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Definitions & Acronyms 

ABS AUSTRALIA BUREAU OF STATISTICS 

AMP ASSET MANAGEMENT PLAN 

CEO CHIEF EXECUTIVE OFFICER OF THE COUNCIL  

DAF DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURE & FISHERIES 

DALVEEN DALVEEN AREA DEFINED BY POSTCODE 4374 

DDROC DARLING DOWNS REGIONAL ORGANISATIONS OF COUNCILS 

DLGP/ 
DLG 

DEPARTMENT OF LOCAL GOVERNMENT AND PLANNING/ 
DEPARTMENT OF LOCAL GOVERNMENT 

DSC DOUGLAS SHIRE COUNCIL 

DSD DESTINATION SOUTHERN DOWNS 

EARC ELECTORAL & ADMINISTRATIVE REVIEW COMMISSION 

EFFECTIVENESS AN EFFECTIVE COUNCIL IS ONE THAT PROVIDES THE SERVICES NEEDED TO ACHIEVE THE 

DESIRED OUTCOMES OF THE COMMUNITY 

EFFICIENCY AN EFFICIENT COUNCIL IS ONE THAT PRODUCES SERVICES AT MINIMUM COST 

FTE FULL TIME EQUIVALENT 

GBCA GRANITE BELT COMMUNITY ASSOCIATION 

GBGG GRANITE BELT GROWERS GROUP 

GBRC GRANITE BELT REGIONAL COUNCIL (PROPOSED) 

GBWT GRANITE BELT WINE AND TOURISM 

GRANITE BELT THE AREA DEFINED BY THE FORMER STANTHORPE SHIRE COUNCIL 

GRC GOONDIWINDI REGIONAL COUNCIL 

LGAQ LOCAL GOVERNMENT ASSOCIATION OF QUEENSLAND 

LGCC LOCAL GOVERNMENT CHANGE COMMISSION 

LGRC LOCAL GOVERNMENT REFORM COMMISSION 

LTFP LONG TERM FINANCIAL PLAN 

LTO LOCAL TOURISM OPERATOR 

MSC MAREEBA SHIRE COUNCIL 

NEW SDRC NEW SOUTHERN DOWNS REGIONAL COUNCIL AFTER REMOVAL OF GRANITE BELT 

NSW NEW SOUTH WALES 

OLGC OFFICE OF LOCAL GOVERNMENT COMMISSIONER 

PEARC PARLIAMENTARY EARC COMMITTEE 

QAO QUEENSLAND AUDIT OFFICE 

QTC QUEENSLAND TREASURY CORPORATION 

RC REGIONAL COUNCIL 

SCALE ECONOMIES  THE DEGREE TO WHICH EFFICIENCY RISES (OR FALLS) DUE TO INCREASES IN THE SIZE OF 

THE POPULATION SERVED BY THE COUNCIL 

SDRC SOUTHERN DOWNS REGIONAL COUNCIL 

SEQ SOUTH EAST QUEENSLAND 

SGBCC STANTHORPE AND GRANITE BELT CHAMBER OF COMMERCE 

SOUTHERN DOWNS THE AREA DEFINED BY THE FORMER WARWICK SHIRE COUNCIL 

SSA STANTHORPE SPORTS ASSOCIATION 

SSC STANTHORPE SHIRE COUNCIL 

SSS SIZE, SHAPE & SUSTAINABILITY  

TEQ TOURISM & EVENTS QUEENSLAND 

VIC VISITOR INFORMATION CENTRE 

WSC WARWICK SHIRE COUNCIL 

WTE WARWICK TOURISM AND EVENTS 
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Executive Summary 

This community-led and funded submission presents the case for the Honourable Minister for 
Local Government of Queensland to refer to the Change Commission, for further investigation, 
the creation of a new Granite Belt Regional Council from the existing Southern Downs Regional 
Council (SDRC) area. 

This submission is the case for the creation of a new Granite Belt Regional Council. 

 The new Granite Belt Regional Council (GBRC) will be financially sustainable, as will be the 
remaining Southern Downs Regional Council.   

 The transition costs will be affordable for the new GBRC.  

 The Granite Belt has unique characteristics in Queensland of climate and soil which have 
formed its unique and largely self-sufficient community.   

 The Granite Belt has virtually no connection (save for 60 kilometres of highway) agriculturally, 
economically, socially or topographically with the Warwick area of the Southern Downs.   

 Little of the stated objectives of amalgamation has been achieved and, conversely, almost all 
of the predicted negative outcomes have happened.  

 Both areas would be better and more efficiently served by having their own local governments.   

 These unique circumstances do not provide any general precedent for other de-
amalgamations. 

 Because of the very different needs of the two communities, a one size fits all approach, 
intended to provide equity throughout the region, coupled with a disconnect of local 
knowledge, has produced major social and economic disadvantage to the Granite Belt.  

 This disconnect and resulting lack of equity cannot be resolved electorally. It is the structure 
which is the problem.  

 The link of accountability of its local government has been lost to the Granite Belt community 
through its dilution into the Southern Downs. 

Chapter 1 - Introduction 

 A description of the purpose of this proposal. 

 A description of the Granite Belt region. 

 Timelines towards the creation of a new council. 

Chapter 2 – Background Information 

 SDRC was created in 2008 from the amalgamation of the Warwick Shire Council (WSC) and 
Stanthorpe Shire Council (SSC) following a much abbreviated review process by the Local 
Government Reform Commission reviewing all Councils in Queensland. 

 Both WSC and SSC opposed the amalgamation. 

 In a Poll conducted by the Australian Electoral Commission, 85% of Stanthorpe Shire 
respondents and 83% of Warwick Shire respondents opposed the SDRC amalgamation. 

 The different Southern Downs and Granite Belt communities respond best to completely 
different Council business models; a strong top-down business model for the Southern Downs 
and a bottom-up community-based business model for the Granite Belt. One Council cannot 
provide two different business models, and the approach of the larger population (Southern 
Downs) will inevitably prevail. 

 Examples of dysfunction between the Granite Belt community and the SDRC and their effect 
upon the Granite Belt are provided.  
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Chapter 3 – The Granite Belt Region 

 Soldier settlement and Italian settlement in the Granite Belt have contributed to a unique rural 
community and to the rural enterprises now pursued in it that are quite different from the 
Southern Downs. 

 Within Queensland, the Granite Belt has a unique climate, elevation and topography that 
support its major activities of horticulture and tourism. 

 The Southern Downs and Granite Belt are in different water catchment areas. 

 Granite Belt horticulture has a history of efficient water use, such as the effluent water re-use 
scheme. 

 Separate infrastructure and major community assets continue to exist in the Granite Belt  

 Horticulture is of major importance to the Granite Belt whilst broadacre agriculture and 
intensive livestock production dominate the Southern Downs. 

 Horticulture in the Granite Belt is limited by the supply of water. An irrigation dam proposal for 
additional supply of water for Granite Belt horticulture is now driven by a community group 
rather than the SDRC. 

 Everyday tourism focused on wine and food is of major importance to the Granite Belt but 
does not exist in the Southern Downs. 

 Available evidence indicates a steady decline in visitor numbers to the Granite Belt since 2008 
and the closure of a large number of tourism related businesses in the last two years. 

 Social, sporting and community groups in the Southern Downs or the Granite Belt have not 
combined into regional groups but have remained local and independent from each other. 

Chapter 4 – Critique of the SDRC Amalgamation Rationale  

 LGRC in 2008 erred in its consideration of previous reviews and of the river catchment and 
discrete communities’ requirements. 

 The arguments against amalgamation raised by SSC and WSC in 2008 have almost all been 
proven true by subsequent events. 

 LGRC’s explicit rationales for amalgamation including economies of scale and service 
efficiency have conversely almost all turned out to be unjustified. 

 LGRC relied on incorrect factual assertions about communities of interest between Warwick 
and Stanthorpe in relation to services, shopping, schools, health and tourism. 

Chapter 5 – Checklist of Current Change Commission Requirements 

 This proposal complies with the current requirements of the Local Government Act and 
Regulations regarding boundary changes. 

Chapter 6 – Financial Viability Analysis 

 The GBRC like Gympie Regional Council would have one main service delivery point from 
the middle of its Council area which creates significant operational efficiencies. 

 Under the most conservative assumptions GBRC will be financially sustainable and the new 
SDRC even stronger than currently. 

 GBRC will generate sufficient cash to fund capital works in the SDRC’s Long Term Financial 
Plan. 

 Allocation of assets and liabilities should be relatively straightforward. 

 Assuming an equitable allocation of staff between the two new councils there should be no 
need for redundancies. 

 Transition costs should be under $1million, but we have modelled the audited actual costs of 
the similar-sized Douglas Shire de-amalgamation ($4m). Even with a worst-case scenario for 
transition costs, they can be totally funded from transferred cash balances (assuming a 
population-based allocation). 
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 Apart from the one-off operating deficit in year 1 from the transition costs, both councils are 
forecast to maintain healthy operating surpluses on 10-year forecasts. 

 Risks and opportunities have been identified. 

Chapter 7 – Proposed Transition Arrangements 

 Both new councils would have sufficient resource bases and be financially sustainable. 

 The new councils should be created and elected at the scheduled 2020 elections. 

 We would welcome a comprehensive and independent review of our submission by the 
Change Commission, and trust that the SDRC will also support this. 

 There should be a plebiscite for all voters in SDRC with an extra question for Dalveen voters. 

 The new councils should be called Southern Downs Regional Council and Granite Belt 
Regional Council. 

 Transition process should follow an ‘independent implementation panel' model’ as outlined in 
this chapter. 

Chapter 8 – Dalveen Options 

 A petition of Dalveen residents to the Minister has expressed the wish to be included in a 
new GBRC if that occurs. We would welcome the inclusion of Dalveen if the Change 
Commission determines that this meets the criteria. 

Chapter 9 – Two Vibrant Communities – Two Vibrant Councils  

 A better way forward for both new SDRC and GBRC. 

 Opportunities for GBRC. 

 Opportunities for new SDRC. 
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1. Introduction 

 

The purpose of this document is to provide the business case to the Queensland Government 
through the Minister for Local Government for the Granite Belt to form a new local council in the 
Granite Belt that is separate from the Southern Downs Regional Council (SDRC) as detailed in 
the letter from the Minister dated 30 May 2018 (Appendix A). 

This document will show that:  

 there is a strong case supported by the Granite Belt community and based analytically on 
political, economic and community arguments to move forward with the de-amalgamation 
of the Granite Belt region from the SDRC. 

 it is financially viable to sustain the two distinct councils with the costs of de-amalgamation 
to be borne by the new Granite Belt Regional Council (GBRC). 

 the creation of an independent GBRC will provide high quality and more responsive 
governance and administrative support to address the issues of the community and 
businesses, local representation, horticultural industries, water, tourism, management and 
services among others, required to revive the region. 

This document will also be provided to the SDRC.  The SDRC Minutes of the General Meeting of 
Council 23 May 2018 (Appendix B) requested a comprehensive financial analysis on the financial 
impacts on the residents of the Southern Downs region before making a decision to support or 
not support the proposal.  

This submission challenges the reasoning and outcomes of the forced amalgamation in 2008. 
However, it does not seek to return to the “status quo” pre-2008 either.  That is neither possible 
nor appropriate given the passage of time and the dynamic nature of communities and 
economies.  Rather this proposal seeks to establish a new and accountable local Government 
reflecting the needs and aspirations of the Granite Belt community that is also sustainable. 

The arguments presented demonstrate that there is an organised community supporting this 
application ready to take on the responsibilities and commitment to independently run its own 
local government. By applying the same financial strategy assumptions (rate increases etc) as 
currently set by SDRC there should be no negative financial impact on the community and the 
remaining section of the SDRC will have an improved financial position. 

The overall aim of this document is to provide enough evidence that there is merit and 
overwhelming community support to pave the way for an independent, comprehensive 
assessment by the Change Commission for creation of a new GBRC.   

Key Points 

 This report establishes: 

o the strong community case for de-amalgamation 

o the financial viability of two councils 

o the benefits to both the Southern Downs and Granite Belt of de-amalgamation 

 A map of the Granite Belt and Southern Downs regions is provided 

 The timelines towards de-amalgamation are described 

 The Proponent is the Granite Belt Community Association (GBCA), a volunteer 

community organisation 
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It is evident that the Southern Downs and Granite Belt (centred around Warwick and Stanthorpe, 
respectively) are both strong independent communities, as has been noted by the previous Mayor 
of the SDRC: 

“We have argued that both Warwick and Stanthorpe have identifiable and distinct 
population catchments and communities with significant economic and community 
infrastructure, as well as higher order services from a health, education and recreation 
perspective.” ~ Peter Blundell, Mayor of SDRC, 2010 

The Granite Belt 

The area discussed in this proposal, referred to collectively as the ‘Granite Belt’, is made up of 
Stanthorpe as the main town, and numerous villages and localities, as listed in Figure 1.1 below. 
The map of the Southern Downs Regional Council (SDRC) area is shown in Figure 1.2 below and 
the distances between a selection of towns and villages in the two regions is provided in Figure 
1.3 below. 

To be precise, the area of the proposed new GBRC is defined to be equal to the area of the old 
Stanthorpe Shire Council (SSC) as it was in 2007 prior to amalgamation.  The discussion and 
financial analysis reported in this document assumes this exact area.  However, in Chapter 8 we 
also discuss the possibility of including the Dalveen area (defined by postcode 4374) in the 
proposed GBRC area, noting that this addition is likely to have a minimal impact on financial 
calculations. 

Figure 1.1:  Towns, villages and localities in the Granite Belt 

Amiens Fletcher Mingoola Stanthorpe 

Applethorpe Fleubaix Mt Tully Storm King 

Ballandean Girraween Nundubbermere Sundown 

Bapaume Glen Aplin Palgrave Sugarloaf 

Broadwater Glenlyon Passchendale The Summit 

Cannon Creek Glen Niven Pikedale Thornlands 

Cottonvale Goldfields Pikes Creek Thulimbah 

Dalcouth Greenlands Pozieres Wallangarra 

Dalveen Kyoomba Severnlea Wyberba 

Diamondvale Lyra Somme   

Eukey Maryland Springdale   
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Figure 1.2:  Southern Downs Regional Council 2018 Map 

 

Source:  Base map from https://southerndownsandgranitebelt.com.au/ 

 

 

Figure 1.3:  Approximate distances by road (in kms) within the SDRC area 

Warwick to Allora 27 Stanthorpe to Dalveen 22 

Warwick to Killarney 34 Stanthorpe to Ballandean 20 

Warwick to Dalveen 41 Stanthorpe to Wallangarra 41 

Warwick to Stanthorpe 60   

Warwick to Ballandean 80   

Warwick to Wallangarra 101   
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The Granite Belt Community Association 

This report has been prepared by the Granite Belt Community Association (GBCA), an 
independent community-based, not-for-profit organisation formed on the Granite Belt and 
incorporated in December 2016.  The GBCA is an independent voice working to support the future 
of the communities of the Granite Belt.  

The GBCA works cooperatively with Local, State and Federal Government representatives, 
departments and authorities and other relevant organisations in order to resolve the concerns of 
our communities and their residents and to improve their futures. 

The GBCA is active in inviting residents, community groups and businesses from these 
communities to join the GBCA and to bring forward their concerns and ideas, with the aim of 
collectively achieving community goals.  For further information on the membership structure and 
activities of the GBCA, please refer to the website (https://granitebeltcommunity.com/) and the 
Facebook page (https://www.facebook.com/granitebeltcommunityassociation/).  

Timeline 

The desire to form a new local council in the Granite Belt has been gaining significant momentum 
over the past year. The Queensland Local Government Regulation provides for the creation of a 
new Council from part of an existing Council, which is the basis of this proposal.1  This application 
is guided by the letter of the Minister found in Appendix A and this Legislation.  

This ‘business case’ submission is a significant milestone in this process, as outlined in Figure 
1.4 below. 

 

Figure 1.4. Timeline of activities 
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2. Background Information 

2.1 History of Local Government in the SDRC Area 

The following diagram (Figure 2.1) illustrates the history of Local Government in the SDRC region. 
Warwick Borough (subsequently Town and then City) was formed under NSW legislation following 
a petition from residents to form a Council and provide urban services.  The remaining areas were 
created as Divisional (Roads) Boards in 1879 whereby the responsibilities for local roads were 
handed over to local communities.  The initial boundaries were based on Statistical areas.  These 
were then modified based on local petitions so that no Council area required ratepayers to travel 
to the Council office and back in more than a day’s horse ride in order to pay their rates or conduct 
Council business.  This resulted in Rosenthal breaking away from Inglewood in 1889. In 1880, 
Ballandean was merged with Stanthorpe.  

In 1902/03, Divisional Boards were converted to Shire Councils and given full Local Government 
powers.  The Shires of Glengallan, Rosenthal, and Allora remained unchanged until 1994 and 
Stanthorpe Shire continued unchanged until 2008. 

Key Points 

 Comprehensive Local Government boundary reviews in 1928 and two additional reviews 
in 1991-1994 had not recommended the amalgamation of the Warwick and Stanthorpe 
Shire Councils  

 The SDRC was created in 2008 from the amalgamation of Warwick and Stanthorpe 
Shires following a much abbreviated review process by the Local Government Reform 
Commission reviewing all Councils in Queensland 

 The amalgamation was opposed by both Councils 

 In a Poll conducted by the Australian Electoral Commission in 2007, 85% of Stanthorpe 
respondents and 83% of Warwick Shire respondents opposed the SDRC amalgamation 

 The different Southern Downs and Granite Belt communities respond best to completely 
different Council business models; a strong top-down business model for the Southern 
Downs and a bottom-up community-based business model for the Granite Belt 

 One Council cannot provide two different business models and the approach of the larger 
population (Southern Downs) will inevitably prevail. 

 Examples of the resulting dysfunction between the community and the SDRC and the 
effect upon the Granite Belt are provided 

 Quotations from community members are provided 

 A chronological record of the Granite Belt community’s involvement in this process. 

 Community support and financial commitment has been substantial 
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Figure 2.1:  Diagrammatic History of the Councils comprising Southern Downs Regional Council. 

 

 

In 1927 the Queensland Government established a Royal Commission on Local Authority 
Boundaries (RCLAB). This followed problems in coordinating the large number of Councils during 
World War I and the success of the amalgamation of all or part of 20 Councils into the greater 
Brisbane City Council in 1925.  The Royal Commission was one of the most comprehensive 
reviews of Local Government boundaries in Queensland history, operating over a two-year period 
with visits and hearings across Queensland.  The Commission was pro-amalgamation and 
concluded “larger Local Government areas, in which people had similar interests and aspirations, 
would inevitably conserve energy and secure economy, efficiency and a greater measure of 
satisfaction among ratepayers”. 

The Royal Commission considered the different types of land use and the impact on community 
interests.  It recommended reducing the number of Councils from 124 to 74, with amalgamations 
around Warwick, Toowoomba, etc.  Many of these amalgamations were not implemented until 
the 2008 Local Government Reform process.  The Royal Commission recommended merging 
Councils around the Warwick area, but the only change recommended for Stanthorpe Shire was 
to include the Texas area (currently in Goondiwindi Regional Council, previously Inglewood 
Shire).  A merger of Warwick and Stanthorpe was not recommended.  

There were no subsequent large-scale Local Government boundary reviews until 1991 with the 
Electoral and Administrative Review Commission’s (EARC) extensive review into Local 
Government boundaries, established by the Goss Government.  This review recommended 
amalgamations around the Warwick area, but again not including Stanthorpe Shire.  
Subsequently, the oversight Parliamentary EARC Committee (PEARC) conducted its own review, 
and also recommended amalgamations around Warwick, but not including Stanthorpe Shire.  In 
1992, the Queensland Government established the Office of Local Government Commissioner 
(OLGC) and directed it to conduct reviews based on the PEARC recommendations.  The Local 
Government Commissioner conducted a year-long review in the Southern Downs area and 
recommended the amalgamation of Warwick City, with Allora, Glengallan and Rosenthal Shires 

Warwick 
Borough/Town/City inc 

1861 (by petition)

Glengallan Division/Shire 
1879

Rosenthal Division/Shire 
1889 (Split from Inglewood 

Division)

Allora Division/Shire1879

Warwick Shire 1994

Southern Downs Regional 
Council 2008

Stanthorpe Division/Shire 
1879

Ballendean Division 
merged 1880

Stanthorpe Shire 1880
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into Warwick Shire Council.2  This was adopted by the Queensland Government and Parliament 
and implemented in 1994. Amalgamation with Stanthorpe was again not recommended. 

In summary, the three extensive and comprehensive Local Government boundary reviews from 
1928 until the LGRC review in 2007 all concluded that Stanthorpe Shire should not be part of a 
Warwick based Council. 

 

 

Stanthorpe Post Office (Photo Credit: Shane Andersen Photography) 

 

The SDRC Amalgamation Review in 2007  

The Granite Belt is currently part of the SDRC which was formed by the amalgamation of the 
Warwick Shire Council (WSC) and Stanthorpe Shire Council (SSC) in March 2008.  This merger 
resulted from the recommendations of the Local Government Reform Commission (LGRC) report 
in July 2007.  

In April 2007 the Queensland Government established the LGRC, which called for “Suggestions” 
on 28 April 2007 from Councils and the community with a closing date of 25 May 2007.  

The compressed time frames gave only one month for the Councils and communities to provide 
input, and LGRC only two months to consider the “suggestions” and write its report.  Although the 
Queensland Government appointed well-credentialed bi-partisan Commissioners, with a wide 
variety of relevant backgrounds, only one or possibly two Commissioners could be regarded as 
being from rural or non-urban communities. 

LGRC did not have time to conduct any onsite inspections or hearings, and relied solely on 
Submissions (“Suggestions”) and information from the uncompleted Size, Shape and 

                                                

2 Disclosure: our consultant David Spearritt was the Director, Financial Review, Deputy Commissioner, and 
Warwick case manager for this Office. 
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Sustainability (SSS) voluntary review process and Queensland Treasury Corporation (QTC) 
Financial Sustainability Reviews and other government documents.  

Submissions from both Warwick Shire Council (WSC) and Stanthorpe Shire Council (SSC) 
argued strongly against amalgamating the two areas (however WSC was amenable to 
amalgamation with Clifton Shire).  The LGRC did not document receipt of any submissions in 
support of an amalgamation of WSC and SSC. 

The Warwick and Stanthorpe communities and their elected councils and others objected very 
strongly to the proposal. In the reasons for opposing amalgamation, both Shires recognized their 
differences in culture, community interests, river catchments, etc. and WSC prophetically 
concluded that: 

 “The view is that amalgamation would act to the detriment of both communities.”  

The objections particularly cited the quite obvious differences in the characteristics and 
communities of interest of the two areas – ranging from geographical through to community, 
economic and demographic differences. 

Some of their arguments were summarised in the July 2007 report of the Local Government 
Reform Commission (2007, Vol.2, pp291-294), and are discussed further in Chapter 4 below.  
Unfortunately, many of their quite legitimate objections, including strong submissions from the 
two councils themselves, were overruled.   

The merger was contested vehemently by the electors in both areas as evidenced by the results 
of the 2007 Poll conducted by the Australian Electoral Commission (AEC) shown in Figure 2.2 
below. 

Figure 2.2:  Results of 2007 Advisory Referendums on Council Amalgamations 

Council Name No. voters Counted Yes Votes  No Votes % No Informal 

Stanthorpe Shire  7469 5325 793 4520 85% 12 

Warwick Shire  15070 9661 1614 8027 83% 20 

Source: Australian Electoral Commission3  

 

These Polls were not compulsory, yet approximately two thirds of voters chose to cast votes, 
reflecting the strength of opinion on these matters.  Of those who cast votes, 85% voted ‘No’ to 
an amalgamation in the Stanthorpe Shire and 83% voted ‘No’ in the Warwick Shire.  This provides 
very clear evidence that neither of these communities wished to amalgamate with each other. It 
was definitely a “shotgun marriage”. 

2.2 Ten Years of Challenges 2008-2018 

Over the past 10 years, in three terms of SDRC, there have been three different Mayors and three 
different permanent CEO’s (along with other temporary appointments and a high turnover of 
executive staff).  We acknowledged that these Councillors and staff have attempted to make the 
best of this amalgamation of two clearly incompatible areas.  In the second term of Council the 
Mayor was from the former SSC area.  The issues described below are the result of structural 
problems, not the people involved. 
 

                                                

3 viewed 23 November 2018, available at 
https://www.aec.gov.au/Elections/referendums/Advisory_Referendums/qld_council_2007/results.htm 

https://www.aec.gov.au/Elections/referendums/Advisory_Referendums/qld_council_2007/results.htm
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The Southern Downs area with multiple towns and a larger central town (Warwick) has a history 
and culture of Council-provided services.  This works best with a top-down service delivery model.  
By contrast, the Granite Belt area has a single town (Stanthorpe) with multiple dependent villages 
and active community groups.  As occurred with SSC (and similarly in Goondiwindi Regional 
Council), this works best where Council harnesses the energies of community groups, and is best 
reflected in a bottom-up service delivery model.  These two models are incompatible in the one 
organisation, and the operating culture will inevitable be determined by the larger area (the 
Southern Downs). 
 

Figure 2.3:  Top-down versus bottom-up model council models 

 

 
 
 
Within that environment, a number of actions and initiatives by SDRC have resulted in unusually 
high levels of controversy and community dispute.  Some examples of these are listed in Figure 
2.4 below, organised under four headings: major infrastructure, wine and tourism industry, 
community amenities and sports and social and community development. 

The ten-year period since amalgamation in 2008 to now can be best described as a period of 
frustration and lost opportunities between both SDRC and the communities.  A period where three 
consecutive councils with three different Mayors and three different CEOs have all tried to 
manage this impossible challenge.  This has been a period where the residents of the Granite 
Belt and Southern Downs have also tried to make the best of a difficult situation, of hoping that 
the rising rates and perceived reduction in services could all be explained by the “adjustment 
costs” associated with amalgamation and that all would be better in a few years – when the 
promised scale economies would appear and all would be rosy, with reduced rates and improved 
services and so on.  A promise that has never materialized.  

There is no doubt that the residents of the Granite Belt, the smaller community of the two, have 
faced many challenges, but most of all one must feel for the staff of the SDRC.  The effects on 
their morale and self-esteem of this situation must be significant.  Council reports show that there 
is a high staff turnover rate of 15% per annum which paints a picture of high internal stresses.  

  

Council 
Management

Council Staff

Community Groups

Council & Management

Council Staff

Community
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Figure 2.4:  Examples of ‘disconnects’ experienced by the Granite Belt community and SDRC 

Year/Issue Brief note Links to resources 

Major infrastructure   

Additional Irrigation and 
urban water security 
facilities 

 

The Granite Belt needs a major water 
project that would permit expansion of the 
horticultural industry. A project previously 
supported by the SDRC, the project has 
now been taken over by the SGBCC.  
(Refer to Section 3.6) 

https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.
au/news/another-twist-in-dam-water-
saga/3276685/ 

https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.
au/news/emu-swamp-receives-game-
changer8221-funding/3358777/ 

https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.
au/news/d-day-for-disputed-
dam/3538448/ 

https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.
au/news/chamber-argue-against-sdrcs-
approval-costing/3585646/ 

https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.
au/news/approval-transfer-takes-dam-
another-step-
closer/3594012/?fbclid=IwAR3TjJje5J
wviTq5zVv1WQzoqzLbeCGF8Sx1mpN
AIBBHZIa-tQT8oUxkOYY 

2018 Treated Effluent 
Water 

Since 2004 a group of irrigators under a 25-
year agreement plus options with SSC 
have used treated effluent water from the 
Stanthorpe Waste Water Treatment Plant 
for irrigation. They have invested 
substantially in this. The agreement has 
been purportedly terminated by SDRC and 
new expressions of interest sought for the 
use of the water. The group of irrigators has 
commenced legal proceedings against 
SDRC. (Refer to Section 3.6) 

https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.
au/news/council-faces-legal-
battle/3459581/ 

Wine and tourism industries 

2014 Funding removed 
from Granite Belt Wine 
and Tourism (GBWT) and 
re-directed to Destination 
Southern Downs (DSD)  

GBWT, the members’ tourism organisation 
in the Granite Belt, has had its funding 
removed and directed to Destination 
Southern Downs (DSD) an unworkable 
SDRC-wide tourist body. (Refer to Section 
3.6)  

https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.
au/news/one-stop-destination-for-
regions-tourism/2897282/ 

 

2015 Funding was taken 
away from DSD 

Tourism promotion was taken in-house by 
SDRC removing any direct involvement by 
tourism operators in the Granite Belt in the 
promotion of tourism. (Refer to Section 3.6) 

https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.
au/news/forum-a-good-start-for-
tourism-industry/3202500/ 

 

2017 Stanthorpe town 
omitted in the new 
Southern Downs map and 
Granite Belt Guide which 
had to be re-printed. 

Since rectified, but akin to leaving 
Tasmania off Australian maps. 

https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.
au/news/council-to-print-visitor-guides-
twice-after-error/3174169/ 

https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.
au/news/granite-belt-being-left-
out/2748392/ 

2017 Jacobs Creek wine 
served at the Warwick 
launch of the Southern 
Downs and Granite Belt 
Visitors Guide 

Rather than promoting Granite Belt wines, 
South Australian wine was used at a major 
tourism event.  

https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.
au/news/opinion-supporting-our-
industries-is-vital/3192226/ 

 

2017 Brown Brothers 
sponsors of Jumpers and 
Jazz festival 

A Victorian winery was sponsor of arguably 
Warwick’s major tourism event.  

https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.
au/news/battle-of-the-bottles-sparked-
by-events-choice-of-/3192417/ 

https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.au/news/another-twist-in-dam-water-saga/3276685/
https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.au/news/another-twist-in-dam-water-saga/3276685/
https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.au/news/another-twist-in-dam-water-saga/3276685/
https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.au/news/emu-swamp-receives-game-changer8221-funding/3358777/
https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.au/news/emu-swamp-receives-game-changer8221-funding/3358777/
https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.au/news/emu-swamp-receives-game-changer8221-funding/3358777/
https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.au/news/d-day-for-disputed-dam/3538448/
https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.au/news/d-day-for-disputed-dam/3538448/
https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.au/news/d-day-for-disputed-dam/3538448/
https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.au/news/chamber-argue-against-sdrcs-approval-costing/3585646/
https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.au/news/chamber-argue-against-sdrcs-approval-costing/3585646/
https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.au/news/chamber-argue-against-sdrcs-approval-costing/3585646/
https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.au/news/council-faces-legal-battle/3459581/
https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.au/news/council-faces-legal-battle/3459581/
https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.au/news/council-faces-legal-battle/3459581/
https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.au/news/one-stop-destination-for-regions-tourism/2897282/
https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.au/news/one-stop-destination-for-regions-tourism/2897282/
https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.au/news/one-stop-destination-for-regions-tourism/2897282/
https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.au/news/forum-a-good-start-for-tourism-industry/3202500/
https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.au/news/forum-a-good-start-for-tourism-industry/3202500/
https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.au/news/forum-a-good-start-for-tourism-industry/3202500/
https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.au/news/council-to-print-visitor-guides-twice-after-error/3174169/
https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.au/news/council-to-print-visitor-guides-twice-after-error/3174169/
https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.au/news/council-to-print-visitor-guides-twice-after-error/3174169/
https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.au/news/opinion-supporting-our-industries-is-vital/3192226/
https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.au/news/opinion-supporting-our-industries-is-vital/3192226/
https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.au/news/opinion-supporting-our-industries-is-vital/3192226/
https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.au/news/battle-of-the-bottles-sparked-by-events-choice-of-/3192417/
https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.au/news/battle-of-the-bottles-sparked-by-events-choice-of-/3192417/
https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.au/news/battle-of-the-bottles-sparked-by-events-choice-of-/3192417/
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2018 Greeting signs 

 

 

The 'Welcome to the Granite Belt Wine 
Region' sign located at Dalveen was 
removed by the Department of Transport 
and Main Roads in June 2017. It has not 
been replaced.  This is a Council 
responsibility. 

https://www.warwickdailynews.com.au/
news/lack-of-greeting-signs-is-
unwelcome-news/3421186/ 

 

2018 SDRC’s tourism 
strategy focusses on 
website hits, but business 
closures in the Granite Belt 
are continuing at an 
alarming rate. 

A September 2018 press release by SDRC 
reported the success of SDRC’s targeted 
tourism marketing campaign, citing website 
hits & strong visitor numbers. The 
Stanthorpe Border Post in November 2018 
reported on the closure of more than 18 
local businesses in the last 2 years 
including “a slew of restaurants and cafés”. 

https://www.sdrc.qld.gov.au/council/ale
rts-news-notices/2018-news/report-
highlights-growing-tourism-industry-for-
southern-downs 

https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.
au/search/?keywords=stanthorpe+rest
aurant closures 

Community amenities and sports 

2017 Stanthorpe YMCA 
and Stanthorpe pool put 
out to tender as part of 
Council rationalisation. 

Stanthorpe pool had been leased and run 
efficiently and popularly for a number of 
years by Stanthorpe locals & swimming 
coaches. When their lease ran out in 2017 
SDRC would not renew and put the lease 
out for tender. This was with the aim of 
finding a single central operator for the 
Stanthorpe YMCA Fitness Centre, 
Stanthorpe pool and Killarney and Allora 
pools. Council now runs the Fitness Centre 
with its own staff, at a substantial loss.  

https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.
au/news/tenders-sought-for-pool-
ymca/3249039/ 

https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.
au/news/tender-process-gasping-for-
air/3258984/ 

https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.
au/news/pool-situation-boiling-
over/3293617/ 

 

2017  Stanthorpe Sports 
Association (SSA) fields 
maintenance 

SDRC was responsible for mowing and 
sports fields maintenance under leases 
with SSA taken over from SSC. SDRC and 
SSA have been in dispute over this service. 
Legal proceedings have been commenced 
by SSA against SDRC.  

https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.
au/news/no-agreement-on-sporting-
fields/3125396/ 

https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.
au/news/mowing-fiasco-puts-cricket-in-
jeopardy/3295358/ 

https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.
au/news/well-see-you-in-
court/3588480/?fbclid=IwAR1G6T2V0
U_z6IR8IIIhj54bZcovVxgIH47N2ta1VS
DYWs5Be3icO0PZPaA 

2018 Stanthorpe Library & 
Art Gallery re-modelling 
plans  

The Granite Belt community was invited by 
SDRC to comment on SDRC’s re-
modelling proposals. Nearly 70% of 
respondents voted for the library to stay in 
its present building. This community 
feedback was rejected as short sighted. 

https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.
au/news/short-sighted-library-plan-not-
for-council/3534631/ 

 

Social and community development 

2018 Council previously 
provided out-of-pocket 
costs for volunteers to 
mow Dalveen areas. This 
was discontinued.   

A Low-cost option engaging community 
resources has been discontinued – top-
down service provision versus bottom-up 
community relationships. 

https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.
au/news/long-standing-agreement-
terminated/3313180/ 

 

2018 Stanthorpe 
Community Awards for 
2019 scrapped by SDRC 
without consultation 

Stanthorpe community awards on Australia 
Day have been a matter of pride for the 
recipients and the community. They have 
been removed without consultation in 
favour of Southern Downs-wide awards.  

https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.
au/news/stanthorpe-australia-day-
awards-cut/3585652/ 

 

2018  SDRC regulations 
hit fund raising for cancer 
support in Stanthorpe 

 

Small charities raising funds through stalls 
with community support now have to 
secure public liability insurance adding an 
annual cost of $1500 prior to fundraising. 

https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.
au/news/costs-hampering-
group/3588489 

 

 

https://www.warwickdailynews.com.au/news/lack-of-greeting-signs-is-unwelcome-news/3421186/
https://www.warwickdailynews.com.au/news/lack-of-greeting-signs-is-unwelcome-news/3421186/
https://www.warwickdailynews.com.au/news/lack-of-greeting-signs-is-unwelcome-news/3421186/
https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.au/news/tenders-sought-for-pool-ymca/3249039/
https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.au/news/tenders-sought-for-pool-ymca/3249039/
https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.au/news/tenders-sought-for-pool-ymca/3249039/
http://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.au/news/tender-process-gasping-for-air/3258984/
http://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.au/news/tender-process-gasping-for-air/3258984/
http://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.au/news/tender-process-gasping-for-air/3258984/
https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.au/news/pool-situation-boiling-over/3293617/
https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.au/news/pool-situation-boiling-over/3293617/
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https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.au/news/no-agreement-on-sporting-fields/3125396/
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https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.au/news/mowing-fiasco-puts-cricket-in-jeopardy/3295358/
https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.au/news/mowing-fiasco-puts-cricket-in-jeopardy/3295358/
https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.au/news/mowing-fiasco-puts-cricket-in-jeopardy/3295358/
https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.au/news/short-sighted-library-plan-not-for-council/3534631/
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https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.au/news/long-standing-agreement-terminated/3313180/
https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.au/news/stanthorpe-australia-day-awards-cut/3585652/
https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.au/news/stanthorpe-australia-day-awards-cut/3585652/
https://www.stanthorpeborderpost.com.au/news/stanthorpe-australia-day-awards-cut/3585652/


A New Granite Belt Council 

 

  19 

This report highlights the structural problems emanating from an amalgamation that has required 
one Council to deliver services to two fundamentally different communities. The experience of the 
last decade provides stark proof that “one size cannot fit all” needs of such different communities. 

As a result, the general sentiments in the Granite Belt community are of a lack of connection with 
the Council and that the Council cannot be held accountable to them because it is the smaller 
party in terms of Councillor representation.  Quotations from community and business leaders 
follow: 

Angelo Puglisi, Owner and vineyard manager, Ballandean 
Estate Wines (first Granite Belt Winery) 

“We are a very different district to Warwick. We have hills 
and rocks and rivers quite different to Warwick.  Our 
agriculture is very different due to our climate conditions i.e. 
stone fruit, grapes, vegetable crops, strawberry runners. 
Quite diverse from the grains, chaff and livestock that are 
more suited to the Warwick region.  Our national parks are a 
big driving force behind the tourism industry that has been 
built on the Granite Belt over the last 40-50 years.  The 
Granite Belt is recognised as a tourism destination for its 
close proximity to Brisbane, the Gold Coast and Sunshine 
Coast.  Our cool climate (coldest town in Queensland) is part 
of the reason people come to the Granite Belt.” 

Bill Humble, Community leader and volunteer 

“Since amalgamation, services to the Granite Belt have dropped off dramatically.  This is most 
evident in the tidiness of the town.  Mowing is no longer done as a matter of course but more on 
an ad-hoc basis.  The sporting clubs that have been well supported by council in past years have 
now been left high & dry and told to mow their own fields.  The old Stanthorpe Council were very 
responsive to residents’ concerns for such simple things as potholes or mowing.  Now the town 
looks drab with roads in terrible condition and long grass on the verges of most roads.  Council has 
lost their focus on priorities of serving the community and the councillors had given away their 
authority of why they were elected, to the CEO.  We need a return to councillors being responsible 
to the voters.  We didn’t get to vote for the CEO but he wields all the power and the councillors 
have none.” 

Michael Bourke, Owner and winemaker, Jester Hill Wines 

“The Granite Belt Wine and Tourism (GBWT) peak tourism body of the day, before amalgamation, 
developed a network of contacts in Brisbane and further afield that were integral to the building 
of the Granite Belt reputation as a place to visit.  This was funded through membership and council.  
Since amalgamation there has been initially some tinkering at the edges of GBWT until funding 
was pulled and re-directed into Destination Southern Downs (DSD).  The efforts of DSD were 
eventually all for nothing when council decided to bring tourism promotion under their own 
management, ignoring much of the hard work that had been done previously.”  

Graham Parker, Unique Graphic Designs 

“I have spoken with many people over the past 10 years that have come to me looking at doing 
their due diligence with a view to moving or starting a business on the Granite Belt. Many have 
walked away after spending far too much time & money trying to deal with the red tape and 

 

Angelo Puglisi.  Photo Credit: Ballandean Estate  
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bureaucracy of council, only to walk away frustrated and poorer.  Of the ones that stayed the 
course and actually got their business up and running, many have now either closed or have given 
up in utter frustration at trying to expand and some are looking to move away from the area.” 

2.3 The New Council Initiative  

It is clear to the Granite Belt community that the current Local Government model is not serving 
the needs of their community, despite 10 years of hard work from three Mayors and CEO’s and 
Councillors and staff. The experiment has failed to meet its own promises. The promised benefits 
of better and cheaper services have failed to materialise in practice, particularly in the Granite 
Belt community.  

This new Council initiative has been developed by and managed by the Granite Belt Community 
Association (GBCA).  A large proportion of community concerns brought to the GBCA in recent 
years have related to matters involving disagreements between Granite Belt residents and 
community groups and the SDRC.  Concurrently, a growing number of residents also began to 
approach the GBCA requesting that it look at the possibility of forming a new Granite Belt Council 
from the SDRC as a possible solution to these many problems.  This culminated in a formal motion 
requesting that the association investigate this option being moved and passed at a meeting of 
the GBCA in November 2017.  Full minutes of this meeting are provided in Appendix D. 

Figure 2.5 lists the key events and meetings held leading to the current Submission. The dates, 
events/meetings/milestones and the number of attendees/signatures gathered are listed. In most 
cases, these meetings were with business and community leaders who influence a vast network 
of individuals and groups. This list illustrates the wide consultation, interest and support from the 
community to proceed with the application in the quest for self-governance. 

After becoming aware of the size of the group who attended the public rally on 29 April 2018, the 
current SDRC Mayor, Cr Tracy Dobie, wrote to the Editors of local newspapers to document her 
support (Refer to Appendix J): 

“This strong support for de-amalgamation has galvanised my position and I will advocate to my 
fellow Councillors and the Queensland Government in support of de-amalgamation, once the 
Granite Belt Community Association has provided the supporting evidence that de-amalgamation 
is viable.” 

The SDRC has subsequently provided access to financial data for the purposes of the detailed 
financial analysis reported in Chapter 6, for which the GBCA is most appreciative. 

The Granite Belt community has also been kept appraised of this GBCA project through regular 
press releases in local newspapers and updated through the: 

 GBCA website: www.granitebeltcommunity.com and  

 Facebook page: https://www.facebook.com/granitebeltcommunityassociation/. 

  

http://www.granitebeltcommunity.com/
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Figure 2.5:  Activities leading to de-amalgamation application 

Date Event/Meeting/Milestones 
Number of      
Attendees/Signatures 

8 November 2017 Granite Belt Community Association General 
Meeting – Motion was passed for the association to 
continue to investigate De-amalgamation (Appendix 
D) 

21 

Feb-May 2018  

ePetition with Queensland Parliament for De-
amalgamation from Southern Downs Regional 
Council with 1611 signatures. Principal petitioner 
Rev’d Alan Colyer (Appendix E) 

1,611 signatures 

29 April 2018 Public rally held at CF White Oval in Stanthorpe 
where 1,392 persons signed the attendance record 
and 348 apologies from those unable to attend 
(Appendix F) 

1,392 attendees  

 

30 April 2018 Letter submission to Clerk of Parliament with paper 
petition signatures numbering 4,087 (Appendix G) 

4,087 signatures 

26 June 2018 Meeting with staff from the Minister’s Office for Local 
Government in Brisbane. Letter was received from 
the Minister’s Chief of Staff informing the GBCA that 
they had fulfilled Minister’s requirements to prove 
public support and could move to the next stage 
(Appendix H) 

8 

20 July 2018 Meeting with Noosa Mayor and CEO in Noosa 5 

23 July 2018 Meeting with SDRC Mayor and Councillors 13 

8 August 2018 Granite Belt Community Association General 
Meeting 

32 

29 August 2018 Meeting at Wallangarra with community members 20 

10 September 2018 Information Session with Community Associations & 
Clubs 

20 

14 September 2018 Sportsman Dinner & Presentation 80 

26 September 2018 Meeting with Minister Hinchliffe in Stanthorpe 8 

15 November 2018 Dalveen Sports Club Committee 10 

22 November 2018 Meeting with Goondiwindi Mayor 4 

28 November 2018 Receipt of Dalveen Community letter to the Minister 
requesting inclusion in the formation of the Granite 
Belt Regional Council (Appendix I) 

119 signatures 

 

Petition and Rally 

In order to gauge public support for de-amalgamation in the community, the GBCA organized a 
petition, as documented in Figure 2.5 above.  This petition was conducted both in paper form and 
via an e-petition.  The final numbers for the combined petitions was 5,698.   

In addition to the petition, the GBCA organized a public rally at CF White Oval in Stanthorpe on 
Sunday 29 April 2018.  The public rally was a clear success, with 1,392 people signing the 
attendance record and over three hundred apologies received from members of the community 
who were unable to attend.  A formal motion in favour of de-amalgamation was put to the rally 
and passed by a show of hands with only one person voting against the motion.   
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This was a very large attendance for a public rally.  Given that the population of the Granite Belt 
is approximately 11,500 at present, a group of 1,392 adults represents over 12% of the resident 
population (inclusive of children).  To put this into perspective, if 12% of the population of Brisbane 
(2.4 million) attended a public rally, it would equate to 288,000 people in one place.   

 

 

1392 people at the GBCA public rally in Stanthorpe 29 April 2018 (Photo credit: GBCA) 

 

Widespread volunteer support 

The petition and public rally also attracted numerous offers of volunteer support from members of 
the community.  As a consequence, the GBCA held additional volunteer meetings where a plan 
was formulated to organize these volunteers into a series of committees to progress the work on 
the formal de-amalgamation proposal to be presented to the Minister.  

A Project Steering Committee was formed which operates under the direct supervision of the 
GBCA Management Committee.  The Project Steering Committee is chaired by the Honorable 
Lawrence Springborg, with committee members Alan Colyer, Amanda Harrold, Robert Channon, 
Professor Mike Hefferan and Professor Tim Coelli.   

A series of five sub-committees were then formed underneath this Project Steering Committee.  
Namely, a Business Case Sub-Committee Chaired by Robert Channon, a Financial Analysis Sub-
Committee Chaired by Professor Tim Coelli, a Communications Sub-Committee Chaired by 
Michael Jensen, a Fund-Raising Sub-Committee Chaired by John Hendry and an Innovations 
Sub-Committee Chaired by Logan Steel.  A Schematic diagram of these various committees is 
provided below in Figure 2.6. 
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Figure 2.6:  Committee structure 

 

2.4 Community Support 

This project work has been entirely funded by donations from the community.  Before raising any 
funds, the GBCA set down a set of protocols to ensure that this was conducted in an appropriate 
manner (Appendix K).  

As of 28 November 2018, a total of $60,636.17 has been raised, most of these donations have 
come through a GoFundMe page, direct bank deposits or in person donations into donation boxes 
in stores in Stanthorpe.  A total of 212 identifiable individuals and groups have donated. 

Furthermore, a number of prominent community organisations in the Granite Belt have lent their 
support to this de-amalgamation initiative.  Of particular note are: 

 Stanthorpe and Granite Belt Chamber of Commerce (support letter in Appendix L)  

 Stanthorpe Sport Association Inc (support letter in Appendix M) 

 Granite Belt Wine and Tourism (support letter in Appendix N) 

To date, all these initiatives are funded through volunteer time and cash donated by individuals 
and groups which are managed by the GBCA.  
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3. The Granite Belt Region 

A thorough examination of this proposal and the drawing together of and confirming plans for the 
future requires a wide appreciation of the nature of this region and the Granite Belt area in 
particular.   

The Granite Belt is a unique place.  Ken Gargett says it perfectly in the opening section of his 
recent article about the Granite Belt in the October 2018 Edition of Gourmet Traveller Wine 
Magazine: 

“What so many Australians don’t realise is that the Granite Belt is nothing like the rest of 
Queensland”.    

This is such an important point to make.  The Granite Belt is not just different from the 
neighbouring Southern Downs area, it is actually nothing like the rest of Queensland.  Its 
uniqueness is backed up by Simon Marnie, another journalist to visit the Granite Belt recently to 
film an episode for new upcoming ABC TV show Escape from the City.  In an article in the 
Stanthorpe Border Post on 13/9/2018, he said: 

"What I loved about the Granite Belt was there are things that remind you of, say the 
Grampians, and their beautiful granite outcrops in country Victoria. There are things that 
remind you of the Hunter and the vineyard areas of South Australia. But there's also the 
incredible climate of Orange and it seems as though the Granite Belt has things that other 
areas might have one or two of, it's got the lot of it all combined.” 

Key Points 

 Soldier Settlement and Italian settlement in the Granite Belt have contributed to a 

unique rural community and to the rural enterprises now pursued in it, that are quite 

different from the Southern Downs 

 Within Queensland, the Granite Belt has a unique climate, elevation and topography 

that support its major activities of horticulture and tourism 

 The Southern Downs and Granite Belt are in different water catchment areas 

 Granite Belt horticulture has a history of efficient water use, such as the effluent water 

re-use scheme 

 Separate infrastructure and major community assets continue to exist in the Granite 

Belt 

 Horticulture is of major importance to the Granite Belt whilst broadacre cropping and 

intensive livestock production feature in the Southern Downs 

 Horticulture is the Granite Belt’s largest industry and is limited by the supply of water 

 An irrigation dam proposal for additional supply of water for Granite Belt horticulture is 

now driven by a community group rather than the Council  

 Tourism focused on wine and food is of major importance to the Granite Belt but does 

not exist in the Southern Downs 

 Available evidence supports a steady decline in visitor numbers to the Granite Belt 

since 2008 and the closure of a large number of tourism related businesses in the last 

two years 

 Social, sporting or community groups from either the Southern Downs or the Granite 

Belt have not combined into regional groups but have remained local and independent 
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The Granite Belt has its own identity and embedded characteristics – unique geographic features, 
vegetables, fruit and wine production, seasonal variation, snow and unusually cold weather and 
strong Italian influences.  The Granite Belt is a similar distance from Brisbane as the Hunter Valley 
is from Sydney.  These provide the key ingredients for economic success - proximity to consumer 
markets (especially for perishable commodities) and accessibility to tourist visitation.4  Despite 
having these key ingredients, the area has stagnated over the last 10 years, and has been unable 
to make the best of these opportunities because of the dysfunctional Local Government structure. 

 
Snow in the Granite Belt (Photo Credit: Ballandean Estate) 

3.1 History of the Granite Belt 

The European history of the Granite Belt area flows from the original exploration of the area but 
the settlement patterns and development between the northern and southern parts of the region 
soon moved in quite diverse ways.5   

The modern history commenced with exploration by Alan Cunningham in 1827 soon followed by 
the Leslie Brothers and others.  The tenure was by way of pastoral holdings which were 
maintained in that form much longer in the southern side (Granite Belt region) because of the 
poorer quality and rough topography of the lands making it less suitable for closer settlement and 
broad-acre agriculture.   

In the early 1870s substantial deposits of alluvial tin and later gold and arsenic were discovered.  
These formed the basis of the Stanthorpe settlement and the associated mining areas such as 
Stannum. (The name Stanthorpe derives from that era “tin/town”).  Typical of such mining areas, 
an ethnically diverse population evolved which continues to this time.  

This was followed by the arrival of large numbers of Italian migrants.  Contrary to common 
perceptions, the first of the Italians began to arrive in significant numbers as far back as the 1870s 
but those numbers increased in post-World War II migration particularly related to horticulture.  

                                                

4 Polese, M 2011, The wealth and poverty of regions: Why cities matter, The University of Chicago Press, USA 
5 The history discussion in this section in part draws upon two books: Harslett, J and Royle, M 1973, They Came to 
a Plateau (the Stanthorpe Saga), International Colour Productions, QLD and Ancidiancno, F & Ancidiancno, M 
(Editors) 2009, Echoes of Italian Voices, Family Histories from Queensland’s Granite Belt, A Betterway to Print, 
QLD. 
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This strong ethnic presence is only replicated in the northern Queensland cane fields and remains 
a fundamental characteristic of this region. 

The next significant development event came following the First World War where much of the 
land to the north-west of Stanthorpe (centred on the villages of Amiens and Pozieres) became 
the basis of large-scale soldier settlement schemes - recently celebrated by the opening of the 
Amiens Heritage Centre on 11/11/2018.  Though many rural enterprises were pursued, the 
climatic and soil characteristics of fruit and grape growing soon emerged and remain as a 
mainstay of the local economy – not simply in primary production but in related service industries; 
wine and tourism.  Railway infrastructure followed and encouraged the development of fruit 
storage and handling facilities and the development of a number of villages throughout the region, 
many of which still exist.   

Importantly, this created densification of land uses and a more concentrated population base 
compared with other Queensland regions. The Granite Belt has clearly followed a different 
evolution relative to the communities in the northern part of the region (Southern Downs) where 
rich basalt soils present a ‘Downs’ environment suitable for broadacre grain production and 
intensive livestock activities (eg. Cattle feedlots and piggeries), compared with the Granite Belt 
area.  

3.2 Geography and Land Use 

The land use patterns, supply chains, infrastructure and logistics, labour requirements, 
development and investment capital, target markets are quite different in the Granite Belt and 
Southern Downs, requiring very different approaches. 

The geography, geomorphology and topography of the Granite Belt area are quite different from 
any other part of Queensland, perhaps more reminiscent but still quite different from the New 
England and northern plateau, immediately towards the south, in New South Wales. 

 

Girraween National Park (Photo Credit: Shane Andersen Photography) 
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Water catchments are vitally important in understanding geographic areas, and are one of the 
criteria required to be addressed by the Change Commission under the Local Government 
Regulations.  Watersheds create true geographic boundaries not major water courses 
themselves.  In the case of the SDRC area the two catchment systems are the Condamine and 
tributaries to the north in the Southern Downs, and the complex network of streams present within 
the Granite Belt plateau.  

This plateau is bounded by Herries Range in the north, rising near Dalveen, with the border 
ranges providing an eastern edge and national parks (Girraween and Sundown) along the New 
South Wales state border to the south.  

The elevations reflect this general topography dominated by plateau.  The elevations within the 
Southern Downs are fairly uniform.  For example, Allora is 467m, Warwick 477m, and Killarney 
507m all lie within a 40m range.  However, this rises rapidly to the Granite Belt plateau where 
Dalveen is 889m, Stanthorpe 811m, through to Wallangarra at 878m (travelling from north to 
south through the Granite Belt).  The escarpment is even more pronounced to the east, falling 
through the border ranges, down to the next major town, Casino in New South Wales at only 26m, 
as illustrated in Figure 3.1 below. 

Figure 3.1:  Elevations in the region 

 

Source:  Own calculations 

Much of the central area through Amiens and extending down to Ballandean is gently undulating 
terrain, originally lightly timbered but currently used for intensive horticulture and grazing.  

The shallow granite soils, striking rock formations and distinctive “high country” flora and fauna 
again identify this area and still present a semi-wilderness state interspersed with the orderly land 
use patterns associated with orchards, vineyards and market gardens. 

These key differences, combined with water availability and access described below have 
resulted in fundamentally different rural production – the Granite Belt based primarily on 
horticulture, the Southern Downs based on broadacre cropping and intensive livestock activities. 
Figure 3.2 below illustrates the marked differences in broad terrain units of the Granite Belt and 
Southern Downs, with the Granite and Traprock soils predominant in the Granite Belt versus 
Basalt soils and Alluvial plains in the Southern Downs. 
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Furthermore, these key land use differences are becoming more pronounced as the two areas 
evolve along quite different paths and identity – the Granite Belt, based on the emergence of a 
vibrant wine industry and destination tourism, while the Southern Downs, enhances its agricultural 
base and its services sector with an increasing importance as a distribution hub.  

Figure 3.2:  Broad terrain units Granite Belt and Southern Downs regions 

 

Source:  Southern Downs Non-Urban Land Study 2009 
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3.3 Water and Associated Infrastructure 

As in all regions in Australia, the availability and reliability of water supply are vital to economic 
development, production and urban liveability. 

Understanding the different water systems and demands for water in both areas is essential in 
order to understand the geographic characteristics outlined in Section 3.2.  

The basalt soil downs in Warwick and surrounding areas presents a major catchment area 
associated with the Condamine river system where permanent water is available, augmented with 
access to underground water via bores.  On the other hand, the plateau of the Granite Belt 
presents a fundamentally different water scenario, where ephemeral creek systems provide no 
natural permanent water storage, with farmers generally relying upon small on-farm dam storage, 
along with a few small weirs on the Severn River.  

In a near unique environment, creek systems often rise within close proximity to each other but 
then fall into different catchments such as the Clarence Catchment (NSW), and much through 
various routes into the Dumaresq, Darling, Murray River systems. See Figure 3.4 below. 

In addition to this, it should also be emphasised that the Granite Belt region and Southern Downs 
region each belong to entirely different Natural Resource Management (NRM) plans – The 
Queensland Murray Darling NRM Plan and the Condamine alliance NRM Plan, respectively.  This 
is clearly shown in Figure 3.3 below. 

Figure 3.3:  NRM plans in Granite Belt and Southern Downs regions 

 

Source:  Southern Downs Non-Urban Land Study 2009 
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Figure 3.4:  Waterways and wetlands of the Granite Belt and Southern Downs regions 

 

Source:  Southern Downs Non-Urban Land Study 2009 

In this discussion of water infrastructure in the Granite Belt, two topics worthy of particular mention 
are the Stanthorpe effluent water re-use scheme and the Emu Swamp dam proposal. 

Stanthorpe effluent water re-use scheme 

The demands for water harvesting, distribution and re-use particularly into horticulture in this 
environment require a targeted management.  The former Stanthorpe Shire Council (SSC) 
developed an innovative waste water recycling scheme to provide secondary treated water to 
irrigate the properties of seven local growers, the local golf course, sporting fields, cemetery and 
the high school agricultural block. 
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The water reuse scheme has achieved its aim of total waste water reuse without upgrading the 
existing sewerage treatment plant.  Instead the costs for the scheme are shared between public 
and private stakeholders. 

The project was the Winner of the 2005 Excellence Award from the Institute of Public Works 
Engineering Australia (Qld). 

“Besides being value for money, the Waste Water Reuse Scheme is environmentally sustainable, 
legally sound and addresses the needs and concerns identified through community consultation.  
It Provides 100 per cent reuse of Stanthorpe’s waste water, no discharge in the Severn River which 
is part of the Murray Darling Basin and a sustainable water supply to underpin a major economy 
for the region.” ~ Stanthorpe Mayor Cr Glen Rogers 

However, (as noted in Section 2.3) in 2018 the SDRC purported to terminate all agreements for 
this scheme. The group of irrigators have recently commenced Court against SDRC alleging 
breach of the agreements. 

Emu Swamp dam project 

There is a current debate over the business case development for the Emu Swamp dam project. 
The issues are complex and beyond the scope of this report but what is significant is that even, 
though Commonwealth funding has been made available to develop a business case, the issue 
remains unresolved, yet is fundamental to the continued growth of the horticultural industry in the 
Granite Belt.   

The Stanthorpe and Granite Belt Chamber of Commerce (SGBCC) took over this project and is 
completing the detailed business case after SDRC decided not to proceed further.  SGBCC has 
changed this proposal into a viable project as a solely irrigation project.  However, within their 
proposal there is the potential to supply 450 ML of emergency urban water at no capital cost to 
ratepayers.  At this stage, local farmers have indicated they are willing to put $24 million dollars 
towards this project to drought proof their farms.  It has been estimated that the potential benefits 
include the creation of 700 new jobs and an injection of millions of dollars into the local economy 
each year.6 

Furthermore, a newly formed Granite Belt council would have the option to purchase the potential 
450 ML additional water from the Granite Belt Irrigation Project in the future when the residential 
demand in Stanthorpe exceeds the current allocation from Storm King Dam. 

It should be noted that the council-owned and managed Storm King Dam is the only bulk water 
supply source used to provide treated water to Stanthorpe. This single, relatively small water 
supply storage relies on seasonal inflows to maintain storage levels. For the residents of 
Stanthorpe this means that there is an ever-present risk of the storage becoming depleted as a 
result of drought, and water supply shortfalls occurring. While Stanthorpe has not yet needed to 
import water from other areas to maintain supplies, Storm King Dam has fallen to low levels on 
several occasions in the past.  

3.4 Community Infrastructure and Roads 

There is no council owned infrastructure (including civic, administration and service buildings and 
other fixed assets such as roads, water and sewerage infrastructure, etc.) spanning the Southern 
Downs and Granite Belt areas. This means that creating a separate GBRC would not have any 
infrastructure impacts. 

                                                

6 Further details can be found in http://www.stanthorpecoc.com.au/GBIP/Jacobs/Final_Jacobs_Presentation.pdf 
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The physical separation of the Southern Downs region (centred on the town of Warwick) and the 
Granite Belt region (centred on the town of Stanthorpe) is illustrated by the map of the roads 
network in the SDRC area provided in Figure 3.5 below.  The sparse distribution of roads between 
the village of Dalveen and the town of Warwick emphasises the low population density in this area 
that separates the two regions. 

The physical separation between the northern and southern parts of the SDRC have kept in place 
nodes of activity and concentration of assets that have remained largely unchanged through the 
past century.  The SDRC has provided information on the asset registers for the Southern Downs 
and Granite Belt areas. The book transfer of those assets back into separate council accounts, 
aligning with the previous local authority boundaries should be a relatively simple process. 

Figure 3.5:  Road system of the Granite Belt and Southern Downs regions 
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3.5 Demography and Economic activity 

The demographic profile and economic activity in the Granite Belt is unique in many ways when 
compared to the Southern Downs.   

The summary figures presented below were extracted from a regional profile report for the Granite 
Belt and Southern Downs regions, which was generated from the Queensland Government’s 
Statisticians Office online tool as of 27 November 2018.  (See attached report in Appendix Q 
provided in electronic form).  The Granite Belt region comprises the two Statistical Area Level 2 
(SA2) areas of “Stanthorpe” and “Stanthorpe Region”, while the Southern Downs region 
comprises the three SA2 areas of “Warwick”, “Southern Downs West” and “Southern Downs 
East”. 

The respective population sizes are listed in Figure 3.6 below where the Granite Belt region 
represents approximately 32% of the current SDRC population.   

The population growth rates in the two regions have both been 0.8% per year over the past 10 
years.  However, there has been a significant reduction in growth in recent years, as is plainly 
illustrated in Figure 3.7 below.   

Figure 3.6:  Estimated resident population Granite Belt and Southern Downs regions 

 

Figure 3.7:  Estimated resident population growth Granite Belt and Southern Downs regions 

 

 

The uniqueness of the Granite Belt is not only determined by its geography, but also by its ethnic 
mix which is unlike many other parts of Australia.  The number of residents born overseas in 
Granite Belt is 14.2%, relative to 8.5% in the Southern Downs (refer to Figure 3.8 below).  
Furthermore, in terms of residents born in non-English speaking countries the Granite Belt has 

Queensland Regional Profiles: Resident Profile: Granite Belt region 4

Demography
Estimated resident population

The estimated resident population (ERP) figure is the official 
population estimate. For sub-state geographies, ERP figures 
are updated annually using a model which includes 
administrative data that indicate population change, such as 
registered births and deaths, dwelling approvals, Medicare 
enrolments and electoral enrolments. Data are updated 
annually with a release approximately 9 months after the 
reporting period. The next planned update is in April 2019.

As at 30 June 2017, the estimated resident population for 
Granite Belt region was

11,458 persons

Granite Belt region

• ERP of 11,458 persons as at 30 June 2017

• Average annual growth rate of 0.5% over five years

• Average annual growth rate of 0.8% over ten years

• Within the region, Stanthorpe Region SA2 had the largest 

population with 5,926 persons

• Within the region, Stanthorpe Region SA2 had the fastest 

population growth over five years with 1.1%

Southern Downs region

• ERP of 24,323 persons as at 30 June 2017

• Average annual growth rate of 0.3% over five years

• Average annual growth rate of 0.8% over ten years

Table 1 Estimated resident population by SA2, Granite Belt region and Southern Downs region

Custom region / SA2 / Custom region
As at 30 June

Average annual growth 
rate

2007 2012 2017r 2007–2017r 2012–2017r

— number — — % —

Granite Belt region 10,555 11,154 11,458 0.8 0.5

Stanthorpe 5,325 5,550 5,532 0.4 -0.1

Stanthorpe Region 5,230 5,604 5,926 1.3 1.1

Southern Downs region 22,457 23,941 24,323 0.8 0.3

Source: ABS 3218.0, Regional Population Growth, Australia, various editions

Figure 1  Estimated resident population growth, Granite Belt region and Southern Downs region

Source: ABS 3218.0, Regional Population Growth, Australia, various editions
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7.8% versus 3.5% in the Southern Downs – with Italy the main country of origin for the Granite 
Belt.   

Figure 3.8:  Country of birth, Granite Belt and Southern Downs regions 

 

 

Figure 3.9:  Percentage of employment by industry, Granite Belt and Southern Downs regions 

 

 

Employment patterns also vary across the two regions.  A particular difference lies is the 
significantly higher employment levels in the agriculture sector in the Granite Belt.  This is shown 
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Figure 10  Percentage of employment by industry(a), Granite Belt region and Southern Downs region

(a) Total used to derive percentages includes inadequately described and not stated responses.

Source: ABS, Census of Population and Housing, 2016, General Community Profile - G51 and unpublished data
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in Figure 3.9 where workers employed in agriculture are 21% in the Granite Belt relative to only 
half of this at 11% in the Southern Downs. This can be primarily attributed to the more labour-
intensive nature of horticulture in the Granite Belt. 

In terms of investment activity across the two regions, there is considerable anecdotal evidence 
suggesting that the Southern Downs region has been receiving the lion share of investment 
relative to the Granite Belt.  This is illustrated in Figure 3.10 below, where it is clear that the 
volume of non-residential building approvals has been much larger in the Southern Downs versus 
the Granite Belt over the last 10 years.  We would argue that the Warwick-centric focus of the 
SDRC has in part contributed to this divergence in investment activity across the two regions. 

Figure 3.10:  Value of non-residential building approvals, Granite Belt and Southern Downs regions 

 

 

Having noted that investment activity has been relatively stagnant in the Granite Belt, one should 
not also assume that there is not considerable economic activity by large businesses in the 
Granite Belt area.  It is interesting to note that there are a significant number of large businesses 
in the Granite Belt with an annual turnover of over $2m, with 6.1% of businesses in the Granite 
Belt exceeding this mark, or 81 businesses in total (refer to Figure 3.11 below).  These businesses 
would mostly be large horticultural (vegetable and fruit farming) operations, along with some large 
wineries and a handful of larger retail and manufacturing businesses. 

Figure 3.11:  Registered business by turnover, Granite Belt and Southern Downs regions 

 

 

The distribution of businesses across different sectors also varies in the two regions.  Figure 3.12 
shows that the Granite Belt has higher percentage of businesses in Accommodation and food 
services and in Rental, hiring and real estate services, reflecting the greater importance of tourism 
activity to the Granite Belt economy. 
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Figure 13  Value of residential building approvals, Granite Belt region and Southern Downs region

Source: ABS 8731.0, Building Approvals, Australia, various editions

Figure 14  Value of non-residential building approvals, Granite Belt region and Southern Downs region

Source: ABS 8731.0, Building Approvals, Australia, various editions
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Figure 3.12:  Registered business by industry, Granite Belt and Southern Downs regions 

 

 

In addition to wine and food tourism, National Parks also draw many tourists to the Granite Belt.  
Figure 3.13 shows that the Granite Belt has a larger area of national parks, with 270 thousand 
hectares versus 153 thousand hectares in the Southern Downs. Girraween National Park is a 
significant and unique Queensland tourist attraction, which is a source of much pride in the 
Granite Belt. 

Figure 3.13:  Protected areas – parks, forests and reserves, Granite Belt and Southern Downs regions 

 

Overall, the wide differences between the two areas, ethnically, cultural, and socially require 
different strategies to meet the community needs and a single council will always have difficulty 
in providing these. 

The Granite Belt for example has the potential to grow its population and economy through more 
targeted tourism strategies and through the growth of horticulture and its ancillary service sectors 
which will always link back to water infrastructure.  
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Another demographic trend that is not reflected in these statistics is the increasing number of 
semi-retired “tree changers” moving to the Granite Belt – attracted by the wine, food, cool climate 
and widely acknowledged feeling of a welcoming community.  This trend has implications for 
planning schemes (regulation of rural “lifestyle blocks”) and also for health and aged care facilities.  
It is challenging for a single large council to be able to manage these things when the trends differ 
across regions. 

A further unique demographic of the Granite Belt relates to the large numbers of seasonal workers 
(mostly international backpackers) who come to work in the horticultural sector.  The Best Harvest 
Labour office in Stanthorpe estimates that there would be in excess of 5,000 backpackers visiting 
the Granite Belt each year, for an average length of stay of four to six months.  This is a substantial 
number of people when compared to the population of the Granite Belt which is less than 12,000.   

Not only are these backpacker visitors a vital and timely resource to the horticultural sector, but 
their spending patterns are significant to boosting the local economy, adding to the vibrancy of 
the town. They represent good quality visitors and are well-accepted by the residents. With them 
however come a range of management issues pertaining to temporary accommodation, services 
support, road safety and where necessary, protection for these young visitors unfamiliar with 
many aspects of Australian culture.  

3.6 Key Economic Drivers 

The two main industries of the Granite Belt are horticulture and tourism. Retail and service 
industries along with sheep grazing in the western traprock areas are also important, but to a 
lesser extent. 

The horticultural and tourism sectors are now discussed in some detail. 

Horticulture  

The Granite Belt and Southern Downs areas have very different agricultural activities.  This is 
best illustrated using Figure 3.14, where we note that the Southern Downs conducts almost all 
broad acre cropping and intensive livestock production while the Granite Belt undertakes the vast 
majority of horticultural activities (fruit and vegetables). 

The description of the horticulture industry presented below is based upon a report dated May 
2013 that was produced for SDRC on Horticultural Production in Queensland’s Southern Downs 
Region by Stephen Tancred, Senior Horticultural Consultant, Orchard Services, Stanthorpe and 
Clinton McGrath, Senior Extension Officer, Queensland Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and 
Forestry, Toowoomba.  A copy of this report is in Appendix O which is provided in electronic form. 

Horticultural production is of major economic importance to the Granite Belt, generating an annual 
value in the order of $300M, versus approximately $20M in the Southern Downs.  The future 
expansion of horticultural production in the Granite Belt is limited by the availability of irrigation 
water (see discussion of water infrastructure earlier in this chapter).  
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Figure 3.14:  Summary of Agricultural Activities in Granite Belt and Southern Downs 

Source:  Southern Downs Non-Urban Land Study 2009 (using 2006 ABS shire-level data) 

In 2013 there were 4,210 hectares (ha) of production by 277 horticultural producers in the SDRC 
region.  The vegetable industry was the largest industry by area and value with 2,095 ha of 
vegetables grown, with 1,585 ha in the Granite Belt and 510 ha in the Southern Downs. 

There were 1,446 ha of orchard crops grown, with the main being apples, followed by stonefruit, 
with some small areas of pears, persimmons, figs and olives making up the balance.  Of 1446 ha 
of fruit trees grown, 1,443 ha were in the Granite Belt and only 3 ha in the Southern Downs. 

 

Apple packing shed (Photo Credit: Steven Tancred) 

Some 481 ha of wine grapes and 23 ha of table grapes were grown, all in the Granite Belt, by 
some 97 producers. The value of wine grape production was calculated at $3.3 million.  However, 
wine grapes are processed into wine, which is the product most Granite Belt producers sell and 
the value of the region’s wine production was estimated at $22M. (It is probable that this is a 
significant underestimate as discussed below). 

There were 124 ha of berries grown, all in the Granite Belt; mainly strawberries, and some 
raspberries. Berry production is an area of current growth. 
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The Region’s production is summer-based and plays a strategic role in national production. There 
was very little export of fresh produce and marketing is mainly in Queensland (estimated 78%).  
This could change with the export opportunities provided by Wellcamp Airport, but only 
if production, currently limited by water, could be increased. 

Horticultural production in the SDRC region is mostly defined by the combinations of soil type, 
climate and water resources.  There are two separate parts to the region based on soil type; the 
higher altitude sandy soils of the Granite Belt that form the eastern part of the Granite Belt and 
the lower altitude heavier soil types of the Southern Downs in the north of the region.7  

The 2013 report notes that very little underground water is available in the Granite Belt and 
producers have invested significantly in on-farm and in-stream water resources to help mitigate 
against the climatic challenge of drought. Water is the main limiting factor preventing the 
expansion of horticulture production in the Granite Belt.  In the production areas surrounding 
Warwick in the Southern Downs underground water is primarily used. 

In 2018, Stephen Tancred, Chair of the Emu Swamp Dam Feasibility Study Sub-committee, 
provided an update to his 2013 report to The Emu Swamp Dam Feasibility Study consultants 
(Jacobs)8.  In this update he noted that the volume and value of horticultural production in the 
Granite Belt had not changed significantly over the past five years, which is not surprising given 
the limited water resources available. 

 

Wine grape Harvest (Photo Credit: Golden Grove estate) 

But he did note that there had been some compositional changes, with significant areas of berries 
now grown in the Granite Belt and some further expansion is likely.  There are a total of 350 
hectares of berries grown; 160 hectares of fruiting strawberries, 170 hectares of strawberry 
runners and 20 hectares of raspberries and blackberries.  Four of the growers now grow a large 
proportion of their fruit in plastic tunnels and several have started to grow in hydroponic systems. 
These large capital investments protect crops from hail and excessive wet weather and improve 

                                                

7 There is also an area of traprock soils that lie on the western part of the Granite Belt, yet these are less important 
for horticultural production, being better suited to sheep grazing. 
8 Letter from Mr Tancred dated 4 July 2018.  A copy of this letter is provided in Appendix P. 
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yields and quality.  The berry industries are more labour intensive that other fruit or vegetable 
production systems and the numbers of seasonal back-packers residing in the district has 
increased as a result of this. 

He notes that establishment costs are very high (e.g. ~$100,000 per hectare for apples) but 
farmers are still investing and updating their farms and facilities.  Returns are also very high per 
hectare and it takes a very complex combination of farming and marketing skills, natural 
resources, invested capital, niche climate and long-term vision to make it all work. 

Mr Tancred also observes that the Granite Belt has some of the highest returns per megalitre of 
water anywhere in the country at $18,000 per ML.  When compared with $1,000-1,200 per ML for 
the best cotton producers, one can see why the Granite Belt was the only area to receive extra 
water allocations in the Border Rivers Water Plan issued over 10 years ago. 

In addition to Mr Tancred’s research, a vineyard census carried out by the Queensland College 
of Wine Tourism (QCWT) in 2018 found that there are 60 commercial vineyards in the Granite 
Belt, covering 387 ha.  Wine is currently produced in 29 wineries and the bulk is sold in one of the 
33 cellar doors that operate on a regular basis across the region.  Granite Belt wine sells at a 
premium price with a recent survey of 385 wines from 31 producers revealing that local wine sells 
for a median price of $28 and an average price of $32. 

If these 387 ha of grapes produce a conservative 6 tonnes per ha there is a potential of almost 
2.4 million bottles of wine per year. Based on the average price this would equate to an annual 
revenue potential in excess of $75M.  Some grapes are shipped out of the Granite Belt for wine 
making and the potential level of production may not be achieved, but even if this figure were 
reduced by a half, the value of grape and wine production in the Granite Belt would be well in 
excess of other estimates. 

Tourism 

The Granite Belt is approximately half the size of the Southern Downs, yet tourism is significantly 
more important to the Granite Belt than to the Southern Downs.  Some of the differences in tourist 
products offered across the two regions are illustrated in Figure 3.15 below.  Of particular note is 
the fact that the Granite Belt has 33 wineries versus zero in the Southern Downs and the Granite 
Belt also has many more B&Bs, cabins & cottages and fresh food attractions relative to the 
Southern Downs region. 

Tourism in the Southern Downs has tended to focus on events, in particular equestrian events 
such as the rodeo and polocrosse, along with motor sports events at Morgan Park and more 
recently a Jumpers and Jazz event held in mid-winter.  The South East Queensland Country 
Strategic Recommendation Report of April 2011 listed the following as “to do” in Warwick and 
Surrounds: Historic Buildings, Gardens, Rodeo, Festivals/events, Fishing, Picnics, Walks, Train 
rides and Motor Sports. 

The Granite Belt, based around Stanthorpe and Ballandean (a village 20 kilometres south of 
Stanthorpe), has a sharply defined focus on wine and food tourism that draws visitors every week 
of the year.  This has helped to develop and support a large number and variety of accommodation 
options in the Granite Belt, from B&B’s and motels to luxury guest houses.  A raft of other tourist 
businesses has opened, such as boutique breweries, cider makers, cheese makers, chocolate 
and fudge makers, a maze, an olive farm, a truffle centre, a law dogs display and bicycle tours. 
Five tour bus companies take the tourists around the various wineries and attractions, although 
most visitors use their own transport.  All of this is in addition to the attraction of the natural assets 
of the Granite Belt (that are unique in Queensland) with its four seasons’ climate with cold and 
sometimes snowy winters and its granite boulder strewn countryside and the magnificent 
Girraween National Park. 
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Figure 3.15:  Southern Downs and Granite Belt Tourist facilities 

Tourist Facility Southern Downs Granite Belt 

Motels 14 7 

Camping/caravan 16 11 

B&Bs/Cabins/cottages 28 58 

Wineries none 33 

Breweries none 2 

Fresh food & other attractions 6 19 

Source: Data obtained from Southern Downs and Granite Belt 2018 Visitor Guide 

The forced amalgamation of the old Stanthorpe and Warwick shire councils in 2007 has resulted 
in significant negative impacts upon tourism in the Granite Belt.  A few examples of tourism-
related problems were noted in Section 2.3, yet it is important to provide more detail in this report.  
In the following we describe the process via which amalgamation has damaged the tourism sector 
in the Granite Belt.  We do not claim any intent to damage.  In fact, it is clear the that successive 
councils have done their best to introduce equity and uniformity across the entire region, but in 
doing so have unintentionally caused significant harm, because it is clear that a “one size fits all” 
policy has again failed when applied to two vastly different regions. 

 

Wine tourism (Photo Credit: Ballandean Estate) 

 
Tourism Organisations in Warwick and the Granite Belt prior to amalgamation 

In Warwick, under the Warwick Shire Council (WSC), Warwick Tourism and Events (WTE) was 
responsible for the promotion of events in the Warwick district such as the Rodeo and Jumpers 
and Jazz in July.  This arrangement was continued under the SDRC after its creation in 2008, but 
only for Warwick-based events.  WTE was a fully Council owned and funded subsidiary under 
both WSC and subsequently SDRC.  Thus, until recently there was, unlike almost any other event, 
no charge to participants in the Jumpers and Jazz Festival, the cost of the Festival being paid by 
the Council. 
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In the Granite Belt, two members-based organisations, the Granite Belt Tourist Association and 
the Granite Belt Wine Industry Association were merged in 2005 to form Granite Belt Wine and 
Tourism (GBWT) which very successfully marketed the Granite Belt with the aid of some Council 
funding from the Stanthorpe Shire Council (SSC) and subsequently from SDRC.  This funding 
allowed GBWT on behalf of Council to run the Visitor Information Centre (VIC) in Stanthorpe. 
GBWT raised its own funds through membership fees and marketing levies to employ a full-time 
marketing manager and to fund its targeted marketing campaigns. 

This idiosyncratic system which had grown up in the two Shires reflected each community’s 
industry needs as to how tourism should be promoted. There was little overlap between the two. 
While undoubtedly capable of improvement through increased cooperation between the two 
organisations, every subsequent attempt by SDRC to integrate a whole of the Southern Downs 
tourism strategy has failed. 

Tourism Organisations in Warwick and the Granite Belt post amalgamation 

In November 2009 SDRC agreed to a 10-point plan for tourism at a tourism facilitation workshop.  
As part of this, SDRC “committed to supporting the two (2) distinct existing ‘brands’/branches at 
both Stanthorpe and Warwick.” 

SDRC also noted that “At some point in time, Council will need to seriously look at the introduction 
of a ‘Tourism Levy’ to underpin its expenditure on tourism and events/marketing/promotion.” This 
was largely in response to requests from GBWT to spread the cost of promoting the Granite Belt 
across the whole of the tourism industry instead of it being picked up by those who voluntarily 
became members of GBWT.  The tourism levy has never been implemented. 

In June 2010, a Report to the SDRC Community Services Committee received and adopted in 
principle by SDRC at its meeting on 15 June 2010 noted that9 

“The Southern Downs has a strong short break market, bolstered by quite separate and 
distinct tourism offerings: wine tourism (Stanthorpe/Granite Belt) and Horse Power 
Tourism (Warwick).” 

Recommendations included the creation of a members-based Local Tourism Organisation (LTO) 
for Warwick similar to the GBWT in the Granite Belt. Attempts to create this were not successful 
because of the small number of businesses in the Warwick district that considered themselves to 
be tourism businesses – again underlining the differences between the two districts. 

In 2012, SDRC engaged consultants TEAM Tourism Consultants to undertake the development 
of a regional tourism strategy for the Southern Downs*. TEAM developed a Southern Downs* 
regional tourism strategy, despite the Southern Downs* being an administrative area and not a 
recognised tourist destination or brand.  The outcome of this was the end of SDRC support to 
GBWT and to WTE (subsequently wound up) and financial support being provided instead to a 
new entity Destination Southern Downs (DSD) which was to be responsible for the promotion and 
marketing of tourism throughout the whole SDRC area.  DSD was to be a members-based 
organisation although financially supported by SDRC. 

  

                                                

9 Note that in the following paragraphs a star (*) is added to Southern Downs to signify that the tourism 
consultants here are referring to the entire SDRC area (Southern Downs and Granite Belt) and not just the 
Southern Downs, as defined in this current document. 



A New Granite Belt Council 

 

  43 

DSD commenced operation on 1 July 2015.  In its year of operation, more than two thirds of its 
members were Granite Belt businesses.  On 30 June 2016, SDRC terminated support to DSD 
and took tourism promotion and marketing entirely in house, as part of its Economic Development 
Unit. DSD has ceased to function. 

GBWT continues to operate as a membership-based association to promote the Granite Belt. It 
receives no direct assistance from SDRC.10  

Current Market awareness of the Southern Downs and Granite Belt 

IN 2017, SDRC commissioned EarthCheck to carry out a program of tourism market research 
and Earthcheck provided a report dated February 2018. 

According to this report (see Figure 3.16 below), a survey panel was questioned for awareness 
of brand names and destinations. Stanthorpe, Warwick and the Granite Belt recorded the highest 
familiarity levels, with the Southern Downs at 18.0% recorded the lowest familiarity.11  The 
consultant advised that: 

“ ‘Southern Downs’ showed lowest recognition levels as a familiar holiday destination, 
inferring that future marketing investment should not focus on this option – the scale 
and consistent investment of resources needed to ‘shift’ the market is unlikely to 
represent good returns on investment.” 

This quote highlights the futility of marketing the Granite Belt under the umbrella of the Southern 
Downs, instead of as its own destination and under its own name. 

Respondents were also asked to indicate which experiences they thought about first for the 
region.  Results were summarised in Figure 3.17 below.  According to the report,  

“Wineries were clearly identified as the experience at the forefront of most visitors’ minds.” 

                                                

10 Although in 2017 SDRC did provide some token assistance to GBWT to assist with promotional materials at the 
Brisbane Good Food and Wine Show.   
11 These levels of familiarity should be qualified by the consultant’s later research finding that more than 50% of 
current visitors to the Southern Downs are in the age group 50+, which would not have been reflected in the 
sample interviewed. 



A New Granite Belt Council 

 

  44 

Figure 3.16:  Familiarity with Southern Downs ‘Holiday destinations’ 

 

Source: EarthCheck Google Panel Survey from SDRC Southern Downs Market Research January 2018 

 

Figure 3.17:  Familiarity with Southern Downs ‘Holiday attractions’ 

 

Source: EarthCheck Google Panel Survey from SDRC Southern Downs Market Research January 2018 

 

Despite the relatively low recognition of the name Granite Belt (there has long been a marketing 
overlap between the names Stanthorpe and Granite Belt), its attractions of Wineries, Girraween 
National Park, the Apple and Grape Harvest Festival and Snow in Queensland stood out. This 
demonstrates the potential to develop all-embracing marketing of the Granite Belt region. 

As an aside, it is interesting to note that many of the major wine regions in Australia effectively 
have ongoing marketing and brand recognition through the regional name being part of the 
Council (refer to Figure 3.18 below).  The proposed Granite Belt council name would be expected 

Southern Downs Market Research :  January  2018

3. Destination/ Brand Awareness

Southern Downs Destination Research: Awareness
A question was posed to the survey panel regarding awareness of brand names and destinations. Results
are shown in figure 8, below. Stanthorpe and Warwick recording the highest familiarity levels followed by
Granite Belt and Southern Queensland Country. The name ‘Southern Downs’ had the lowest familiarity
levels at 18% of respondents. The most significant result was that nearly half (48%) of all respondents
were not familiar with any of the destination names or brands, whether local or regional.

14

Figure 8:  Familiarity with Southern Downs ‘Holiday Destinations (Source: EarthCheck Google Panel Survey)

Implications for Southern Downs
Given the target audience for the survey which reflected  key Southern Downs visitor markets, familiarity 
and recognition for all search terms was relatively low.  Familiarity was highest for Stanthorpe, followed 
by Warwick. 

• Relatively low familiarity levels  can have their roots in two principal  areas – limited presence in 
market (level/impact of marketing investment, and lack of high profile tourism product  (events, 
attractions, experiences, landscapes , signature experiences etc) that visitors associate with the 
region.

• ‘Southern Downs’ showed lowest recognition levels as a familiar holiday destination, inferring that 
future marketing investment should not focus on this option - the scale and consistent investment of 
resources needed to ‘shift’ the market is unlikely to represent good returns on investment.

Southern Downs Market Research :  January  2018

3. Destination/ Brand Awareness

Southern Downs Destination Research: Triggers for Recognition and Awareness
Survey respondents were asked to indicate which experiences (from a prepopulated list of options) they
thought about first for the region. Results are summarised in figure 9, below. Wineries were clearly
identified as the experience at the forefront of most visitors’ minds, (38%),followed by Girraween
National Park. Queen Mary Falls, the Apple and Grape Festival, snow in Queensland and Warwick Rodeo
generated lower scores. 18% of respondents did not associate any of the listed experiences with the
region.

15

Figure 9:  Familiarity with Southern Downs ‘Holiday Destinations (Source: EarthCheck Google Panel Survey)

Implications for Southern Downs
• Wineries were clearly identified as the stand out trigger set of experiences associated with the region, 

inferring that they should continue to feature prominently in marketing initiatives

• Nearly 20% of respondents were unfamiliar with any of the experiences, again inferring a lack of 
standout signature experiences  which generate familiarity or interest in the marketplace.  Building 
investment in facilitating new product and building signature experiences is an option for Council to 
consider

• Prominence of wineries achieves good alignment with SQC’s hero experiences and TEQ’s emerging 
positioning on food and drink experiences.
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to benefit the promotion of the local wine and tourism industries, along with improved branding 
for local fresh food products as well. 

Figure 3.18:  Wine regions and council names 

Wine Region Council Name 

South Burnett South Burnett Regional Council 

Mornington Peninsular Mornington Peninsular Shire 

Yarra Valley Yarra Ranges Shire 

Barossa Valley Barossa Council 

Clare Valley Clare and Gilbert Valley Council  

Adelaide Hills Adelaide Hills Council 

Margaret River Augusta-Margaret River Shire 

Swan Valley Swan City 

 

Tourism numbers and value in the Southern Downs  

According to the 2018 Earthcheck report, the SDRC area reached a peak of 986,394 total visitors 
in 2009/10.  Visitation in 2016/17 was 822,294, a decline of 17%.  Unfortunately, there is no 
breakdown of figures between the Warwick area and the Granite Belt area.  The tourism industry 
within the area is estimated according to the report to support almost 800 direct full-time 
equivalent (FTE) jobs – there is again no breakdown of this figure by area. 

Lawrence Consulting in 2014 prepared a report for SDRC which estimated the annual impact of 
tourism expenditure in the SDRC area as – “direct output of $169M and additional flow on 
increases in output of $75.6M through other industries for a total industry impact of $244.6M.  A 
further $71.6 M in output in the region can be associated with consumption induced effects.”  This 
produces a total of $316.2M.  Lawrence’s estimate of direct and indirect employment in tourism 
was approximately 1,952 FTE’s. 

There is no breakdown of these figures between the Warwick and Granite Belt areas, but given 
the preponderance of tourism businesses in the Granite Belt (relative to the Southern Downs) it 
is apparent that tourism is of much greater significance to the Granite Belt than to the Warwick 
area.  SDRC figures unfortunately do not assist in establishing employment in tourism or wine as 
these numbers are split amongst various categories such as retail, agriculture etc. 

SDRC in its October 2018 edition of Southern Mail reported the success of a targeted tourism 
marketing campaign by SDRC.  The statistics supporting this were the numbers of visits to 
SDRC’s website, its followers on social media and figures for visitors to the Visitor Information 
Centres (VICs) in Warwick and Stanthorpe.  There appears still to be no actual research by SDRC 
on dollars spent or visitor nights to provide hard evidence of tourism successes.  

Any statistics for VIC visits in recent years are likely to be partially skewed by the increasing use 
of smart phones to garner tourism information and decreased reliance on VIC visiting.  The 
statistics do however have some value in demonstrating trends.  The numbers supplied to SDRC 
in a report for the Council meeting on 22 August 2018 provided figures from 2013 onwards.  These 
are presented in Figure 3.19, supplemented with additional statistics from the Stanthorpe VIC 
from 2006 onwards.  The Figure shows a steady and uninterrupted decline at the Stanthorpe VIC 
since 2009. 
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Figure 3.19:  Visitor information centre (VIC) visitation statistics 2008-2017 

 

3.7 Social, Sporting and Community Organisations 

Community and sporting associations provide coherence to the entire community and are 
essential to creating vibrant communities.  Often the nature and success of such activities reflect 
on the health and wellbeing of that community as a whole.   

Based on the work of the former Stanthorpe Shire Council (SSC) and its long-term close working 
relationship with those groups, Stanthorpe arguably had a much higher level of facilities than 
might have been expected of an urban area of this size.  These included significant public 
buildings such as a civic centre, art gallery and swimming pool and the development of the 
McGlew Street Sporting Complex, accommodating a wide range of sporting activities.   

There have been significant disputes and local controversy regarding the maintenance of sporting 
facilities, the management of the swimming pool complex and the management of the Stanthorpe 
Fitness Centre (formally managed by the YMCA), largely as a result of attempts by SDRC to 
centralise or standardise the management of these facilities.  This demonstrates that policies 
developed generically across a region without sufficient regard to local nuance has resulted in a 
level of controversy and community anguish that would be unlikely to occur in a community-based 
Council as is proposed for the Granite Belt.  

Furthermore, one of the most telling pieces of evidence that can be used to make the point that 
the Granite Belt is and still remains an entirely separate community from the Southern Downs, is 
the recognition that after 10 years of forced co-habitation there have been few (if any) joint 
arrangements forged between any social, sporting and community organisations in the two 
separate regions. 

The Granite Belt has numerous community and service clubs, social, arts, sporting, festival, 
landcare and wildlife associations.  None of those listed in Figure 3.20 and below operate in the 
Southern Downs area and none bear the name ‘Southern Downs’.  All of these services, clubs 
and activities operate solely within the Granite Belt.  Many equivalent organisations exist in 
Warwick and the Southern Downs and likewise operate entirely separately and independently 
within their area. 
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Figure 3.20:  Local community groups 

Amiens History Association Stanthorpe and District Men’s Shed 

Australian Small Winemakers Show Stanthorpe and District Pipe Band 

Community Development Services Stanthorpe Festival Association 

Dante Alighieri Society (Stanthorpe) Inc Stanthorpe Girl Guides 

Granite Belt Choir Stanthorpe Group Combined Rural Fire Group 

Granite Belt Community Band Stanthorpe International Club 

Granite Belt Dance Club Stanthorpe Little Theatre 

Lions Club of Stanthorpe Stanthorpe Regional Art Gallery 

Meals on Wheels Stanthorpe RSL Concert Band 

Probus Club of Stanthorpe Stanthorpe RSL Services Club 

Rotary Club of Stanthorpe Stanthorpe Scouts 

Snowflakes in Stanthorpe Stanthorpe Senior Citizens 

Stanthorpe Agricultural Society Stanthorpe Social Dog Training 

Stanthorpe and District Historical Association Zonta Club of Stanthorpe 

 

In addition to the above list there are five Country Women’s Association (CWA) branches in 
Stanthorpe, Broadwater, Dalveen, Glen Aplin and Wallangarra in the Granite Belt.  Stanthorpe 
also has 21 listed churches and worship groups, including all of the main faiths.  Furthermore, 
there are various local sports clubs for: Archery, Athletics, Basketball, Bowls, Boxing, Bridge, 
Camera, Campdraft, Cars, Chess, Crafts, Cricket, Croquet, Darts, Fishing, Football, Gardening, 
Golf, Clay target shooting, Hockey, Netball, Orienteering, Pottery, Poultry, Rowing, Rugby 
League, Swimming and Tennis and probably many others as well. 

None of the above local groups have the name “Southern Downs” in their title nor encompass the 
Southern Downs region in their activities.  
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4. Critique of 2007 SDRC Amalgamation Rationale 

4.1 Critique of LGRC Analysis Against the Criteria 

The Local Government Reform Commission (LGRC) was announced by the Queensland 
Government on 17 April 2007, and required to report to the Government by 1 August 2007.  
Legislative powers were contained in the Local Government Act, but these were not brought over 
to the Local Government Act 2009.  Therefore, the criteria for determining the 2007 reviews are 
different to those currently in the legislation (as outlined in Chapter 5). 

The following are extracts (in italics) of the legislated Terms of Reference relevant to this area: 

the Reform Commission must consider the grouping of like communities of interest to 
maintain the social fabric and character of communities and areas of the State, and in 
particular, must consider –  

- review areas established under Size, Shape and Sustainability (SSS) review 
processes; and  

- boundaries of areas covered by regions for which regional planning advisory 
committees have been established under the Integrated Planning Act 1997.  

The relevant SSS review areas and regional planning groups were for the entire Darling Downs 
area associated with the Darling Downs Regional Organisation of Councils (DDROC). This did 
not provide any justification for the SDRC amalgamation. 

the Reform Commission’s recommendations must be directed at:  

- consolidating, to the extent practicable, regional natural resource management 
areas, including for example water catchment areas and environmental areas, 
including for example, coastal wetlands; and  

- creating local governments with improved financial sustainability;  

Figure 3.3 in Chapter 3 shows that the former Warwick Shire and Stanthorpe Shire were in 
separate catchment management areas.  Therefore, the Commission recommended an 
amalgamation making the management of the catchments more complex rather than improving 
the situation.  It should also be noted that there is still a separate River Improvement Trust for the 
SSC area. 

In relation to financial sustainability, the experience from 2008 until 2015 was that the 
amalgamated Council was in much worse financial state than either of the former Councils, and 

Key Points 

 LGRC in 2008 erred in its consideration of the SSS review, of the river catchment and 

discrete communities’ requirements 

 The arguments against amalgamation raised by SSC and WSC in 2008 have almost 

all been proven true by subsequent events 

 LGRC’s explicit rationales for amalgamation including economies of scale and 

service efficiency have conversely almost all turned out to be unjustified 

 LGRC relied on incorrect factual assertions about communities of interest between 

Warwick and Stanthorpe in relation to services, shopping, schools, health and 

tourism 
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has only improved recently due to good financial management rather than any amalgamation 
savings. 

in making recommendations for creating new local government area from two or more 
existing local government areas, the Reform Commission must give preference, to the 
extent practicable, to all of the existing local government areas in the new area rather than 
parts of the existing areas.  

The above criterion was fulfilled. 

the Reform Commission must identify options for community representation that reflect 
the diversity of the State’s regions and that promote representation of discrete 
communities;  

The Commission mistakenly considered that the Southern Downs and Granite Belt communities 
were similar. However, the smaller Granite Belt community is a discrete community and the 
amalgamation does not provide adequate representation of that discrete community since it will 
always be in minority on the Council under any electoral arrangement. 

in making its recommendations for new arrangements, the Reform Commission must 
identify any issues requiring further consideration for successfully establishing the new 
arrangements.  

The Commission stated that it had not identified any specific issues. 

the Commission is to have regard to the findings of the Parliamentary Committee for 
Electoral and Administrative Review of the External Boundaries of Local Authorities in 
1992. In having regard to the EARC Report, the Commission should recognise the 
instances where amalgamations and boundary changes have already resulted from that 
process. In particular, given the context of the SEQ Regional Plan, the Commission should 
provide for a continuing Gold Coast City Council and Ipswich City Council, with 
recommendations for adjustments to the external boundaries of these authorities a matter 
for the Commission to consider independently;  

The Commission’s report does not mention these reviews.  However, both of these reviews 
recommended amalgamations around Warwick but not the inclusion of Stanthorpe Shire.  
Subsequently, Warwick City, and Allora, Glengallan and Rosenthal Shires were amalgamated.  It 
does not appear that the Commission properly considered this instance where an amalgamation 
had already resulted from the EARC and PEARC process. 

In summary, it appears that the extremely short timeframe meant that the Commission made 
substantial errors in deciding to recommend the SDRC amalgamation. 

4.2 Critique of LGRC Predictions vs Reality  

The report produced by the Local Government Reform Commission in 2007 contained a separate 
section for each of the recommended amalgamations.  In the case of the SDRC amalgamation 
proposal, this amounted to four pages within that document.12   In the discussion below we draw 
heavily upon those four pages, and provide an assessment of the degree to which the various 
predictions have become reality. 

  

                                                

12 Local Government Reform Commission (2007, Vol.2, pp291-294). 



A New Granite Belt Council 

 

  50 

Strong objections from both communities 

When given the opportunity to present their views on the proposed amalgamations to the Local 
Government Reform Commission, both Stanthorpe and Warwick Shire Councils argued strongly 
against the proposal.  Some of their very convincing arguments were summarised in the July 
2007 report of the Local Government Reform Commission.  These are reproduced below in 
Figures 4.1 and 4.2. 

Almost all of arguments raised by SSC have become reality.  For example, with regards to “loss 
of local representation”, the current SDRC Mayor and Deputy Mayor are both drawn from the 
Southern Downs and only three of the remaining seven councilors are drawn from the Granite 
Belt, providing a total of only three out of nine votes potentially favouring any Granite Belt initiative.   

In addition, “concerns over Warwick’s financial sustainability” have also proven to be well founded 
with SDRC debt ballooning out to by over 100% in the first two terms of the new SDRC. The 
SDRC commenced with debt of $13.1m on 15 March 2008 and this then grew to $27.9m eight 
years later.13  The QTC’s most recent financial sustainability rating (in 2014-15) was Weak with a 
Negative Outlook.  This is much worse than SSC’s Moderate with a Neutral Outlook, and slightly 
worse than WSC’s Weak with a Developing Outlook. Recent improvements in the Council’s 
finances are due to its financial management rather than the amalgamation.  

The “distinctly different cultural and social values” of the two communities are evidenced by the 
fact that none of the many social, community or sporting groups within the two communities (eg. 
Rotary, etc.) have formed any alliances or merged in the past 10 years (refer to Section 3.7 
above). 

Figure 4.1:  Stanthorpe Shire Council stated reasons for opposing amalgamation 

 

Source: Local Government Reform Commission (2007, Vol.2, pp291-294) 

 

The arguments against amalgamation put forward by the Warwick Shire Council are summarized 
in Figure 4.2.  They also clearly refer to differences in culture, community interests, river 
catchments, etc. and also prophetically conclude that: 

                                                

13 SDRC Annual Reports https://www.sdrc.qld.gov.au/council/publications/annual-reports. 

Stanthorpe Shire Council reasons for opposing amalgamation:  

 detrimental impact on the development of the community;  

 loss of local representation;  

 loss of services which meet the needs of the community;  

 loss of employment opportunities;  

 reduced local government support of local businesses;  

 loss of important community assets;  

 reduced allocation of local government funds toward local projects;  

 loss or downgrading of local services; and  

 potential to lose some or all of the local identity and sense of community.  

Stanthorpe Shire Council also highlighted the fact that it is a culturally diverse community, with positive 
population growth and is financially sustainable. Council provides stable leadership, has a skilled 
workforce and provides a full range of services to the community.  

Stanthorpe Shire Council is opposed to amalgamation with Warwick Shire Council on the basis of 
distinctly different cultural and social values, different economic drivers, concerns over Warwick’s 
financial sustainability, no planning and growth management advantages and different catchment areas. 
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 “The view is that amalgamation would act to the detriment of both communities.” 

There is little doubt that this amalgamation has been to the detriment of both communities, with 
both regions clearly being held back by a council required to produce a rigid set of “one size fits 
all policies” which have created a degree of dysfunction and unhappiness which is plain for all to 
see - to both those who live in these two beautiful regions – and any others who may read the on-
going dramas that are regularly reported in the local press (refer to Section 2.3 above). 

Figure 4.2:  Warwick Shire Council stated reasons for opposing amalgamation 

 

Source: Local Government Reform Commission (2007, Vol.2, pp291-294) 

 

LGRC arguments for amalgamation 

Not only have the legitimate concerns of the Granite Belt and Southern Downs communities 
proven to be correct, but the rationale provided for their amalgamation by the LGRC in their 2007 
report has been proven to be equally incorrect.  The LGRC rationale is outlined in Figure 4.3 
below.  These arguments have been assessed by our Financial Analysis sub-committee and the 
conclusion is that many of these arguments clearly do not stand up to scrutiny in the case at hand.   

Service delivery and efficiencies 

First, let us consider economies of scale.  The populous areas of the Granite Belt and Southern 
Downs are separated by a fall of approximately 400 metres in elevation while passing through a 
large area of sparsely populated rural landscape set either side the New England Highway, that 
links the two major towns of Stanthorpe and Warwick via 60kms of bitumen (refer to the roads 
map presented in Section 3.4).  These two towns have distinctly separate municipal infrastructure.  
Their water supply networks are not connected at all and are supplied by entirely different water 
catchment dams and water treatment plants.  The sewerage networks are entirely separate and 
served by different waste water treatment plants.  Each town also maintains its own hard waste 
facility.  The notion that economies of scale can be achieved by merging these two independent 
sets of water, waste and sewerage facilities that lie in small towns 60kms apart does not accord 
with any notion of scale economies taught in any university in the western world.  Furthermore, 
the reality is that the SDRC has been obliged to create an extra layer of administration to oversee 
the two geographically separate sets of systems, arguably increasing costs rather than reducing 
them.   

Warwick Shire Council is opposed to amalgamation on the basis that:  

 The present shire is the result of the amalgamation of four local governments in 1994 and does not 
want to see its residents subjected to a similar amalgamation process.  

 Council has an extensive range of professional staff providing a range of services outside of what 
is expected from a traditional local government.  

 Council has always been committed to regional groupings for resource cost and intelligence sharing.  

 Warwick essentially forms the Condamine River catchment area.  

 It sees value in the shared service model.  

Amalgamation with Stanthorpe Shire is opposed on the basis of differences in culture, absence of 
shared community interest and different river catchment areas. The view is that amalgamation would 
act to the detriment of both communities.  

 



A New Granite Belt Council 

 

  52 

Figure 4.3:  LGRC rationale for amalgamation 

 

Source: Local Government Reform Commission (2007, Vol.2, pp291-294) 

Similar comments can be made regarding the other claimed areas of potential scale economies 
listed in Figure 4.3.  The maintenance of road networks in the two previous council areas of the 
Granite Belt and Southern Downs have largely continued to be provided out of geographically 
separate depots in Stanthorpe and Warwick because this is clearly the most economically 
sensible model to adopt given the geographical layout of roads across the SDRC area.  Hence 
there have been no efficiency savings achieved.  However, there is some anecdotal evidence of 
increased costs resulting from travel times and costs for staff travelling between the two 
Administrative centres and depots.  Furthermore, there is the issue of increased gravel costs 
resulting from the SDRC deciding to implement a “one size fits all” policy of requiring the 

Service delivery and efficiencies 

Service delivery improved through realising economies of scale by bringing together  

- planning;  
- managing water, waste and sewerage;  
- managing and maintaining road networks;  
- utilising plant;  
- managing waste; and  
- undertaking core corporate activities including executive and administrative functions, 

finance, and information technology. 

Increasing the capacity of the local government through a larger asset and revenue base enhances the 
prospects of the new council attracting, developing and retaining the skills base required to undertake 
planning for and actively managing the social, economic development and environmental issues across 
the region. 

The amalgamated local government will have greater capacity to institutionalise knowledge, build pools 
of skills around core functions and undertake succession planning.  

Enhance the capacity of the new local government to engage with industry and State and Federal 
Governments in relation to economic development and management of the region. 

Communities of interest 

• Warwick is the main service centre for the region although Stanthorpe also supplies significant 
services. To the extent that services are not available within the existing Stanthorpe Shire, 
residents would generally travel to Warwick.  

• The region is heavily dependent on agriculture with tourism becoming increasingly important.  
• Higher order educational and health services are located at Warwick which links communities 

to that centre. 
• While the economy is to a large extent based on agriculture and tourism and industries that 

support the agricultural industry (eg abattoirs and wineries), the majority of the population live 
in Warwick and Stanthorpe.  

• All towns in the region are in relatively close proximity to each other with Warwick and 
Stanthorpe being easily accessible. The maximum travelling time between Warwick and any 
other town in the amalgamated local government is around one hour. Most towns in the region 
are either on or close to the New England or Cunningham Highways.  

• No natural barriers between the communities. 

Financial sustainability 

The Queensland Treasury Corporation Financial Sustainability Review ratings of the local governments 
are: 

• Warwick Shire Council – weak (developing); and 

• Stanthorpe Shire Council – moderate (neutral). 

The amalgamation of the local governments removes structural inefficiencies that may inhibit the 
region’s ability to improve its financial sustainability going forward. 
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Stanthorpe depot to truck in gravel from two distant quarries in the Southern Downs, rather than 
following the old Stanthorpe Shire Council practice of sourcing road gravel from nearby properties 
at a much lower cost.  It does make perfect sense for the Southern Downs to not adopt the Granite 
Belt policy because of the predominance of heavy basalt soils in the Southern Downs which are 
not suitable for gravel sourcing, but this clearly provides further evidence of how difficult it is for 
one council to manage two vastly different regions with vastly different geographies, soil types 
and so on. 

In addition to these observations, the notion that scale economies can be achieved in core 
corporate activities including executive and administrative functions, finance, and information 
technology have unfortunately proven to be unfounded in the case of the SDRC.  For example, 
in conducting his financial analysis for Chapter 6, the consultant Mr David Spearritt has made use 
of detailed budget information (kindly) supplied by Goondiwindi and Mareeba Councils to 
benchmark the potential structures of the proposed new Granite Belt and Southern Downs 
councils.  In doing this he has noted that the costs associated with some of their activities are less 
than those of the SDRC in 2017/18.  Noting that Goondiwindi and Mareeba populations are similar 
to those of the Granite Belt and Southern Downs, respectively, this provides evidence that scale 
economies are not present in this particular case. 

The remaining three items listed under service delivery and efficiencies in Figure 4.3 are almost 
identical to those listed for all of the other proposed council amalgamations in that 2007 LGRC 
report.  We will simply make note of the fact that growth in the SDRC area has not accelerated 
since amalgamation (refer to Section 3.5) and that staff turnover of a reported 15% per year in 
the SDRC, due to the inherent dysfunction created by merging these two disparate communities, 
has ensured that any possible benefits of building pools of skills and succession planning are far 
from being achieved relative to the stable workforce which existed in the SSC prior to 
amalgamation. 

Communities of interest 

Many of the comments written in the section on communities of interest in Figure 4.3 are 
misleading or inaccurate. Firstly, it stated that: 

“Warwick is the main service centre for the region although Stanthorpe also supplies 
significant services. To the extent that services are not available within the existing 
Stanthorpe Shire, residents would generally travel to Warwick.” 

This is not accurate.  Warwick is the larger service centre in terms of retail shopping, with a few 
larger retail stores, such as Big W and Bunnings, but otherwise provides very similar services to 
Stanthorpe.  Stanthorpe is served by three large supermarkets (Aldi, Woolworths and Supa IGA) 
along with various small to medium sized specialty stores selling clothing, gifts, electronics, etc. 
If the residents of Stanthorpe wish to do any major shopping for larger items they almost invariably 
travel to Toowoomba (1.5 hours) or Brisbane (2.5 hours) or make use of online shopping.  It 
should also be noted that many people from Tenterfield in NSW also come to Stanthorpe to shop. 

In terms of services supplying local businesses, the Granite Belt is very well served from within 
the Granite Belt itself.  This is essentially because the industries of the Granite Belt are unique 
compared to the rest of Queensland because of our unique climate, unique soil types and unique 
culture.  We have many important service businesses such as Netpro providing many millions of 
dollars of netting to local horticulture every year; Landmark and Elders and CRT supplying millions 
of dollars of drip irrigation tubing and weed suppression matting and specialist fungicides and 
fertilisers to local horticulture each year;  the Queensland College of Wine Tourism (QCWT) 
providing specialist yeasts and additives and wine testing services to local wineries; hospitality 
supply businesses providing supplies to hundreds of tourist accommodation, cellar doors, 
restaurants, breweries, cideries and other hospitality businesses in the Granite Belt.  There is little 
doubt that business flowing from Granite Belt residents to Warwick businesses would be limited 
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at best. Furthermore, the journey to work statistics in Chapter 5 shows a negligible (1 to 1.5%) 
commuting between the two areas, and this would primarily be Council staff. 

In Figure 4.3 it is stated: 

“The region is heavily dependent on agriculture with tourism becoming increasingly 
important.”  

The vast majority of agricultural activity in the Granite Belt relates to horticultural activities, such 
as vegetables, fruit orchards and wine grapes, while in the Southern Downs the main activities 
are broadacre cropping and intensive livestock, such as grain crops, cattle feedlots, dairies and 
piggeries.  These are not minor percentage differences across two regions, these are substantial 
differences.  For example, in Figure 3.14 in Chapter 3 we note that according to the ABS in 2006 
there were 18,622 hectares of grain crops planted in the Southern Downs compared with 0 
hectares in the Granite Belt; there were 12,648 head of dairy cows in the Southern Downs 
compared with just 7 in the Granite Belt; 51 hectares of orchard trees in the Southern Downs 
versus a much larger 3,087 hectares in the Granite Belt; and so on.  If you add the fact that all 
wineries and vineyards are located in the Granite Belt and none in the Southern Downs it 
becomes apparent that claiming that the two regions are both involved in agriculture and hence 
should be merged is questionable to say the very least. 

The report also says that tourism is becoming increasingly important.  This is true for the Granite 
Belt, where a tourism industry based on wine, food and national parks is plain for all to see, with 
many tourists flocking to the Granite Belt every weekend during the cooler months, sustaining 34 
cellar doors (many with restaurants and cafes), five tour companies, numerous tourist 
accommodation providers, plus boutique breweries, cheese producers, and much more.  In 
addition to this, the iconic Girraween National Park in the southern end of the Granite Belt also 
receives 120,000 visitors per year, with a third of these staying overnight and camping in the park.  
The tourism industry in the Southern Downs is comparably very small, mostly relying on a few 
events such as rodeos and motor sports.   As discussed in Section 3.6, the tourism differences 
between the two regions is significant. 

In Figure 4.3 it is stated: 

“Higher order educational and health services are located at Warwick which links 
communities to that centre.” 

This is factually incorrect.  The Granite Belt has 12 primary schools and two high schools.  To our 
knowledge, very few Granite Belt families send their children to schools in Warwick.  Some 
Granite Belt students do attend boarding schools in Brisbane and Toowoomba, but this would be 
a handful at most.  We estimate that more students would actually come from Tenterfield and 
Texas to attend schools in the Granite Belt.  Stanthorpe has the Queensland College of Wine 
Tourism (QCWT) which is co-funded by the University of Southern Queensland.  Warwick has no 
equivalent facility.  Granite Belt students who leave home to attend university generally go to 
university in Brisbane, Toowoomba and the Gold Coast and certainly do not go to Warwick. 

Health services in Stanthorpe and Warwick are also very similar.  The one exception we are 
aware of is orthodontics, where Warwick has one specialist.  Otherwise, any Granite Belt resident 
seeking specialist medical treatment that is not available in Stanthorpe will generally obtain these 
services in Brisbane, Toowoomba and the Gold Coast. 
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Financial Sustainability 

In Figure 4.3 it is stated: 

“The amalgamation of the local governments removes structural inefficiencies that may 
inhibit the region’s ability to improve its financial sustainability going forward.” 

This assertion has proven to be entirely incorrect in the case at hand.  Prior to amalgamation the 
QTC Financial Sustainability Review ratings of the SSC was “moderate (neutral)” thanks to its 
excellent track record of prudent financial management.  The amalgamated SDRC subsequently 
increased debt levels and rates and has never achieved a rating as strong as this in the 
subsequent 10 years of operation.  This topic is discussed further in Section 4.1. 

In summary, this section demonstrates that neither community wanted amalgamation, that both 
communities had valid reasons for opposing amalgamation and that many of the LGRC 
arguments for the amalgamation of these two particular councils were incorrect. 
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5. Checklist of Current Change Commission 
Requirements 

5.1 Local Government Regulation Criteria 

In this section we list the criteria for consideration relating to a change of boundaries as specified 
in Local Government Regulation 2012 (Chapter 1 Part 2). In the subsequent sections we 
demonstrate that all of the criteria are satisfied. 

The criteria: 

Part 2 Changing a local government area, name or representation 

Division 1 Changing boundaries of a local government 

8 What div 1 is about  

This division prescribes, for section 19(2)(c) of the Act, the other matters to be considered by the 
change commission if a proposed local government change relates to a change of the boundaries 
of a local government area.  

9 Communities of interest  

(1) The external boundaries of a local government area should be drawn in a way that has 
regard to communities of interest, including that the local government area should 
generally—  

(a) reflect local communities, for example, the geographical pattern of human activities 
(where people live, work and engage in leisure activities), and the linkages between 
local communities; and  

(b) have a centre, or centres, of administration and service easily accessible to its 
population; and  

(c) ensure effective elected representation for residents and ratepayers; and  

(d) have external boundaries that— 

(i) do not divide local neighbourhoods or adjacent rural and urban areas with 
common interests or interdependencies, including, for example, economic, 
cultural and ethnic interests or interdependencies; and  

(ii) subject to the water catchment principle—follow the natural geographical 
features and non-natural features separating different communities; and  

(iii) do not dissect properties.  

(2) The water catchment principle is the principle that water catchment areas should generally 

Key Points 

 The criteria for boundary changes under the Act are noted 

 Compliance with each of the criteria is assessed 

 Electoral divisions or joint arrangements would not provide a solution 

 More efficient delivery of services and planning is achievable  

 Both new councils would have sufficient resource bases and be financially 

sustainable 
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be included in the local government area they service.  

10 Joint arrangements  

(1) Regard should be had to whether or not a joint arrangement should be established instead 
of, or in combination with, a change to the external boundaries of a local government area.  

(2)  A joint arrangement includes the following— 

(a  a joint local government; 

(b) a joint standing committee; 

(c) joint action by agreement; 

(d) the joint exercise of local government jurisdiction or the joint operation of an activity, 
facility or service; 

(e) an agreement on, or extension of, an activity, facility or service outside a local 
government area; 

(f)  a contribution for the operation of an activity, facility or service outside a local 
government area; 

(g)  resource sharing by local governments;  

(h)  any other type of arrangement of a joint nature the change commission considers 
appropriate, including an arrangement not dealt with under the Act.  

11 Planning  

The external boundaries of a local government area should be drawn in a way that—  

(a) helps in— 
(i) the planning and development for the benefit of the local government area; and 
(ii) the efficient and effective operation of its facilities, services and activities; and  

(b) has regard to existing and expected population growth 

12 Resource base sufficiency 

A local government should have a sufficient resource base— 

(a) to be able to efficiently and effectively exercise its jurisdiction and operate facilities, 
services and activities; and  

(b) to be flexible and responsive in the exercise of its jurisdiction and the operation of its 
activities, facilities and services.  

We assert that our Submission complies with each of the matters that the Change Commission 
is required to consider, as outlined in the following commentary. 

5.2 Communities of Interest 

Boundaries - The proposed boundaries have been drawn to reflect the differing urban and 

rural communities of interest. This includes the geographical pattern of human activities and the 
linkages between the local communities.  

The only significant physical connection between the former Warwick and Stanthorpe areas is the 
New England Highway, which is a state and federal responsibility.  

Figure 5.1 below shows that, of journeys to work within SDRC, only a negligible 1.5% of SSC 
area (i.e. Granite Belt) residents travel to any part of the WSC area (i.e. Southern Downs) for 
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work, and similarly only 1% of WSC area residents travel to any part of the SSC area for work.14  
It is likely that a large percentage of this travel between the two communities is actually council 
staff. 

Figure 5.1:  Journeys to work data 

 

Chapter 3 of this submission explains that the Granite Belt area and Southern Downs area are 
very different and distinct communities.  The Local Government Reform Commission (LGRC) was 
too simplistic in its assessment that the two former Council areas are both agricultural in nature, 
given that the Granite Belt has a distinct horticultural focus whereas the former Warwick Shire 
primarily engages in broad acre cropping and intensive livestock.    

Centre/s of Administration - The proposed Centres of Administration would be the towns of 

Stanthorpe for GBRC and Warwick for the new SDRC.  These towns already contain the former 
council administrative centres, depots and customer service centres.  The services to these 
respective communities are still able to be delivered from the local depots and administrative 
offices. 

Representation – The proposed new Councils would provide greater representation of and 

accountability to the respective communities of interest.  We propose that GBRC would be 
represented by a Mayor and four Councilors, as is the case with the similar sized Douglas Shire 
Council.  We have assumed that the remaining SDRC would require six Councilors and a Mayor. 
SDRC is currently represented by eight Councilors and a Mayor.  Overall representation will be 
substantially increased in each area. 

Neighbourhoods – As outlined in the previous sections, the Granite Belt and Southern Downs 

are physically separate communities, connected only by 60 kilometres of the New England 
Highway.15  

Water Catchments – The previous boundaries generally reflect water catchment areas.16   

                                                

14 Source – ABS Census 2016.  
15 The only potential but minor boundary issue relates to the Dalveen area (population approx. 300). This area was 
part of the former Warwick Shire but is physically closer to Stanthorpe. Further details are outlined in the separate 
Chapter 8 on Dalveen. 
16 With the possible exception of Dalveen. This is addressed in the Dalveen Chapter, however the inclusion of 
Dalveen in the new Council would not have any material impact on management of the water catchments (refer to 
Section 3.2). 
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Properties – The previous boundaries did not dissect properties.17  

5.3 Joint Arrangements  

The two areas have independent water, wastewater, waste disposal and depot servicing facilities. 
This means that there are no pressing needs for joint arrangements to enable day to day 
operations. We propose that the new and remaining Councils could consider whether there would 
be any potential efficiencies in joint arrangements in areas such as: 

 Libraries, 

 Plant, and  

 Back office services  

Tenterfield Council, which adjoins the Granite Belt, has informally expressed interest in joint 
arrangements in areas such as plant and equipment.  The geography of the Tenterfield area is 
much more similar to the Granite Belt than the latter is to the Southern Downs area.  Joint 
Arrangements may also be useful with the adjoining Goondiwindi Regional Council (GRC).  For 
example, the GRC town of Texas is 14km closer to Stanthorpe than Goondiwindi, (although still 
100kms from Stanthorpe) which could make service provision to Texas marginally more efficient 
from the new GBRC.  We note that the 1928 Royal Commission recommended the inclusion of 
the Texas area into Stanthorpe Shire.  Ultimately, this would be a matter for the new GBRC and 
Goondiwindi Councils to pursue. 

Although some joint arrangements are possible, our case for de-amalgamation is not dependent 
on any such arrangements for ongoing service provision.  Some interim joint arrangements are 
likely to be required during the transition period. 

We have not identified any joint arrangements which would overcome the need for de-
amalgamation. 

The SDRC Annual Report 2017-18 shows that the following Joint Arrangements are in place: 

 Coffs Harbour City Council (City Smart Solutions): review of SCADA network, supply, 
installation and commissioning of switchboards for sewer pump stations.  

 Toowoomba Regional Council: Laboratory services (sewer samples), storage and delivery of 
chlorine gas.  

 Scenic Rim Regional Council: bridge maintenance.· Qld Government Chief Procurement 
Office-Caltex Fuel- QLD Government Fuel contract (agreement 370).  

There is no reason why these arrangements could not be continued with a separate Council, 
however this will be a matter for any new Council to determine. 

Electoral Divisions  

The current SDRC has no electoral Divisions, but at least three Councilors have been elected 
from the Granite Belt area in each term of Council. Electoral Divisions must be drawn to provide 
equal representation within specified tolerances. With eight Councilors and 32% of the population, 
this means that the Granite Belt is only entitled to 2.56 electoral Divisions. As such, one electoral 
Division would need to traverse the vastly under-populated area between the northern Granite 
Belt and Rosenthal Heights bordering Warwick. There is no community of interest between these 

                                                

17 If Dalveen is included in the new Council, the boundaries would need to be drawn to ensure that properties are 
not dissected.  The Dalveen area is defined as postcode 4374. 
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two areas, so such a Division would be problematic to manage or represent. Furthermore, 
electoral Divisions would mean that at most the Granite Belt would have three Councilors, and is 
only guaranteed to have two Councilors. Under the undivided Council approach which has applied 
since amalgamation, the Granite Belt has had at least three local Councilors.  Electoral Divisions 
cannot improve the situation. 

5.4 Planning  

Planning and Development – Development in the Granite Belt has been relatively stagnant 

since amalgamation (refer to buildings approval data in Section 3.5).  The proposed new Council 
will be better able to plan for the development of the Granite Belt by focusing on its unique needs, 
and similar benefits would occur in the remaining area.  

Efficient Operations – As noted previously, most of the day to day service delivery is still 

delivered from either Warwick or Stanthorpe to the respective areas.  Each has separate 
administration centres, libraries, water and wastewater facilities, waste disposal facilities and 
works depots.  Therefore, the operational efficiency of these services would not be adversely 
affected, and potentially could benefit from services being more focused on the vastly different 
needs of each area.  We have identified the potential for improved operational efficiencies in the 
new GBRC area by applying the Goondiwindi service delivery model for the following functions: 

 Economic Development 

 Planning 

 Plumbing and Building, and 

 CEO’s office. 

Further, there is the opportunity to reduce Information Technology costs by moving immediately 
to Cloud-based “Software as a Service” (SaaS) which is now available, instead of the traditional 
server-based IT functions. 

Population Growth  

All future population growth areas are well away from the proposed boundaries.  Therefore, there 
is no potential for urban overspill problems in the foreseeable future.  

5.5 Resource Base  

The following chapter outlines the financial situation for the proposed new GBRC and new SDRC. 
It demonstrates that both Councils would be financially sustainable.  Current cash balances, if 
equitably distributed would easily cover the de-amalgamation costs, and there is forecast to be 
healthy operating surpluses in both Councils.  The forecasts also show that there is sufficient 
resource base in both areas to finance the capital works contained in SDRC’s current 10-year 
program adopted in the 2018-19 budget. 

Efficient and Effective  

Creation of a new Council enables the new and remaining Councils to establish an efficient level 
of staffing focused on the differing needs of the different communities.  Staffing levels for GBRC 
and its financial structure have been benchmarked on the highly successful adjoining Goondiwindi 
Regional Council, and the new SDRC on Mareeba Shire Council.  The aim is to create two local 
councils that are not burdened by layers of administration supervising activities in multiple sites, 
but which each has a lean and focused team of staff with pride in, and a close connection with, 
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their local communities. 

Flexible and Responsive  

The financial outline in the following chapter demonstrates that both proposed Councils will have 
flexibility in its resources to be responsive to community needs.  

To conclude, all criteria in the relevant Legislation are satisfied in this GBRC case. 
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6. Financial Viability Analysis 

This chapter presents the financial analysis of our financial consultant, Mr David Spearritt, who 
was the Director, Financial Review with Officer of Local Government Commissioner during the 
1990’s amalgamations, and has over 40-year Local Government financial management 
experience, including Chief Financial Officer of two very large Councils.  He also provided due 
diligence advice to three of the four recent de-amalgamations in Queensland. 

A letter from Mr David Spearritt outlining his involvement in this project is provided in Appendix 
R.  A copy of the Financial Modelling Spreadsheets are provided in Appendix S as an electronic 
attachment.  These consist of 3 Excel Spreadsheets of the DGL Financial Template, provided to 
the Minister and Council for the following scenarios: 

1. Base case – best estimate expenditure split between the two Councils  
2. Pre-amalgamation split between the two Councils  
3. 2.5% rate increases in lieu of LTFP assumptions 

6.1 Financial Sustainability 

The letter from the Minister to the Association dated 30 May 2018 outlined the criteria to be met 
before a referral to the Local Government Change Commission (LGCC).  In relation to financial 
matters, the following criteria were outlined: 

“Assessments demonstrating the future financial sustainability of all proposed new Local 
Government areas, including an agreement on the transfer of assets and liabilities and 
the impacts on existing employees, if such a proposal was to go ahead.” 

Our consultant adviser was co-author of a landmark study on Local Government financial 

sustainability in Queensland “Factors impacting Local Government Financial Sustainability – A 

Council Segment Approach” for the Local Government Association Queensland (LGAQ) in 2013. 

The segment which is relevant to this situation is the Rural-Regional segment, which includes 

SDRC and is defined as “Local Governments located inland which are geographically large and 

Key Points 

 The GBRC like Gympie Regional Council would have one main service delivery point 

from the middle of its Council area which creates significant operational efficiencies 

 Under the most conservative assumptions GBRC will be financially sustainable and 

the new SDRC even stronger than currently 

 GBRC will generate sufficient cash to fund the relevant capital works in the SDRC’s 

long-term financial plan  

 Allocation of assets and liabilities should be relatively straightforward 

 Assuming an equitable allocation of staff between the two new councils there should 

be no need for redundancies 

 Transition costs should be under $1million, but we have conservatively modelled the 

actual costs of the similar-sized Douglas Shire de-amalgamation 

 Even with a worst-case scenario for transition costs, they can be totally funded from 

transferred cash balances (assuming a population-based allocation) 

 Apart from a one-off operating deficit in year 1 from the transition costs, both councils 

are forecast to maintain healthy operating surpluses on 10-year forecasts 

 Risks and opportunities have been identified 
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contain populations of greater than 10,000 residents, and generally have a high level of reliance 

on agricultural activities.”  Both new Councils would also belong to this Rural-Regional segment 

as is the de-amalgamated Mareeba Shire and the adjoining Goondiwindi Regional Council.  

In this report, the key factors affecting Local Government financial sustainability in the rural 
regional segment was identified as: Appropriate long-term financial and asset management 
planning, and the ability to fund infrastructure renewal given the lack of Queensland Government 

subsidies.”   

The Department has provided the Association with a Financial Template for proponents to 
undertake modelling of the financials for the existing, new and remaining Councils. Guidelines in 
the model require: 

 When preparing forecasts for both New Council and Remaining Council, it is important to 
note that all direct costs of de-amalgamation must be estimated.  

 These costs may include, but are not limited to: 
o one-off costs relating to implementation and due diligence, community and staff 

engagement, and information and communication technology (ICT). 
o fixed asset costs relating to the cost of purchasing new ICT equipment and any other 

new plant and equipment required for SSC to maintain service delivery standards. 

 Incremental annual recurring costs incurred by either New Council or Remaining Council as 
a result of diseconomies of scale created by de-amalgamation should be incorporated into 
the forecasts for the relevant Council, but these will be borne by each individual de-
amalgamated Council separately.  

 All costs of de-amalgamation for both the proposed New Council and Remaining Council, 

whether direct or indirect, should be included in the forecasts for each Council, and clearly 

documented and justified.  One-off costs should be included as expenditure in the first 

forecast year. 

A completed Financial Template fulfilling these requirements accompanies this document in 

electronic form. The graphs and other information outlined below are sourced from that 

template. 

6.2 Service Area Cost Structures 

Many of the amalgamated Councils in Queensland have multiple major towns and service 
centres, which means that there are limited opportunities for economies of scale.  The Council 
which is consistently assessed by QTC as having the highest level of financial sustainability (“Very 
Strong”) is not one of the largest Councils but Gympie Regional Council and its predecessor 
Cooloola Shire.  Gympie has the significant advantage over most of the other mid-sized Regional 
Councils that it is has one main service delivery point in the middle of the Council area.  The 
proposed GBRC shares that benefit, with most services being delivered from the town of 
Stanthorpe.  This service efficiency is likely to more than offset any diseconomies of scale 
associated with larger population in the current Council.  The proposed new SDRC similarly has 
a principal major town of Warwick, but it also provides services from medium sized towns such 
as Allora and Killarney, as well as a mobile library, which are usually relatively expensive to 
operate.  This latter service does not operate in the Granite Belt. 

6.3 SDRC Financial History 

Prior to amalgamation, QTC rated SSC as having “Moderate” financial sustainability, with a 
neutral outlook.  WSC was rated as having “Weak” with a Developing (uncertain) outlook.  The 
LGRC claimed that the amalgamation would remove structural inefficiencies inhibiting the ability 
of Councils to improve financial sustainability. 
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Since amalgamation, the Council’s financial results have been a roller-coaster, as shown in Figure 
6.1 below. 

Figure 6.1:  SDRC operating results 

 

 

Some of these variations are due to accounting standards which did not allow some revenues 
and expenses to be matched in the same year as associated expenditure, for example disaster 
recovery works, and an advance general-purpose grant in 2017 (made to all Australian Councils) 
of $4m.  The large deficits in 2012-2015 are understood to be mostly associated with substantial 
flood recovery works which were not eligible for reimbursement under the disaster recovery 
guidelines.  These flood works were in the Southern Downs area. 

The most recent formal QTC assessment was made in 2014-15 when Council had a history of 
substantial operating deficits.  QTC then rated SDRC as having Weak financial sustainability with 
a negative outlook.  This is a lower rating than both of the former Councils.  We understand that 
QTC has since met with Council but has not undertaken a revised a formal financial assessment. 
Our consultant’s advice is that the more recent history of substantial operating surpluses, and the 
forecast surpluses are likely to result in a higher credit rating of “Moderate” or even “Sound” during 
the next credit review.  

These results demonstrate that amalgamations do not automatically lead to improved financial 
sustainability.  The vastly improved results in the last three financial years appear to be due to 
strong financial management by the Council, including greater efficiencies by steadily reducing 
staff numbers, rather than due to any amalgamation benefits.   

During the de-amalgamation reviews 2012-13 which were implemented in 2014, SDRC’s finances 
were in such poor condition that a de-amalgamation of the Granite Belt would not have been 
financially viable.  Although there have been some one-off accounting complexities affecting the 
recent years, the average operating surplus over the last three years is approximately 11% of 
operating revenues which is above the Queensland Government and QTC target range of 0-10%. 
This means that the Council finances are currently in a very healthy state. 

6.4 Operating Revenues and Costs 

The GBCA is very grateful to the SDRC for providing the financial information requested.  This 
includes a detailed operating budget for all Council functions.  Where the budget identified the 
location, those costs and revenues were assigned to the two proposed Councils.  Large cost 
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items such as road operating costs were not able to be assigned by location, however the Council 
supplied information on urban and rural road lengths which were used to apportion these costs. 
Other costs and revenues which were not able to be allocated by areas were apportioned by the 
population share.  

The Council appears to have a very conservative budgeting approach, which is quite prudent for 
financial management, but does not necessarily reflect the likely outcomes in the financial 
forecasts.  For example, the Council budgeted for relatively low operating surpluses in 2017-18 
and 2018-19 of $318,000 and $146,000 respectively.  However, the actual audited operating 
surplus for 2017-18 was significantly higher, at $5.6m, and 2018-19 is likely to be correspondingly 
higher also.  Therefore, our consultant has recalibrated the starting point of the 10-year forecasts 
based on the actual audited results and then applied the inflation and other assumptions 
underpinning the forward estimates. 

Importantly, the financial analysis shows that under the most conservative assumptions, the 
proposed new GBRC will be financially sustainable once the transition costs have been digested, 
at the same rate increases as included in the SDRC Long Term Financial Plan (LTFP).  That is, 
without any additional rate increases required. The finances of the new SDRC are likely to be 
even stronger than the current SDRC situation. 

6.5 Capital Works 

The following graph (Figure 6.2) prepared by our financial consultant demonstrates that the 
proposed new Council will generate sufficient cash to fund the SD-related capital works included 
in the SDRC forward estimates. It will also be able to cover the level of depreciation. (“Net Capex” 
is the cost of planned capital works after capital revenue (eg. grants)). These figures assume that 
the transition costs occur in the 2019-2020 financial year. 

Figure 6.2:  GBRC ability to fund capital works 

 

The Council budget contains a 10-year schedule of capital works, which has been allocated to 
the two areas.  Where projects are identifiable by location these have been assigned to the 
respective areas.  Where they are generic/whole-of-Council, these have been split proportionally 
based on population.  Plant replacements have also been included, but assumed to be partly 
funded from the depreciation charges, Council’s internal plant hire rates, and sales of plant being 
replaced. 
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The financial forecasts demonstrate that the GBRC will be able to finance the capital works 
contained in the 10-year capital program adopted in the Council’s 2018-19 Budget.  In addition, 
there is capacity for an average $3.7m per year for discretionary capital spending, plus available 
cash of $16m for any contingencies. 

The LGAQ report on factors affecting Local Government financial sustainability noted that the key 
issue for Rural/Regional Councils is the appropriate long-term financial and asset management 
planning, and the ability to fund infrastructure renewal given the lack of Queensland Government 
subsidies.  SDRC is well advanced in its Asset Management Plans (AMP) and has based the 10-
year capital Program on these plans. This satisfactorily addresses the need to have the ability to 
fund the necessary infrastructure renewal program in Council’s LTFP.  Therefore, provided the 
new GBRC continues this process, it will also address this issue.  The most difficult part of the 
asset and financial planning is obtaining the detailed asset data on each asset, such their values, 
lifespans and condition and SDRC appear to have achieved this.  

6.6 Assets and Liabilities 

Allocation of assets and liabilities should be relatively straight-forward, as there is no 
interconnected Council infrastructure.  

Assets on the ground would be automatically transferred to the new GBRC.  We suggest that 
non-physical assets such as cash and investments should be apportioned by population.  Based 
on the audited 2018 Financial Statements, this would result in an initial cash balance of around 
$15.5m on the current balances, and $13m at the commencement of the new GBRC.  This is only 
slightly lower than the cash that the SSC brought into the amalgamation ($15,536,000), as shown 
in the audited SDRC 2009 Financial Statements (Note 15). 

Loan liabilities have been identified by SDRC and included in financial modelling.  These are 
approximately in line with a population share.  

Allocation of other liabilities, such as staff leave liabilities would be those liabilities associated with 
the transferred employees.  

The Regulation states that assets located in the transferring area immediately prior to the transfer 
belong to the new Council.  This would include office equipment including computer equipment, 
and moveable plant and equipment.  

6.7 Staffing 

The 2014 de-amalgamations resulted in a large number of staff redundancies in the new councils, 
because the remaining Councils were given discretion to transfer more than the required number 
of staff to the new Council.  According to information provided by the SDRC, the Council currently 
has 64.2 FTE staff located at the Stanthorpe Depot, and 44.4 FTE staff located in the Stanthorpe 
office, giving a total of 109 FTE’s.  This is virtually unchanged from the pre-amalgamation levels 
of 65 and 45 respectively. 

According to the Council’s Annual Report 2017-18, Council had 323.5 FTE staff.  The financial 
modelling for employee costs results in an allocation which is very close to the population 
relativities.  Therefore, we have assumed that 64 depot-based staff and 45 office staff would be 
transferred.  The depot staff currently provide the field services to the Granite Belt and would 
need to be retained by the new Council.  

In addition, it is proposed that the executive structure would be based on the Goondiwindi 
Regional Council (GRC) structure and pay-scales.  Under this model there would be a CEO and 
two Directors.  The Goondiwindi cost structure for this has been provided by GRC and those costs 
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included in the financial modelling.  This would bring the indoor staff numbers to 48, and the total 
FTE would be 111. GRC have advised that they have 51 FTE indoor staff.  Given that Goondiwindi 
has three libraries and customer service centres (compared to one in Granite Belt), as well as 
twin Council run cinemas, the proposed staffing allocation appears to be reasonable, and may 
have potential for slightly lower indoor staff numbers through natural attrition as the new GBRC 
becomes established. 

Provided there is an equitable allocation of staff numbers, and an appropriate mix of staff skills 
and levels, there will be no need for forced redundancies in order to make the new GBRC 
financially viable. However, there would need to be negotiations on the mix of staff. For example, 
it is proposed that the new GBRC would make more use of community groups rather than having 
a number of full time staff in functions such as economic development. 

Councillor costs have been based on the reported costs of Douglas Shire Council (DSC) which 
has four Councillors and a Mayor. 

6.8 One-off De-amalgamation Costs 

Estimating the de-amalgamation costs is problematic because there is a wide range of 
discretionary matters which affect the cost. Many factors in the most recent de-amalgamation of 
four Council areas increased the costs well above those necessary for an efficient process. The 
closest example is Douglas Shire Council (DSC) which has a similar population to the Granite 
Belt. The Queensland Treasury Corporation (QTC) estimated that the de-amalgamation costs 
would be: 

 $2.336m - One off Operating costs  

 $2.12m One off Capital costs, and 

 $3.7m ongoing additional costs per year, for at least 5 years ($18.5m). 

 ($23m total) 

The de-amalgamating Councils were required to publish the actual costs in their Financial 
Statements, audited by the Auditor-General. DSC’s audited statements show that the actual de-
amalgamation costs were $2.6m for additional operating expenses, and $1.47m in capital costs, 
giving a total of $4.08m, which is significantly less than predicted.  

In addition, there were a number of factors which increased the recent de-amalgamation costs.  
A special election for the new Councils was held out of cycle with the quadrennial elections.  We 
propose that the election of the new GBRC and SDRC would occur at the normal quadrennial 
election in 2020. 

The recent de-amalgamations only provided the opportunity for a plebiscite to the electors in the 
de-amalgamating areas, and not in the remaining areas.  As a response to complaints from 
remaining areas, the then Minister skewed the transition process to the remaining Councils 
favour.  For example, the remaining Council CEO’s were given the power to determine which staff 
would transfer within a range which went well above the new Council requirements.  This 
necessitated a large number of redundancies by the new Councils.  For example, Douglas Shire 
subsequently made 13% of the staff transferred to them redundant.18 

We propose that both areas be given the opportunity to participate in a plebiscite, and for a 
neutral/balanced transfer process to be developed which does not cause excess redundancies 
and costs.  We have obtained advice from Peter Franks, who has been the CEO of the de-
amalgamated Mareeba Shire.  Mr Franks was also the Transfer Manager for the Noosa de-
amalgamation and was a senior executive during the Delatite Shire de-amalgamation in Victoria 
                                                

18 QAO Results of Audit: Local Government Entities 2013-14 
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in the 1990’s.  Mr Franks suggested that “the model used in Victoria was superior to the recent 
Queensland approach.  In that model the Minister appointed a panel who then worked with 
existing Council to develop up a model on how the split could be done, down to staffing, assets, 
reserves etc. This way the Minister was satisfied that the two Councils would be financially 
sustainable and there was no argument about the split. Obviously this only works if both parties 
are amicable about the split happening. It does however make the split a Ministerial decision and 
saves substantial costs.”19

 

Another area of savings would be in relation to Information Technology costs.  The largest cost 
item in the Douglas de-amalgamation was for the purchase of intangibles ($970,000) which was 
mostly for IT licenses.  In addition, there were $257,000 in IT transition costs.  We have obtained 
an indicative price of a Cloud-based full-service enterprise solution from TechnologyOne, which 
is one of the main providers of enterprise software to medium to large Councils in Queensland. 
This would be on a Software as a Service (SaaS) full service model which includes all licences 
and ongoing support costs, and eliminates the need for much hardware such as servers etc.  Their 
estimate is $400,000 per year which is below the existing apportioned Council IT costs, and has 
been included in our financial forecasts.  However, some IT transition costs would still be required. 

Our financial consultant and our Finance Committee consider that the transition costs should be 
able to be achieved for under $1 million if there is an equitable allocation of staff and assets using 
the process suggested by Mr Franks, as shown in Figure 6.3: 

Figure 6.3: One off Transition Cost Estimate 

Item Estimate Methodology 

Plebiscite $100,000  Mareeba x 1.5 (population adj) 

Transition Manager & staffing $0  Not required if independent panel 

Independent Panel $75,000  
2 part-time members + 1 Admin Officer (Delatite de-
amalgamation) 

IT transition $250,000  Douglas Shire Actual (Audited) 

Redundancies & Recruitment $0  Self-recruit executives, No redundancies 

Rebranding & Communications $50,000  Mareeba ($34k) (no other Council identified this) 

Capital related items $500,000  Douglas Shire Actual (Audited) 

Total $975,000    

However, we have modelled a worst-case scenario being the audited costs experienced by 
Douglas Shire ($4.08). 

In both scenarios, these costs can be funded from transferred cash balances (assuming a 
population-based allocation) without the need for rate increases.  

6.9 10 Year financial sustainability Indicators 

Apart from the one-off operating deficit associated with the transition costs, the new and remaining 
Councils are forecast to maintain healthy operating surpluses, as is indicated in Figure 6.4 below. 

                                                

19 Peter Franks emails to David Spearritt 5-11-2018 and 6-12-2018 
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Figure 6.4:  Operating Surplus Ratio 

 

 

Net financial liabilities refer to the total Council liabilities, less current assets (cash etc) as a 
proportion of operating revenue. Figure 6.5 below shows that each Council should be able to 
remain well ahead of the specified benchmark of -60%. 

Figure 6.5:  Net financial liabilities ratio 

 

 

The asset sustainability ratio compares the planned replacement capital spending with the annual 
depreciation. This shows that each Council option should be able to fund the necessary asset 
replacements and remain financially sustainable.  Refer to Figure 6.6 below. 
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Figure 6.6:  Asset sustainability ratio 

 

The above graphs are based on the best estimates of the split in revenues and costs between 
the two areas, based on Council information.  However, since most of the costs are recorded on 
a whole of Council basis, approximately 70% of the employee and materials costs needed to be 
allocated on a per-capita basis.  This resulted in 32% of overall employee costs and 30% of 
materials and services being assigned to the Granite Belt.  Although this is close to the population 
share, as noted in Section 6.2, Granite Belt has a single service centre for most services which 
means that a population share could overstate Granite Belt costs und understate the costs for the 
remaining area.  Prior to amalgamation, SSC had 29% of the combined employee costs and 22% 
of combined materials and services costs.  Figure 6.7 shows the operating Surplus ratio under a 
pre-amalgamation cost-split scenario.  This shows a stronger result for Granite Belt and reduced 
surpluses for Southern Downs, but both Councils would still be likely to have sustainable 
operating results.  It should be noted that a complete reversion to pre-amalgamation costs 
structures is unlikely, since permanent changes in the cost structure have occurred, such as new 
Employee Enterprise Agreements, and contracts for many services.  The most likely result is 
somewhere between these two scenarios, which would still have two financially sustainable 
Councils. 

Figure 6.7: Operating surplus ratio for pre-amalgamation cost split 
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Another scenario modelled is in relation to rate increases. Our base case modelling is for rate 
increases as underpinning the Council’s Long Term Financial Plan, which implies annual 
increases of rate revenues on 3.8% per year. This increases includes population and rate base 
growth plus general rate increase. Assuming the average annual population growth on 0.8% 
which has occurred over the last 10 years, this implies general rate increases of 3.0% per year. 
If the new Council only increases rates by the mid-point of the Reserve Bank’s target inflation rate 
(2.5%), the new Council is likely to have reduced by still positive operating surpluses each year 
after the initial transition costs.  

Therefore, under these alternative scenarios, both the new and remaining Councils are likely to 
be financially sustainable. 

6.10 Risks 

The financial analysis necessarily involves numerous estimations of likely costs, revenues and 
other financial data.  Our consultant has used the best available information, particularly 
information provided by SDRC.  However, there are a number of areas where costs and revenues 
had to be apportioned by population.  Given that the GBRC would have a single main service 
centre, while the Southern Downs has multiple service centres, this may overstate the costs in 
the Granite Belt and understate the costs in the Southern Downs.  Prior to amalgamation, SSC 
had 29% of the employee expenses and 22% percent of the materials and services expanses of 
the overall region.  The financial modelling results in Granite Belt’s share of employee expense 
as 32% (in line with population) and materials and services at 29.5%.  Therefore, it is likely that 
Granite Belt’s main operating costs could be lower than expected.  However, employee costs are 
governed by staff numbers transferred, so any savings may need to occur progressively through 
natural attrition. Similarly, many materials and services costs could be subject to ongoing 
contractual commitments and could take time to replace with other arrangements. 

The SDRC CEO has written to the GBCA, listing a number of “liabilities” which the new Council 
is likely to face.  Most of these have not been included in the Council’s LTFP, therefore we 
consider that these are actually risks that a new Council would need to address, rather than legal 
liabilities.  The following are the items identified by the CEO: 

 Stanthorpe Airport resealing $700,000 

 Damages from legal challenges (Unspecified) 

 Relocation of Stanthorpe Library and Art Gallery upgrade ($1.5m - $3.1m) 

 Stanthorpe Fitness Centre Loss (included in apportioned costs) 

 Stanthorpe Fitness Centre upgrade $150,000 

 Stanthorpe Landfill $1.5m rehabilitation and $5m new transfer station ($4.6m included in 
capex modelling based on Council LTFP). 

 Computer equipment and software costs. Included in transition costs and operating costs 
on a cloud-based service approach 

 Grants to River Trust and various festivals (included in operating budget allocation) 

 Existing loan debt (included in operating budget allocation) as per Council information 
provided 

 Potential for land sales, $2.7m – not included due to approvals required but this is an 
opportunity 

 Enterprise agreement salary increases – we have included the same increases as per 
Council’s LTFP 

 Potential for grant funding reductions – this is a risk for all Councils. We have included the 
same increases as per Council’s LTFP 
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6.11 Opportunities 

These include: 

 Using local decomposed granite instead of purchased quarry materials for road-making 

 Community-based operation of the Fitness Centre as per the proposed community-based 
operating model and former SSC 

 As noted above, costs could be lower than estimated due to the single service delivery point 
rather than population share. 

 The financial modelling shows that the GBRC would have more cash than debt, and that 
required to manage cash-flow. There is an opportunity to pay down debt and eliminate the 
margin between loan and investment interest rates (e.g. $120,000+ per year). 
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7. Proposed Transition Arrangements 

This document is the submission to the Minister demonstrating the case for the referral of the 
matter to the Change Commission.  The following are transitional matters on which the GBCA’s 
suggestions are outlined. 

Timing 

In order to minimise disruption and costs, and to give adequate time for the review, decision and 
hopefully the transition process, we propose that the new GBRC be created in conjunction with 
the 2020 Council elections, and commence with the declaration of the Polls. 

SDRC input 

We recognise that the current SDRC would be significantly affected by a de-amalgamation, but 
the four 2012 de-amalgamations show that changes like these are manageable.  Our GBCA 
inevitably cannot be fully informed of the views of the Southern Downs community, and we would 
welcome a comprehensive, independent review of our submission by the Change Commission, 
including every opportunity for SDRC involvement and a plebiscite of all electors in SDRC.  We 
urge the SDRC also to support this independent review. 

Plebiscite 

The legislation does not require a plebiscite or referendum but enables the Change Commission 
to conduct one if it requires. It also enables the Minister to give directions on matters to consider 
when issuing a Reference to the Change Commission.  This would enable the Minister to require 
that the Commission consider the results of a plebiscite of one or both areas. 

The recent 2012 de-amalgamations process showed that there were significant problems with 
only having a plebiscite in the de-amalgamating area, and the subsequent steps to rebalance the 
situation caused a significant disadvantage to the new Council.  Therefore, we propose that voters 
in both areas be given the opportunity to participate in a plebiscite. 

We also propose that the voters in the Dalveen area be separately counted in a plebiscite, so as 
to inform the Commission and Minister on whether this small area should revert to the former 
Warwick Shire Council area where it was traditionally included, or become part of the Granite Belt 
Council where the other villages and townships are much closer. 

Key Points 

 The new councils should be created and elected at the scheduled 2020 elections 

 We would welcome a comprehensive and independent review of our submission by 

the Change Commission, and trust that the SDRC will also support this 

 There should be a plebiscite for all voters in SDRC with an extra question for 

Dalveen voters 

 The new councils should be called Southern Downs Regional Council and Granite 

Belt Regional Council  

 The transition process should follow the ‘independent implementation panel model’ 

outlined in this chapter 
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Councils Names 

We propose that the new Council be called the Granite Belt Regional Council (GBRC). This would 
assist in promoting the region, and would be more reflective of the wider community of villages 
and localities than the former name of Stanthorpe Shire Council. 

We propose that the remaining Council continue to be called the Southern Downs Regional 
Council for several reasons: 

 Although the Association disagrees with the application of the term “Southern Downs” to 
the Granite Belt, the term is quite applicable to the remaining area, as it reflects the wider 
community (including the larger towns such as Allora and Killarney), 

 The Darling Downs was named by the explorer Allan Cunningham as he was impressed 
by the fertile rolling Downs he discovered after crossing the Great Dividing Range at what 
is now known as Cunningham’s Gap. According to Wikipedia “In June 1827, Cunningham 
climbed to the top of Mount Dumaresq (near what is now Clintonvale close to Maryvale) 
and after wrote in his diary that this lush area was ideal for settlement. Exploring around 
Mount Dumaresq, Cunningham found a pass, now known as Cunninghams Gap.”,  

 The remaining Council would not need to change signage, stationery etc, thereby reducing 
its costs, 

 The area would continue to benefit from the marketing conducted over the last 10 years 
for the Southern Downs. 

Transition process 

We propose that the advice from the most experienced Local Government CEO in relation to de-
amalgamations, Mr Peter Franks, be applied rather than adoption of the process used in the four 
recent de-amalgamations in Queensland in 2014. Mr Franks recommended a process whereby 
the Minister appoints an independent panel who then work with the existing Council and GBCA 
members to develop a model on how the split could be done, including staffing, assets, reserves 
etc. This way the Minister could be satisfied that the two Councils would be financially sustainable 
and there would be no argument about the split. It would also minimise the likelihood of disputes 
and court cases which occurred under the 2014 process. 

 

  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Clintonvale,_Queensland
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Maryvale,_Queensland_(Southern_Downs_Region)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cunninghams_Gap
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8. Dalveen Options  

Dalveen is a village approximately 22 kilometres from Stanthorpe and 41 kilometres from 
Warwick.  The nearest community in the Southern Downs area is Rosenthal Heights, some 34 
kilometres away, whereas the nearest community in Granite Belt is Cottonvale, only 6 kilometres 
away.   

Prior to the 2007 SDRC amalgamation, it was part of Warwick Shire, and prior to the Warwick 
Shire amalgamation it was part of Rosenthal Shire.  Although it has never been part of Stanthorpe 
Shire, its residents identify with the Granite Belt.  Accordingly, the residents undertook a separate 
petition to become part of a new Granite Belt Council if that occurs. 

Population 

Dalveen has a population of 335 according to the 2016 Census.  These residents occupy 135 
dwellings, which is likely to equate to the number of rateable properties.  We have been advised 
that the Dalveen community identifies its area as the area covered by postcode 4374. 

The population of Dalveen represents around 2.9% of the proposed Granite Belt population or 
1.5% of the remaining Southern Downs population. 

Petition 

A meeting of 22 Dalveen residents met on 8 August 2018 and unanimously resolved that Dalveen 
should be included in the proposed GBRC.  A petition of 119 adult residents was collected, 
supporting this move, which is around 45% of the adult population.  In a letter to the Minister, the 
President of the Dalveen Sports Club stated: 

“Dalveen wishes to be included as part of your consideration in forming a Granite Belt 
Council. It is clear that the Dalveen community identifies as a community of interest with 
the Granite Belt both in nature and geography”. 

Local Government Commissioner Considerations 

Prior to the 1994 Warwick Shire amalgamation, the Office of Local Government Commissioner 
(OLGC) conducted a year-long review of the Local Government structure in the area and was 
specifically required to consider whether Dalveen should transfer to Stanthorpe Shire.  Our 
consultant, Mr David Spearritt was involved in that review and recalls that the decision regarding 
Dalveen was a borderline decision.  

The Commissioner appreciated the closeness of Dalveen to Stanthorpe and its Granite Belt 
location.  However other factors partly offset this, as follows: 

Key Points 

 Dalveen has never been part of the SSC but is physically closer to Stanthorpe than 

Warwick and more closely identifies with the Granite Belt 

 A petition of Dalveen residents to the Minister has expressed the wish to be included 

in a new GBRC if that occurs 

 It is not likely that the inclusion of Dalveen in a new GBRC would have any material 

impact on the proposal 

 The change commission might decide to poll the Dalveen residents specifically in the 

event of a plebiscite to ascertain the views of the Dalveen community 
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 Telecommunications metadata was obtained which showed slightly more 
telecommunication with the Warwick area than Stanthorpe.  

 Rabbit fence – Dalveen is on the north side of the Rabbit fence, which creates a natural 
boundary which is followed by the Stanthorpe Shire/Warwick Shire boundary, and 

 Dalveen is in the Condamine catchment heading north. 

Telephone traffic 

Telecommunications have dramatically changed in the quarter century since then, especially with 
the advent of the internet age. 

Catchments 

Although Dalveen is in the same water catchment as the rest of the former Warwick Shire, this is 
just over the watershed, which is a negligible impact on this massive catchment area. 

Rabbit Fence 

Although the Rabbit fence is a natural boundary, it is no barrier to travel between the communities. 
Dalveen is located close to the New England Highway and provides easy access to the rest of 
the Granite belt.  

Financial Impacts 

We have not obtained data on the direct finances.  Dalveen has a simple Common Effluent 
Drainage Scheme (CED) which is like a shared septic system.  Council’s operating budget shows 
that this runs at a loss of $37,000.  No other costs are separately identified in the Council’s detailed 
operating budget kindly supplied by the Council. 

It is likely that the inclusion of Dalveen will not have a material impact regardless of which Council 
the area is included.  

Separate Plebiscite 

We recommend that the Minister include consideration of Dalveen as a special criterion in the 
proposed Reference to the Change Commission. We also suggest that the Change Commission 
should poll this area separately from the Granite Belt and Southern Downs areas in any plebiscite. 

Conclusion 

The GBCA would welcome the inclusion of Dalveen into a new GBRC if the Change Commission 
determines that this meets the statutory criteria.  
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9. Two Vibrant Communities–Two Vibrant Councils 

9.1 Granite Belt Regional Council 

This proposal to establish a new GBRC will not represent a return to the past, but a better way 
forward.  It will obviously be a matter for the newly elected GBRC to make its own decisions, but 
we have endeavoured to outline some opportunities and likely outcomes.   

Opportunities include the following: 

 A back to basics approach that responds to the specific needs of the community in 
infrastructure services and also in community and cultural activities.  The premise here is 
that it is the Granite Belt community that best knows its own needs and these deliberations.  

 Under a similar premise, realistic and practical strategies be put in places for the key sectors 
and demographic groups within the community, such as tourism and horticultural sectors 
and for sporting, cultural and community care activities. 

 Making the most of the remarkable advantages of the Granite Belt and its villages. 

 A new decision-making model for community be developed following a bottom-up, 
community-based model. 

 Investigating the potential for alliances or arrangements with local authorities with similar 
interests.  For example, with Tenterfield council potentially on tourism and shared services 
and Goondiwindi council on interfaces with their Texas/Traprock regions and adoption of 
administration models. 

 Better utilisation of plant and equipment and the appropriate use of private lease plant and 
services. 

 Efficient use of staff resources including the encouragement of professional development 
to enable more multi-skilling.   

 The re-affirmation of the identity and destination potential of the Granite Belt. 
 

The overall objective is for the new council to promote the Granite Belt as a great place to live 
and work that produces clean fresh produce, high quality wine and excellent tourist experiences.  
This builds on the obvious competitive and comparatives advantages of the Granite Belt’s well 
entrenched name and image – an opportunity that has not been maximised in recent years. 

There will be a particular focus on community engagement and making use of the significant 
expertise in our local community.  There exists a remarkable array of innovative farmers and small 
business owners, winemakers and tourist operators, teachers and professionals in the region.  

There are many innovative ideas that the new GBRC may choose to pursue.  In terms of economic 
development, the GBRC might choose to form closer links with the very active Stanthorpe and 
Granite Belt Chamber of Commerce (SGBCC).   

In addition, the GBRC could form a cooperative three-way relationship with the Chamber and the 
newly formed Granite Belt Growers Group (GBGG) to help develop new water supply options to 
accommodate the expanding demand for our fresh produce.  It is well known that the high-tech 

Key Points 

 A better way forward for both the GBRC and SDRC 

 Opportunities for the GBRC 

 Opportunities for the new SDRC 
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drip irrigation technologies used by local horticulture farmers in our cool climate Granite Belt 
region is a very efficient way to use our scarce irrigation water. 

A GBRC will also be able to enthusiastically and exclusively promote brand “Granite Belt” in its 
dealings with industry players and government departments outside of the region.  For example, 
they could engage with the newly formed GBGG and the local Applethorpe Department of 
Agriculture and Fisheries (DAF) office to help promote a local fresh food brand such as “Granite 
Belt Fresh” and also seek to attract funding for better research and development and 
infrastructure for horticulture in the region. 

In terms of tourism, the GBRC could once again work cooperatively with Granite Belt Wine and 
Tourism (GBWT), where so much valuable local expertise lies, perhaps with matched project 
funding and listen to the ideas of the tourism industry instead of telling them how things are to be 
done.  GBRC might also choose to have a councillor attend the monthly management committee 
meetings of the tourism body as an observer to ensure that funds are expended appropriately 
and to keep both Council and GBWT informed of current issues and opportunities. 

There are so many ways in which this tourism partnership could be used to help expand the 
limited set of excellent GBWT funded activities which are currently used to promote the Granite 
Belt as a tourist destination.   

We could make better use of the new Toowoomba Wellcamp Airport, by facilitating the 
establishment of a regular commercial bus service between the airport and Stanthorpe.  We could 
investigate ways to make better use of our tourist accommodation capacity in the shoulder 
seasons (Spring and Autumn) such as promoting our vineyard covered region as an ideal wedding 
venue hotspot.  We could discuss with Tourism and Events Queensland (TEQ) ways in which we 
could capture more international tourists with “reef, beach, wine and food” packages.  We could 
establish closer links with the burgeoning Tenterfield tourism market (just across the border) to 
provide us with better access to the many high value tourists from Northern NSW locations in the 
Lismore, Byron Bay and Coffs Harbour regions.  

There is so much that could clearly be achieved by a local council that can freely promote brand 
“Granite Belt” as its own and primary brand.  We are stating the obvious when we observe that 
the name “Southern Downs” is completely wrong for our beautiful elevated region and that its use 
for us is throwing away the value of all the brand marketing of the Granite Belt over the last twenty 
years. 

9.2 The New Southern Downs Regional Council 

The vision for the Warwick area under the new SDRC is bright as well.  It is clear that, thanks to 
the innovative activities and support of the current SDRC, the Warwick region is on the cusp of 
big things.  The new SDRC would be expected to continue this upward trajectory.    

Firstly, there would be no need to change the name of the SDRC since it accurately reflects the 
local region, being the southern part of the famous Darling Downs region.  

Secondly, after de-amalgamation, councillors and staff of the new SDRC will be better able to 
focus attention on the delivery of core services in their own region, because they will no longer 
be distracted by the need to service remotely the Granite Belt area or by the difficulties resulting 
from the mismatch between the needs of the different communities.  Hence, under the new SDRC, 
residents would be expected to benefit significantly from improved services or efficiency or 
perhaps a combination of both. Under a new SDRC, ratepayers with a common community of 
interest would again have a council wholly accountable to them for its decisions. 
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Thirdly, the current SDRC, under the guidance of Mayor Dobie, has successfully managed to turn 
around the budgetary problems of the former WSC and also the SDRC in its first two terms, where 
budget blowouts and growing debt were the norm.  Hence the future is bright in terms of financial 
sustainability as they continue on this course.    

Lastly, and most importantly, after de-amalgamation the Warwick area can focus its attention on 
the promotion of their own high quality and unique branding, without the confusion of trying to 
include the Granite Belt brand.  The Warwick area is the quintessential Australian country town, 
with the Jewel in the Crown being the Warwick Rodeo, known far and wide as “Australia’s Most 
Famous”.  The promotion of events such as the rodeo, polocrosse, motor sports and the quirky 
Jumpers and Jazz Festival will continue to bring many visitors to Warwick from all over Australia.  

Two healthy independent councils will be good for each other.  If each area becomes wealthier 
from the freedom to pursue its own objectives without fetter, the other will also benefit from the 
spinoff of being a neighbour.  There will be two winners. 
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10. Concluding Statement 
 

This submission has been prepared by the GBCA on behalf of the Granite Belt Community which 
has made clear its vision for a new Granite Belt Regional Council  

 by its voices at the Public meeting on 29 April 2018,  

 by the signatures to the Petition lodged with Parliament on 30 April 2018,  

 by the donation of the significant funds that have enabled this submission to be prepared,  

 by the support of its community organisations and  

 by the continued support of the wider Granite Belt community throughout this process. 

We believe that this submission establishes that 

 The new Granite Belt Council will be financially sustainable, as will be the remaining 
Southern Downs Regional Council. 

 The costs of de-amalgamation will be affordable for the new Granite Belt Regional Council 

 The Granite Belt has virtually no connection (save for 60 kilometres of highway) 
agriculturally, economically, socially or topographically with the Warwick area of the 
Southern Downs. 

 Both areas would be better and more efficiently served by having their own local 
governments. 

 These unique circumstances do not provide any general precedent for other de-
amalgamations. 

We acknowledge that if the Minister accepts the weight of this submission, a comprehensive 
assessment will need to be undertaken and the views of SDRC and the Southern Downs 
communities considered. 

We note that SDRC has resolved “to wait until a comprehensive analysis on the financial impacts 
on the residents of the Southern Downs region before a decision to support or not support the 
proposal is made” and that the SDRC Mayor has similarly made her support conditional upon the 
financial sustainability of the proposal. 

The change commission, with greater access to government and council information would be in 
the best position to undertake this independent, comprehensive assessment and to test the 
veracity of the financial assessments made by our independent expert Mr David Spearritt of 
ORION Consulting Network. 

We respectfully request the Minister that pursuant to section 18 of the Local Government Act 
2009 he refer this local government change to the change commission for independent, 
comprehensive review and recommendation. 
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11. Attachments 

11.1 Appendicies A-S 

Appendix A: Letter from the Minister for Local Government – 30 May 2018 

Appendix B: Motion from SDRC General Meeting – 23 May 2018 

Appendix C: Parameters and Limitations of the Report  

Appendix D: Motion from GBCA General Meeting – 7 November 2017 

Appendix E: Queensland Parliament E-Petition 

Appendix F: Motion from Public Rally – 29 April 2018 

Appendix G: Letter to Clerk of Parliament lodging paper petition – 30 April 2018 

Appendix H: Letter from Office of the Minister for Local Government – 2 August 2018 

Appendix I: Letter to Minister from Dalveen – 28 November 2018 

Appendix J: Mayor Dobie - Letter to the Editor  

Appendix K: Financial Management Arrangements – Granite Belt De-amalgamation Project 

Appendix L: Letter of Support SCBCOC 

Appendix M: Letter of Support SSA 

Appendix N: Letter of Support GBWT 

Appendix O: Horticulture Production in Southern Downs - Electronic Attachment 

Appendix P: Granite Belt Horticulture Statistics – 4 July 2018 

Appendix Q: Queensland Regional Profiles – Granite Belt Region compared with Southern 
Downs Region – 27 November 2018 - Electronic Attachment 

Appendix R: Letter from Mr David Spearritt, Orion Consulting Network 

Appendix S: Electronic Attachment – 3 Excel Spreadsheets of the DGL Financial Template, 
provided to the Minister and Council for the following scenarios: 

4. Base case – best estimate expenditure split between the two Councils  
5. Pre-amalgamation split between the two Councils  
6. 2.5% rate increases in lieu of LTFP assumptions 
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Appendix S 

 

Electronic Attachment – 3 Excel Spreadsheets of the DGL Financial 
Template, provided to the Minister and Council for the following scenarios: 

1. Base case – best estimate expenditure split between the two Councils  
2. Pre-amalgamation split between the two Councils  
3. 2.5% rate increases in lieu of LTFP assumptions 

 


