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ALS Public Libraries SA Conference, 19 September 2017 

 

• We all know libraries play a key role in connecting people in our 

communities. 

 

• But social connectedness, isolation, mental health and community 

wellbeing are significant issues our society continues to grapple with. 

 

• Census data from 2011 shows SA has a higher proportion of lone 

households when compared with Australia as a whole.  

 

• These figures show that around 28% of South Australian dwellings have 

one resident compared with around 24% across Australia.  

 

• In today’s society, people can be isolated in their own homes. 
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• Social connections comprise the people we know, the friends we confide in, 

the family we belong to, and the community we live in.  

 

• Each connection contributes to our physical and mental health.  

 

• Research shows that being socially isolated carries a similar health impact 

to smoking 15 cigarettes, or drinking six standard drinks of alcohol per day. 

 

• Social isolation is more predictive of mortality than being physically inactive 

or obese, and is associated with increased rates of premature death and 

poorer chances of survival after a heart attack. 

 

• As the closest government to communities, councils play a vital role in 

connecting residents, and improving community wellbeing. 

 
• Libraries are perhaps the best example of a valuable service that councils 

collaboratively provide to support health and wellbeing in communities. 

 

• Between them, South Australian councils collectively invest more than $100 

million annually to operate around 100 public libraries, and support another 

40 joint-use libraries in rural and remote areas.  
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• The State Government contributes around $19 million. 

 
• Councils also spend about $8 million annually in capital expenditure on 

libraries. 

 

• More than 600,000 South Australians use a one-card network library card, 

and they borrowed more than 15 million items last year.   

 

• Libraries also promote greater social connectedness, and library use is 

connected to greater life satisfaction, happiness and sense of purpose in 

life. 

 

• It’s not just about grabbing something new to read. 

 

• Today’s libraries run programs that bring people from all walks of life 

together, including story time sessions for kids, English as a second 

language classes, volunteer programs, seniors services, and technology 

training.   

 

• They also offer free computer and internet access to vulnerable people in 

our communities who may not otherwise have access to the digital world.  
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• ABS statistics show that some 20% of households in the City of Playford do 

not have access to the internet at home. But they do at their local library. 

 

• The digital age has well and truly begun, but technology will never replace 

face to face contact. 

 
• Libraries connect, educate and entertain, and cater to everyone from 

babies to retirees.  

 

• They are an essential part of the fabric of communities. And, like many of 

the services and facilities that councils provide, they are under threat from 

cost pressures and cost cutting. 

 
 

•  One of these threats is the rate capping policy being proposed by the 

South Australian Liberal Party. 

 
 

• Rate capping has been in place in New South Wales for around 40 years, 

and in Victoria for less than two. 

 
• As a sector - and an Association - we are firmly against this damaging 

policy for a wide range of reasons. 
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• The first is that it will affect the services councils provide to communities - 

with communities. 

 
• Councils invest tens of millions of dollars every year in community 

infrastructure and services. 

 
• Interstate evidence shows rate capping affects the maintenance of public 

infrastructure such as roads, footpaths, sports club facilities, parks and 

playgrounds. 

 
• It shifts the burden of repair or replacement to future generations as 

councils are forced to defer, delay, or use debt. 

 
• The second reason we oppose rate capping is that it is an empty promise. 

 
• Of course everyone wants to pay less tax. 

 
• However, the reality is that council rates are only a fraction of the total 

taxes paid in Australia – less than 4% in fact. 

 
• The Federal Government collects 80% of taxes and the states about 16%. 

 
• The SA Liberal Party claims that our council rates are the highest in 

Australia. 
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• Actually, our councils raise the lowest revenue per capita of any state. 

 
• And council fees and charges – many of which are set by the State 

Government – are much lower than they are elsewhere. 

 
• Fees and charges are higher interstate because councils in South Australia 

do not charge as hard or as often as our interstate counterparts are forced 

to because of rate capping. 

 
• And we know that libraries and council services are most used by those 

that can least afford to pay. 

 
• Libraries are an excellent example of a service – or in fact many services– 

that councils provide free of charge, that often specifically cater to and 

benefit vulnerable people in their communities. 

 
• A cap on rates would put pressure on councils to raise additional revenue 

through increasing fees and charges to maintain existing service levels – 

disproportionately impacting on those who need our services the most. 

 

• The third reason we oppose rate capping is because it is undemocratic. 
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• Rate capping takes local decision making away from communities, and 

puts it in the hands of politicians on North Terrace and the bureaucracy in 

the square mile. 

 
• In stark contrast to both state and federal government, councils are 

required to consult with their communities about budget priorities before 

setting their rates increase for the year. 

 
• Rate capping would negate this consultation, with spending decisions 

made by another sphere of government. 

 
• Rate capping is a one size fits all approach for a sector that is defined by its 

diversity and its communities. 

 
• The fourth reason we oppose rate capping is because it’s unwarranted. 

 
• In 2015 the South Australian Economic and Finance Committee undertook 

an Inquiry into Local Government Rate Capping Policies. 

 
• It concluded that rate capping should not be introduced in South Australia, 

and recommended that local communities retain full authority to set their 

own rates. 
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• A recent study from Professor Brian Dollery at the University of New 

England compared councils in NSW and SA, and found councils in NSW 

had higher levels of debt and larger infrastructure backlogs than those 

without rate capping in SA. 

 
• Rate capping has not made councils in NSW more efficient – it’s actually 

achieved the opposite result. 

 

• The final – and perhaps most important – reason we oppose rate capping 

is because it will affect everyone. 

 
• This means the 11,000 people who work in councils, the 11,000 plus 

volunteers who work with our sector, and the 1.7 million South Australians 

who use or receive amenity from council services in one way or another. 

 
• Many South Australians might be surprised that the vast majority of 

services provided by their council are discretionary, and not mandated 

under legislation. 

 
• There’s no legal requirement for councils to fund recreation and sporting 

facilities, maintain jetties, or look after parks and gardens. 

 
• But there is a community expectation and community support for councils to 

fund these services. 
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• And of course, there’s no legal requirement for councils to provide libraries. 

 

• But again, there is a community expectation. 

 
• Rate capping would squeeze council budgets to the point where all 

services that are not mandatory under legislation would be at risk of being 

cut, reduced, or not maintained. 

  

• Libraries are an interesting case study as they enjoy – and rightfully so – 

almost universal support in our communities. 

 

• However, when you look at the past decade, library operating expenditure 

has grown at an annual rate of 5.7%. 

 
• So libraries and communities have been a major beneficiary of rates 

growing by more than CPI or LGPI (Local Government Price Index). 

 

• Over that time State funding for libraries has grown by an average annual 

rate of 1.6%.  
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• So if rate capping were implemented, we would expect this would put a 

significant amount of pressure on library budgets. 

 
 

• The rhetoric around rate capping is it will make councils “get back to the 

basics”. 

 
• It’s based on an outdated view of councils and the value they provide. 

 
• Libraries are no longer just the place you go if you want to pick up a book, 

and councils are no longer just roads, rates and rubbish. 

 
• Councils provide a vast range of services and facilities that bring people 

together, support lifelong learning, protect public health and ensure 

community wellbeing. 

 
• They don’t do this because they’re legislatively compelled – they do it 

because it’s what their communities want and expect. 

 
• Rate capping puts all of this at risk, and it’s worth thinking about what it 

would mean for our libraries, our communities, and the local services and 

facilities we assume will always be there when we need them. 


