb/Footpaths, with Bushfire
Prevention and Recovery also featuring prominently in 2014.

Top issues of concern for neighbourhoods, 2012-2014
0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

%

Roads/Kerb/Footpaths
Bushfire Prevention/Recovery
Traffic Congestion/Management

2012
2013

Development/Residential/Commercial

2014

Youth Facilities
Safety at Night/Community Safety

Figure 2-12 BMCC top issue of concern for neighbourhoods, 2012-2014
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When residents were asked about the top issues of concern for the overall Blue Mountains area
(Figure 2-13), Roads continues to be the most common response, followed by Bushfire Protection
and Traffic Management.

Top issues of concern for overall Blue Mountains area, 2012-2014
0

5

10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 50

%

Roads
Bushfire Protection
2012

Traffic Management

2013
Public Transport

2014

Development/Planning
Environment/Sustainability

Figure 2-13 BMCC top issue of concern for overall Blue Mountains areas, 2012-2014

2.6.4 Value of natural assets to residents
The quality of the natural environment is of significant importance to Blue Mountains residents. The
key direction in Sustainable Blue Mountains 2025 of “Looking After Environment” was rated in the
Council’s 2014 community survey, as the most important key direction. The services that contribute
to “Looking after Environment” include:


Natural Environment



Water Resource Management

 Waste Resource Management
A separate survey conducted in 2012 identified the features of the Blue Mountains natural area that
residents valued most (Table 2-4)
Table 2-4 BMCC community value ratings

What the Community Value Most about the Blue Mountains Ratings
Performance Measure

st

1 mentioned
(%)

nd

2 mentioned
(%)

rd

3 mentioned
(%)

Valued most (%)

Bushland

28.2

17.6

15.3

61.1

Habitat for native animals

16.5

20.0

15.3

51.8

Sense of community

20.0

10.6

15.3

45.9

Peace and quiet

9.4

16.5

16.5

42.4

Scenery

10.6

11.8

11.8

34.2

Natural condition of rivers and waterways

7.1

5.9

14.1

27.1

Native bush near waterways

5.9

7.1

5.9

18.9
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Performance Measure

st

1 mentioned
(%)

nd

2 mentioned
(%)

rd

3 mentioned
(%)

Valued most (%)

Places to swim, boat and fish

1.2

4.7

1.2

7.1

Land for agriculture

0.0

2.4

0.0

2.4

Nothing on list

1.2

2.4

1.2

4.8

(Source: Natural Assets AMP – Iris Research (2012) Hawkesbury Nepean Catchment Survey – Management
Report. Wollongong.)

2.6.5 Streamlining our business
As costs are rising greater than revenue, the Council has an annual budget process whereby revenue
and expenditure parameters are established to contain costs within available revenue. This includes
constraints on expenditure below CPI increases. The budgetary parameters set have the effect of
capping expenditure increases and forcing productivity and efficiency improvements. As such,
continual business improvement initiatives are a core focus of the Council. Without business
initiatives the Council is not able it to live within its financial means. Furthermore, the Council has
systems in place to drive the annual allocation of operational and capital budgets toward high-risk
asset or service priorities, and non-discretionary expenditure items.
In addition to budget control systems, a new system was introduced in 2013 to track savings,
revenues and efficiencies. The system has been back-loaded where possible, with data from 2005
onwards of actions taken by the Council to reduce overall costs. A summary of achievements is
further detailed in Part 3 LTFP.

2.6.6 Summary
The above discussion on Council performance has considered the known service gaps from
community surveys, and the past and future efforts to introduce efficiencies and new revenues.
In conclusion, the Council is making substantial headway in providing value for money services with
the revenue it has available.
The performance gaps in service delivery are indicative of asset deterioration and the inability of
Council to fund new assets and facilities. The long-term forecast is that dissatisfaction will rise in line
with the inability of Council to provide sufficient funding for asset maintenance and renewal.
The survey results provide a focus for expenditure priorities. Without doubt, the recent devastating
impact of the October 2013 bushfires has raised concerns about emergency management priorities.
Secondly, the City’s ageing population has also reflected service needs in the community survey
results for improved transport mobility (e.g. disability access and footpaths). Thirdly, the natural
environment is highly valued and its quality preservation is imperative for environmental
sustainability. Lastly, the community deems improvement to community service programs and
facilities necessary, particularly for youth, elderly, disabled or disadvantaged.
Analysis of the survey data reveals in summary four priority areas to which to focus service
improvement into the future:
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Built
Infrastructure

Emergency
Preparedness &
Response

Environment

Community &
Recreation

The ability to resource improvements and the allocation of funding to all Council service areas is also
dependant on the priorities that stem from service and asset planning work.
The Office of Local Government’s Integrated Planning and Reporting guidelines, state, “the Asset
Management Strategy must identify assets that are critical to the Council’s operations and outline
risk management strategies for these assets.” The Part 4 - Asset Management Strategy defines
‘critical assets’ as follows:

“Critical assets are those assets that are likely to result in a more significant financial,
environmental and social cost in terms of impact on organisational objectives. In
relation to BMCC these include those assets that support services that have a high
community need and/or a high risk profile.”

The primary focus of the integrated resourcing plans (AMS/WMS/LTFP) is to respond to priority
community needs and asset risk.
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2.7 Comparative study/rating levels
2.7.1 Limitations of rating comparisons to other councils
The Office of Local Government classifies Blue Mountains City Council as a Group 7 council for the
purpose of comparative data reporting. The allocation to a ‘group’ is determined from the Australian
Classification of Local Governments (ACLG) system (Table 2-5), which classifies councils according to
the degree of urbanisation and population size. In Table 2-5 the Blue Mountains profile fits the
classification of Category 12, and alpha UFL (urban, fringe large), which belongs to group 7
classification of councils. The Group 7 Councils are: The Hills, Hornsby, Liverpool, Campbelltown,
Penrith, Gosford, and Wyong.
Table 2-5 Australian (urban) classification of local governments (system)

In the latest National Local Government Report 2010-11 NSW, the Blue Mountains LGA is the only
council in NSW with the classification ‘UFL’, and one of four nationally classified as UFL. As such, the
Blue Mountains City Council does not support group classification system for comparative reporting.
Group 7 Councils do not demonstrate similar geographic and population characteristics to Blue
Mountains. Furthermore, identifying a ‘like’ council for comparative reasons is extremely challenging
given the unique world heritage bushland and settlement pattern of the Blue Mountains.
Fundamentally, the classification system ignores external constraint variables; such as, access to
revenue, built asset backlogs, and cost of environmental management. An example of comparative
differences in performance reporting is found with Hawkesbury, Penrith and Baulkham Hills councils
where the performance in weed management is outsourced to the Hawkesbury River County
Council; therefore, performance comparison in this area cannot be determined by the DLGs
comparative reports. The Council also argues that given its unique fiscal and geographic
characteristics that it is faces, it is impossible to make adequate comparison of itself against other
councils. The Council asserted its views on this matter in a submission to the Office of Local
Government in February 2014 on the proposed new framework for measuring performance in local
government. In summary, the submission argued:
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In respect to the proposal for comparable performance of the council to other like councils, it
is highly probable that ‘like’ councils are in fact few. Thus, when reporting council
performance and community outcomes, each council’s result will differ in accordance with
their strategic priorities for the council and community, as reflected in the CSP and
Resourcing Strategy. For comparative information to be meaningful to community and other
DLG or state agency reviewers, it would need to understand the uniqueness of each LGA.
…a centralised comparative performance management system is likely to praise those
councils, which have the economic good fortune to produce success, while perceived underperformance in other councils may be due to a problematic environment that is
comparatively under-funded.
Despite the limitations discussed above, a comparative study of Group 7, Group 6 (Hawkesbury,
Camden, Wollondilly), neighbouring LGA’s (Oberon and Lithgow), and select councils with
geographic similarities is provided in this report.

2.7.2 Approach to assessing current rates affordability
The assessment of affordability informs the development of Long Term Financial Planning scenarios.
Analysis of a number of factors on current rates and socio-economic data is useful to assessing the
potential of future rate increases.
The data gathered to inform the impact of LTFP financial scenarios firstly requires an understanding
of the performance trend of ratepayers to pay their rates and secondly, the level of financial
hardship claims made to the Council in respect to paying rates.
Thirdly, analysis of Blue Mountains LGA socio-economic characteristics provides an insight into the
socio-economic status of residents. It includes:


SEIFA Index of Disadvantaged



Household income



Tenure



Unemployment



Mortgage and rental stress

 Lone person households
The fourth component of data gathering is the comparison of rating structures with other councils as
a useful indication of whether current rates are reasonable. This comparative method is also
undertaken by IPART in their assessment of special rate applications. The comparative analysis
includes:


Average rate comparison: residential, farmland, business



Comparison of average rates as proportion of average household income
The strengths and weaknesses of socio-economic indicators in the Blue Mountains LGA are
compared with the select councils. Comparisons are drawn from the Office of Local Government
comparative data 2012-2013


Infrastructure provision
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Pensioner rebates



Population density



Revenue per capita (sourced from 2011-2012 OLG comparative report)



Building Infrastructure Renewal Ratio (BIRR)

2.8 Socio-economic indicators
2.8.1 SEIFA Disadvantaged ranking
The comparative table shows population size and state ranking of SEIFA (Table 2-6). The Index of
Relative Socio-economic Disadvantage (IRSD) is a general socio-economic index that summarises a
range of information about the economic and social conditions of people and households within an
area.
Table 2-6 Councils in the comparative study, their SEIFA Disadvantage ranking and population

Average rates 2014/15

The Hills
Hornsby
Camden
Blue Mountains
Wollondilly
Hawkesbury
Gosford
Penrith
Oberon
Coffs Harbour
Shoalhaven
Wyong
Liverpool
Campbelltown
Lithgow
Greater Taree

Classification

Group 7
Group 7
Group 6
Group 7
Group 6
Group 6 & adjoining LGA
Group 7
Group 7 & adjoining LGA
Adjoining LGA
Similar population density
Similar Linear development of city
Group 7
Group 7
Group 7
Adjoining LGA
Rural/regional settlement

State Ranking
SEIFA
Disadvantage
148
144
132
128
126
121
115
110
87
67
62
55
51
43
23
14

Population usual
resident
169810
156862
56724
75930
43247
62324
162460
178469
5027
68428
92724
149732
180172
145938
20142
46551



Blue Mountains SEIFA disadvantage ranking is 128 out of 153 councils, which indicates that it
is among the top quarter of least-disadvantaged local government areas in NSW.



The Blue Mountains SEIFA ranking is closest to Group 6 councils, Camden, Wollondilly, and
Hawkesbury.



The Blue Mountains is closest in population to Hawkesbury and Coffs Harbour. Note that
Hawkesbury’s ranking of disadvantage is similar to Blue Mountains, whilst Coffs Harbour’s is
a much higher disadvantaged population.
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2.8.2 Tenure
The dwelling tenure (Table 2-7) compares the proportion of households that fully own or are renting
residential properties. The percentage of lone persons and median age of the LGA is also reflected in
the tenure table to compare household characteristics. Spatial representation of tenure is illustrated
in (Figure 2-14).
Table 2-7 Comparison of tenure, median age and proportion of lone person households (Census 2011).

The Hills
Hornsby
Camden
Blue Mountains
Wollondilly
Hawkesbury
Gosford
Penrith
Oberon
Coffs Harbour
Shoalhaven
Wyong
Liverpool
Campbelltown
Lithgow
Greater Taree
NSW
Australia
Greater Sydney
Rest of NSW

Privately
owned
dwellings
57166
57104
19339
33254
15455
23365
73715
64743
2554
30611
51386
65590
58834
51279
9429
21731

Fully Owned

36.0%
36.8%
26.0%
37.4%
30.8%
29.9%
35.2%
26.8%
42.0%
35.6%
43.4%
33.9%
24.1%
24.2%
40.2%
42.4%
33.2%
32.1%
30.4%
37.7%

Tenants

15.6%
20.3%
18.7%
19.2%
16.3%
24.9%
25.9%
26.7%
23.0%
31.8%
25.0%
28.2%
30.4%
30.4%
24.3%
26.6%
30.1%
29.6%
31.6%
27.6%

Lone Persons

Median
Age

12.0%
17.7%
14.5%
25.6%
16.1%
20.4%
27.3%
19.2%
26.9%
26.6%
27.7%
26.2%
16.0%
18.7%
30.7%
27.6%
24.2%
24.3%
22.6%
26.9%

38
39
34
42
36
36
42
34
41
42
46
40
33
33
42
46
38
37
36
41

(Source: ABS 2011 Census.)
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Figure 2-14 Spatial representation of land tenure in Blue Mountains (source idprofile.com.au)

The above table and map figure shows:


Blue Mountains tenure characteristics show a very high proportion of properties that are
fully owned (37.4%) in contrast to the higher disadvantage areas.



It also has the third lowest percentage of rented properties.



Higher land ownership in the Blue Mountains is assumed to be due to acquired wealth of its
relatively older, retiree population, and lower cost of land relative to other areas.



Landowners in the lower and mid mountains areas are more likely to be purchasing their
home. While in the upper mountains, where land values are lower, the dominant land
tenure is fully owned.



The low tenancy rates are similar to the tenancy rates of Sydney Metropolitan fringe
councils Hornsby, Camden, Wollondilly and Hawkesbury



The characteristics of high median age, high proportion of homes fully owned and high
proportion of lone person households in the Blue Mountains is more closely aligned to the
characteristics of ‘Rest of NSW’ than ‘Greater Sydney’.

Blue Mountains average land values
Ratepayers are charged a minimum rate amount plus an ad valorem rate, which is a rate in the dollar
against unimproved land values. The 2014-2015 Operational plan indicates the ad valorem amounts
for Residential, Farmland, and Business rates as follows:


Residential:

0.00570618



Farmland:

0.00372667

 Business:
0.00879115
Average land values progressively decline for settlements heading west, away from the Sydney
region (Table 2-8) compares these rates to neighbouring Hawkesbury. This trend is relative to the
spatial trend in population and median age (Table 2-9).
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Table 2-8 Average land values of statistical regions in the Blue Mountains, compared to Hawkesbury city

Census
Statistical
Area (SA2)
Av Land
values $

BlackheathMegalong
Valley
179,858

Katoomb
a-Leura

W’Falls

197,835

230,161

LawsonHazelbroo
k-Linden
193,818

S’wood Winmalee
226,896

BlaxlandWarrimooLapstone
268,368

Bell to
Mounts
304,554

Hawkes
-bury
City
305,124

Table 2-9 Population and median age in Blue Mountains Census 2011 statistical regions

Census
Statistical
Area (SA2)
Population
Median
Age

BlackheathMegalong
Valley
5461
47

KatoombaLeura

W’Falls

12921
45

5934
48

LawsonHazelbrookLinden
11081
40

S’wood Winmalee
21773
40

BlaxlandWarrimooLapstone
18498
39

‘Rest of
NSW’

Greater
Sydney

41

36

The comparison and contrasting of tenure, land values, population and median aged produces the
following discussion:


The high proportion of land that is fully owned is dominant in the upper mountains where
population numbers and land values are in the lower ranges.



The median age is greater in areas where land values are lower and the dominant tenure
type is ‘fully owned’.



The findings indicate that asset rich, older residents are more prominent in the upper
mountains



Rates charged in the upper mountains will be lower than rates in the lower mountains due
to the ad valorem rate being applied to lower valued properties in the upper mountains.

2.8.3 Unemployment and housing stress
The extent of unemployment and housing stress are two key indicators of household’s ability to pay
living expenses. Table 2-10 shows the comparative position of Blue Mountains to other councils and
the larger statistical areas.
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Table 2-10 Comparison of other household economic characteristics (source: census 2011)

The Hills
Hornsby
Camden
Blue Mountains
Wollondilly
Hawkesbury
Gosford
Penrith
Oberon
Coffs Harbour
Shoalhaven
Wyong
Liverpool
Campbelltown
Lithgow
Greater Taree

State Ranking
SEIFA
Disadvantage
(2011)
148
144
132
128
126
121
115
110
87
67
62
55
51
43
23
14

Unemployed

Mortgage stress

4.2%
4.8%
4.0%
4.9%
4.2%
4.6%
6.1%
5.5%

14.5%
11.6%
16.7%
10.5%
16.5%
14.4%
10.2%
13.2%

5.4%
7.7%
6.7%
8.4%
5.9%
10%
10.6%
9.8%

8.3%
7.6%
7.8%
7.0%
7.4%
7.2%
9.3%

8.6%
8.3%
10.2%
16.7%
13.1%
6.6%
8.0%

14.3%
10.3%
12.5%
12.2%
10.6%
8.5%
11.5%

5.9%
5.6%
5.7%
6.1%

10.5%
9.9%
12.0%
8.0%

11.6%
10.4%
12.6%
10.0%

NSW
Australia
Greater Sydney
Rest of NSW

Rental Stress

The positioning of Blue Mountains in the comparative table reveals that Blue Mountains has:


One of the lowest unemployment rates



Moderate mortgage stress that is on par with NSW, but lower than “Greater Sydney”, and
the lowest of those local government areas with SEIFA disadvantage ranking >121.



Very low rates of rental stress, compared to the average for “NSW”, “Australia”, “Greater
Sydney” and “Rest of NSW”; though the highest of those local government areas with SEIFA
disadvantage ranking >121.

2.8.4 Council Rating Comparison 2014-2015
The following table shows the 2014/15 average rating comparison for Residential, Farmland, and
Business categories and the number of rated properties (assessments). Note that Coffs Harbour,
Campbelltown and Greater Taree have for the year 2014/2015 been awarded rate increases. The
2014-2015 rates reflect these awarded increases.
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Table 2-11 Comparison of residential, farmland, and business rates 2014/2015

Average rates 2014/15
The Hills
Hornsby
Camden
Blue Mountains
Wollondilly
Hawkesbury
Gosford
Penrith
Oberon
Coffs Harbour
Shoalhaven
Wyong
Liverpool
Campbelltown
Lithgow
Greater Taree
Average

Residential annual

Farmland annual
rates

Business annual
rates

$ 1,018
$ 1,190
$ 1,291
$ 1,272
$ 1,376
$ 1,073
$ 936
$ 1,114
$ 532
$ 1,066
$ 970
$ 997
$ 1,077
$ 1,005
$ 700
$ 1,026
$ 1,040

$ 1,592
$ 1,914
$ 2,768
$ 2,021
$ 2,489
$ 2,321
$ 1,080
$ 3,198
$ 1,356
$ 1,847
$ 1,984
$ 2,648
$ 3,062
$ 6,725
$ 1,353
$ 1,697
$ 2,378

$ 1,922
$ 2,347
$ 4,599
$ 3,071
$ 2,092
$ 1,906
$ 2,564
$ 6,773
$ 747
$ 3,577
$ 1,143
$ 3,491
$ 6,169
$ 6,179
$ 3,330
$ 3,532
$ 3,340

Residential Rate


Blue Mountains landowners pay the third highest average rates (behind Camden and
Wollondilly).
Business Rate Comparison


The Blue Mountains City Council business rate ($3071) is higher than the Sydney
Metropolitan regional councils, Wollondilly ($2092), and Hawkesbury ($1906), but much
lower than; for example, Camden, Penrith, Liverpool and Campbelltown. (Note, there are
only 1309 business rating assessments in the Blue Mountains)

Farmland Rate Comparison
 The Farmland rate ($2021) is competitive with other regions, but is higher than Sydney
Metropolitan regional areas of Hawkesbury and Wollondilly.
 It is important to note there are only 140 farmland assessments in the Blue Mountains.
Comments
The Council views that the residential and business rates are substantiated as follows:


High residential rates are indicative of higher service provision. For example, number of
pools and libraries, compared to other Councils.



The business rate is substantiated by the need to maintain expenditure in town’s centres to
support the vitality of businesses, protect the image of the tourism brand and maintain high
rates of tourism trade across all of its town centres and villages.
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2.8.5 Residential rate as proportion of household income
The proportion of average residential household income (2011) allocated to average rates
(2014/2015) is compared in (Table 2-12), (Figure 2-16) and (Figure 2-16) show the spatial distribution
of household income.
Table 2-12 Average residential rates 2014/15 as a % of average household income (Census 2011)

Residential
annual rates
(2014/15)
The Hills
Hornsby
Camden
Blue Mountains
Wollondilly
Hawkesbury
Gosford
Penrith
Oberon
Coffs Harbour
Shoalhaven
Wyong
Liverpool
Campbelltown
Lithgow
Greater Taree
NSW
Australia
Greater Sydney
Rest of NSW

$
$
$
$
$
$

1,018
1,190
1,291
1,272
1,376
1,073
$ 936
$ 1,114
$ 532
$ 1,066
$ 970
$ 997
$ 1,077
$ 1,005
$ 700
$ 1,026

State
Ranking
SEIFA Disadv
148
144
132
128
126
121
115
110
87
67
62
55
51
43
23
14

Median
Weekly H'hold
Income (2011)
$
$
$
$
$
$
$
$
$
$
$
$
$
$
$
$
$
$
$
$

2,044
1,824
1,727
1,270
1,478
1,385
1,089
1,398
988
902
822
934
1,299
1,251
896
770
1,237
1,234
1,447
961

AV % of household
income (2011) spent
on Residential
(2014/15)rates
0.96%
1.25%
1.44%
1.93%
1.79%
1.49%
1.65%
1.53%
1.04%
2.27%
2.27%
2.05%
1.59%
1.54%
1.50%
2.56%
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Spatial distribution of household income

Figure 2-15 Low income households (Source: idprofile.com.au)

Figure 2-16 High income households (Source: idprofile.com.au)

Draft Resourcing Strategy July 2014

38

The analysis shows:


The Blue Mountains Median Weekly Household Income ($1270), which is above the State
($1237) and National ($1234) average, but slightly below Greater Sydney ($1447).



The average income of lower socio-economic areas of Campbelltown ($1251) and Liverpool
($1299) is similar to average income of Blue Mountains ($1270).



Average household income progressively decreases across settlements moving west of
Greater Sydney



Higher household incomes are dominant in the settlements closest to Greater Sydney and
Hawkesbury City.



Higher earning areas are The Hills, Hornsby, Camden and Wollondilly, along with the Blue
Mountains, are all in the top 20% of least disadvantaged LGA’s.



Blue Mountains average residential rates, as a percentage of average household income
(1.93%) is less than the higher disadvantaged areas of Coffs Harbour (2.27%), Shoalhaven
(2.27%), Wyong (2.05%) and Greater Taree (2.56%.).

2.8.6 Other indicators
Comparative assessments of key infrastructure are provided in the 2011 comparative data published
by the Office of Local Government. The reliability of this data is questionable due to factors of
interpretation (e.g. number of pool complexes or number of physical pools) and unaudited
reporting.
(Table 2-13) shows these comparisons and includes comparison of pensioner rebates.
Table 2-13 Comparative data - key infrastructure and pensioner rebates (OLG comparative data 2013)

The Hills
Hornsby
Camden
Blue Mountains
Wollondilly
Hawkesbury
Gosford
Penrith
Oberon
Coffs Harbour
Shoalhaven
Wyong
Liverpool
Campbelltown
Lithgow
Greater Taree

Pools, Rock
pools (OLG
2013)

Libraries
(OLG 2013)

Public
halls (OLG
2013)

1

5

57

3

5

2

Open space
(hectare)
(OLG 2013)

Pensioner
rebates
(OLG 2013)

1322

Metre of
road
length per
capita
(OLG 2013)
5.3

31

2360

4.0

14%

2

14

419

7.9

12%

5

6

17

6566

9.4

18%

2

1

15

540

18.5

17%

1

2

25

218

15.9

14%

10

8

36

30768

6.7

21%

2

4

51

868

5.6

15%

1

1

1

30

182.5

17%

4

3

14

771

11.9

21%

12

4

27

2029

18.3

23%

4
3

5
5

48
26

3180
1599

6.7
4.4

23%
15%

3

5

20

1119

4.6

14%

1

5

13

188

42.9

25%

7

5

9

810

35.4

28%

13%
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The comparative data shows that Blue Mountains City Council invest significantly in provision of:


Pools, - fourth highest number of pools behind Shoalhaven, Gosford and Greater Taree.



Libraries – second highest number of libraries, behind Gosford.



Open space – second highest hectare provision.



Roads –the metre of road length per capita is assumed to be the highest when compared to
local government areas that are predominantly urban , that is, have nil or limited farmland
assessments



Pensioner rebates are the highest of the Sydney Metropolitan urban areas, Sydney
Metropolitan fringe regions, but lower than central and mid coast regions and Lithgow.
The fragmented nature of towns and villages in the Blue Mountains local government area has
resulted in the provision of road networks (Figure 2-18) and open space (Figure 2-17) greater than
outer metropolitan areas of Sydney, and ‘Group 7’ councils. The economic burden is also increased
through new residents relocating to the Blue Mountains from higher density urban areas who have
expectations that supply of public goods and services will be provided to the same level and quality
to which they were accustomed.

Comparison of open space provision (hectares)

7000
6000

4000
3000
2000
1000

30,768 hectares

Hectares

5000

0

Figure 2-17 Comparison of Blue Mountains, and other Group 7 councils (Source: DLG comparative data 2012-13)
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Figure 2-18 Comparison of road lengths, Blue Mountains, Hornsby, The Hills, Camden, Penrith and Campbelltown local
government areas (Source: DLG comparative data 2012-13)

2.8.7 Other comparisons: population density and infrastructure renewal
Rates represent only 48% of the Council’s revenue. (Table 2-14) compares the total available
revenue per capita against the Building and Infrastructure Renewal Ratio (BIRR) and population
density.
Low density and high population is an indication that a LGA will have high costs in servicing
dispersed services; for example, length of road network, and duplication of facilities across their
LGA. The BIRR measures a councils’ ability to fund renewal of ‘roads, drainage, and building assets’
compared to the amount of funding projected to be required from depreciation expenditure
requirements. That is, road, drainage and building asset renewal expenditure divided by
depreciation expenditure. A result greater than 100% = Good, Less than 100% = Unsustainable. It is
important to note that the BIRR has some shortcomings a reliable measure of asset renewal for a
number of accounting reasons, such as the sensitivity of depreciation (calculations and revaluations).
It is a measure that fluctuates annually according to capital works programming.
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Table 2-14 Comparison of population, density, building infrastructure renewal rate (Source: OLG comparative report
2012/13)

Population
(OLG 2013)
The Hills
Hornsby
Camden
Blue Mountains
Wollondilly
Hawkesbury
Gosford
Penrith
Oberon
Coffs Harbour
Shoalhaven
Wyong
Liverpool
Campbelltown
Lithgow
Greater Taree
AVERAGE

180214
165090
60546
78691
45322
64592
169528
186938
5214
70990
96927
155767
191244
152612
21009
48348
105815

Area km2
(OLG 2013)
400.6
462.3
201.3
1432.0
2556.6
2775.8
1028.0
404.8
3628.0
1175.1
4530.6
740.1
305.5
312.3
4513.8
3732.0
1762.4

Population
density
(OLG 2013)
449.86
357.11
300.77
54.96
17.73
23.27
180.29
461.80
1.44
60.41
21.39
210.47
626.00
488.67
4.65
12.96
449.86

BIRR
(OLG 2013)
135.10%
52.70%
31.70%
47.70%
63.40%
85.30%
89.30%
53.60%
135.90%
22.00%
31.20%
71.90%
110.30%
52.10%
188.40%
41.67%
71.37%

The comparison shows that Blue Mountains:


Population density is extremely low (54.96) compared to the average (449.86). The density
compares more closely to regional settlements of Wollondilly, Hawkesbury, Coffs Harbour
and Shoalhaven; yet, these LGA’s would be receiving more rateable income through higher
number of farmland and mining assessments.



Building and infrastructure renewal (47.70%), like most councils, is below the average
(71.37%)
In summary, asset renewal in the Blue Mountains is burdened by limited funds to service a relatively
high population base, with low density development, and a hard to manage typography that
consequently results in costly and expansive provision of infrastructure and facilities.
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2.8.8 Summary of factors influencing service delivery
The following (Table 2-15) highlights the key findings of factors that influence the cost of service
delivery in the Blue Mountains local government area.

Other Comparative Information

Table 2-15 BMCC factors influencing service delivery – findings of comparative council study

We have the 2nd highest
number of libraries (5)
behind Gosford (8). Seven
councils have 5. Camden = 2
and Hawkesbury = 2, and
Wollondilly = 1

We have a moderate number
of halls (17) when compared
to other councils. Penrith
provide the highest number
of halls (51)

We have the second highest
provision or open space to
manage (6566 ha) behind
Gosford (30,768), and far
greater than Wollondilly
(540ha), Hawkesbury (218ha)
and Camden (419ha)

We have the third highest
number of pool centres (5)
behind Shoalhaven (12) and
Gosford (10). All other
councils average 2.6 pools.

We have low population
density (54.96) compared to
the average (449.86). Low
density means the extent of
our infrastructure and
services is more spread-out
than others and therefore
more costly to provide.

We manage the largest road
length per capita (9.4 metres)
in contrast to council areas
that typically have few
farmland assessments

We have the highest
pensioner rebate (18%) in
Sydney Metropolitan and
Sydney Metropolitan rural
fringe (Camden, Wollondilly,
Hawkesbury).

Our council land area is
approximately 3 times
greater than the size of
Sydney Metropolitan
Councils (excluding Camden
and Wollondilly)

Our built infrastructure
renewal ratio (47.70%) is
below sustainable levels
(100%) and below the
average council ratio
(71.37%)
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2.9 Capacity to pay: preliminary assessment
This Capacity to pay additional rates section of the report is informed by the previous section’s
analysis of the current 2014-2015 rates and a number of socio-economic factors. In addition, to this
analysis, the discussion below on recent rating structure reform work, outstanding rate payments,
and hardship claims is also useful in forming a view as to whether there is capacity for ratepayers in
general to pay higher rates.

2.9.1 Addressing rating equity, fairness and hardship
In June 2012, the Council endorsed a reform of the current rating structure to ensure its structure
was simple, fair and broadly uniform having regard for land valuations serving as a measure of
capacity to pay.
Prior to the current rate reform Council’s rating structure was one of the most complex in New
South Wales with varied ad valorem rates in the dollar being charged for properties within each
locality despite the categories being the same.
The structure was outdated, inefficient and not fully compliant with Local Government Act and
furthermore it did not allow for a fair and equitable rating of the City’s ratepayers.
The reform resulted in the compression of the highest and lowest ad valorem rates within the
Residential and Business categories, moving towards a single rate and a single category for each by
2014-2015. In addition, a small increase was made to the Business category in order to decrease
residential rates. The reform has been undertaken over a three-year period to lessen the impact of
changes on ratepayers.

2.9.2 Improved recovery of outstanding rates
The Council has consistently reported an outstanding rates ratio that is below the industry
benchmark of 5.0% (Figure 2-19). The Council’s performance in debt recovery demonstrates good
financial management by the Council and is an indication that a very high proportion of residents are
managing to pay their rates on time.
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Figure 2-19 Outstanding rates recovery ratio - Blue Mountains City Council 2003-2013

2.9.3 Number of hardship claims
The Council has a Hardship Relief Policy in place for persons having trouble paying their rates.


Pensioners demonstrate the greatest difficulty in paying rates and those that suffered
property loss due to the October 2013 bushfires.



There have been no applications for hardship by ratepayers affected by the 2013 bushfires
at this stage.



On average over the past few years, the Council approves around 10 hardship claims per
annum.

2.9.4 Summary
The findings of the comparative analysis concludes there are a number of socio-economic arguments
that support the ability to increase rates, though this section does not propose what is an acceptable
level of rate increase. The role of the LTFP is to propose various financial scenarios with funding
options. In addition, the final decision in respect to making a special rate variation application to
IPART is dependent on engagement with the community on their capacity and willingness to pay
additional rates, and whether the proposed rate increase is reasonable, having regard to the
purpose of the special rate variation.
It is important to note, that the comparative performance of the Blue Mountains LGA against other
local government areas is difficult to assess as the Blue Mountains is the only council in NSW with
the classification ‘urban fringe large’ (UFL), and only one of four nationally classified as UFL. This
means that there are no other urban fringe local government areas in the State of similar population
size and urban characteristics. Despite the uniqueness of the Blue Mountains, a comparative analysis
has been performed against the following local government areas:
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Group 7 LGAs:
Blue Mountains
The Hills
Hornsby
Gosford
Penrith
Liverpool
Wyong
Campbelltown

Group 6 LGAs:
Wollondilly
Hawkesbury
Camden

Other LGAs:
Oberon
Coffs Harbour
Shoalhaven
Lithgow
Greater Taree

The comparative study on capacity to pay looked at relevant socio-economic indicators, and Blue
Mountains rating position in comparison to others. Additionally, the analysis also compared these
results against some key factors in the Office of Local Government Comparative Reporting report
2011-12 that influence the cost of service delivery. The following summarises the comparative study
into three areas:


Capacity to pay (Table 2-16)



Rating competitiveness (Table 2-17)

Capacity to pay
The comparative council study concludes that Blue Mountains ratepayers have the capacity to pay
higher rates based on the following rationale (Table 2-16):
Table 2-16 Evidence of capacity to pay

Evidence of capacity to pay

SEIFA ranking is among the
top 20% of least
disadvantaged LGA’s

Lower unemployment
rate(4.9%) in comparison to
State, National, Greater
Sydney and Rest of NSW
averages

Outstanding rate recovery
and financial hardship levels
are very low

Whilst Blue Mountains
percentage of household
income spent on rates is
relatively high (1.93%), it is
still less than other council
areas who have SEIFA index
of disadvantage greater than
ours

Mortgage stress is equivalent
Low rental stress (8.4%)
to the NSW average (10.5%),
compared to NSW average
but much lower than other
(11.6%)
Sydney Metropolitan councils

Completed rating reform has
provided a fairer rating
system

Average land values are
lower than that of
neighbouring Hawkesbury
($305,124), which has similar
socio-economic
characteristics

Weekly household income
($1270) is above the NSW(
$1237) and national ($1234)
average
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Rating Competiveness
The comparative study highlight that current rates are competitive with other councils. The
following table summarises the comparative findings.

Table 2-17 Rating competitiveness

Rating competitiveness

Residential

Residential rates ($1272) are on par with other councils of similar
geographic and socio-economic characteristics (lower than Camden
$1291; & Wollondilly $1376), (higher than Hawkesbury $1073)
The business rate ($3071) is higher than the Sydney Metropolitan
regional councils, Wollondilly ($2092), and Hawkesbury ($1906).

Business
Rates are much lower than many other areas e.g. Penrith ($6,773)
Camden ($4,599) and Wyong ($3,491)

Farmland

Farmland rate ($2,021) is lower than Sydney Metropolitan regional
areas of Hawkesbury ($2,321), Wollondilly ($2,489), Camden
($2,768) and competitive with other areas ($2,378 average).
Number of farmland assessments in Blue Mountains = 140
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