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The recently released Final Report of the Metropolitan Local Government Review, known as the Robson Report, has recommended the amalgamation of seven western suburbs councils into one consolidated local government, with a combined population of around 80,000 people.  If this was to eventuate, it would result in the loss of identity of all communities involved.  I would like to illustrate this by looking at just two of the affected cities – Subiaco and Nedlands.  It would be possible to compare other local governments within the western suburbs to the same effect.
The locality of what is now the City of Subiaco was one of the earliest parts of the western suburbs to be settled.  It developed around the railway station and later along tram routes in Hay Street and Rokeby Road.  Workers’ cottages and even up-market accommodation built in the nineteenth century, now widely recognised for its heritage values, produced a relatively dense settlement pattern.  Higher density development has continued to this day and encouraged a high proportion of young adults in the demographic population mix.  This is reflected in the activities and services available within the city.  The suburbs of Subiaco and Shenton Park have a rich tradition in supporting the performing arts and entertainment venues.  Subiaco Oval is the home of WA football and a well-known landmark.  Subiaco is also known for its markets and has one of the most successful traditional retail centres outside central Perth.  The result is a strongly cohesive city, financially secure and fiercely independent.
The City of Nedlands is quite different.  Situated between the two railway stations and early settled areas of Claremont and Subiaco, stretching between the river and the ocean, it was one of the last parts of the western suburbs to be developed.  Its open spaces attracted holiday makers for sports and recreation, such as at Steve’s Nedlands Park Hotel and at the Nedlands Baths.  When the area was opened up for urban settlement, advertisements proclaimed “No pocket handkerchief blocks …… close to parks …. and ….. Based on the latest Canadian and English methods of Picturesque Designs”.  Much of the district was settled between the Wars, when Art Deco was the fashion.  There are also examples of mock Tudor design, reflecting fashionable English villages.  The low density settlement pattern contains much vegetation that attracts birdlife.  There are many parks with clubs that allow the City of Nedlands to offer not only football and cricket, but hockey, soccer, rugby, croquet, lawn bowls, gridiron, tennis, volleyball, futsal, golf, sailing, swimming and surf lifesaving.  Most of Nedlands’ sporting clubs have a high proportion of members living outside the city, in other parts of the western suburbs.  An extensive river shoreline, ocean beach and a high proportion of parklands have large maintenance costs and present a challenge for the city with its limited commercial base.  Divided by Stirling and West Coast Highways, the City of Nedlands comprises a series of distinct dormitory communities that value their family lifestyle, each with its own identity.  From time to time the city has explored merging with its neighbours but has never convinced its potential partners or even its own residents of the advantages. 
What would happen if the Cities of Subiaco and Nedlands were absorbed within a greater western suburbs council?

The first thing that would happen would be that political representation would be reduced.  Nedlands, with 12 elected members for a population of around 22,000, currently has one elected member for 1,867 people.  Subiaco, with 12 elected members for a population of about 19,000, currently has one elected member for 1,552 people.  A greater western suburbs council, with 12 elected members for a population of 80,043, would have one elected member for each 6,670 people.  If there are only nine elected members, as recommended in the Robson report, the number of electors for each councillor increases to almost 9,000  – approximately only two for Subiaco and two for Nedlands.  In both cases political representation would decline more than 85 per cent.

 With such a heavy workload, councillors would have a full-time job looking after their constituents and the recommendation is that they be paid accordingly, probably in excess of $100,000 each - a far cry from the small allowances they are paid now.  This is the reality and counter to the argument that amalgamations would do away with many elected members and result in considerable savings.  (The same argument applies to doing away with duplicated senior staff – those who remain will demand increased pay for increased responsibilities and probably also deputies to cope with their increased work load).
The second thing that would happen with large amalgamated councils is that the new legal entity would attract party politics.  The new council would have a considerable budget to spend and lucrative contracts to award.  It would provide a good training ground for aspiring state and federal politicians.  Because of the larger population and larger area to cover, no longer would individuals be able to afford to stand for positions on council.  It would only be political parties who had the funds to field candidates.  Electors would be faced with only party candidates who could be expected to follow the party line, not what is best for the electorate and the maintenance of local identity.
The third thing that would happen with wholesale amalgamations would be the stripping of local assets to pay for the restructure.  The recent local government amalgamations in Queensland cost around $200M.  With the Government in Western Australia having a large and increasing state debt, the obvious source of funds to pay for amalgamation is local government.  The City of Subiaco has reserve funds of almost $200M – enough to pay for the merger.  By comparison, the City of Nedlands has minimal cash reserves but it has substantial land resources in its parks and ovals.  The Government controlled Metropolitan Redevelopment Authority and Landcorp have targeted parklands for development and sale, such as at the Perth Waterfront and Point Perron.  Subiaco Oval has already been identified for down-sizing and development of density housing for sale, similar to what is occurring at Claremont Oval, once the new Burswood Stadium is operating.  Nedlands could expect its parklands to be targeted.  There is no doubt local government would be stripped of its cash and land assets in the transition to amalgamated local governments - a major threat to local character and services.

The complete the destruction of local identity will come about in the name of equity or, alternatively, with the ganging up of the majority of elected members against the minority, to protect their own interests.  In the name of equity it is quite conceivable to imagine nine of twelve councillors in the large new western suburbs council deciding Nedlands must give up its large lots to accommodate increased housing densities to alleviate rezoning pressures elsewhere.  It is also conceivable that a majority of councillors could decide that Subiaco is closest the central Perth, has a good rail connection and already has a pattern of high density living; it should take a disproportionate amount of increased housing density. In the case of both Nedlands and Subiaco, the character and local identity would be irretrievably changed if either of these scenarios was to occur.
With one large council for the western suburbs, it can be expected that local differences will largely be ironed out and most of the area will end up looking much the same, with higher housing density and fewer parklands.

The threat to local identity from amalgamation of local governments is real and immanent if the present Government is returned.   Both major political parties at one time or another have advocated amalgamation.  Only independent representation in Parliament, representing local interests first and foremost, can forestall amalgamation and loss of local identity.
The State Election is on 9 March 2013.  Make March 9 Independents Day.

