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Submission – Reforming the emergency services funding system 

 

Dear Sir/Madam, 

 

Randwick City Council welcomes the NSW Government reform of the Emergency Service Levy (ESL). Randwick 
City Council agrees with the longstanding position of the LGNSW that the ESL on councils is inequitable and does 
not apply consistently, fairly, or transparently across councils. Council welcomes the reform and the consideration 
that the NSW Government will assume the role of collecting the Emergency Service Levy (ESL) through Revenue 
NSW and absorbing the 11.7% council contribution into an integrated property-based levy. 

A reform of the funding arrangements for NSW’s emergency services is needed to address the three key objectives 
as outlined in the consultation paper: 

1. Reduce insurance costs for households by spreading the levy across all property owners; 
2. Protect pensioners and vulnerable members of the community; and 
3. Ensure a revenue-neutral model that sustainably funds our emergency services agencies. 

1: Do you agree with the design principles of cost recovery, equity, efficiency, simplicity, and sustainability 
for the replacement levy? 

Yes, these design principles represent an optimal application of general taxation principles. 

The levy's formulation should aim at equitable distribution, ensuring that the burden is shared fairly among all 
beneficiaries of emergency services. This entails a system where individuals with greater financial capacity 
contribute proportionally higher amounts, while also accommodating exemptions or reduced rates for vulnerable 
community groups such as pensioners. 

The levy should be structured to minimise administrative costs and maximise the portion of funds that directly 
support emergency services. This might involve streamlining collection processes and avoiding unnecessary 
bureaucracy. The levy structure should be transparent, with clear explanations of how funds will be used to support 
emergency services. Transparency helps build trust and accountability among ratepayers. The levy should be 
sustainable over the long term, ensuring stable funding for emergency services without reliance on other revenue 
sources. Given the variability in Fire and Emergency funding needs due to natural events and unforeseen 
circumstances, it may be prudent to collect slightly more than the immediate cost to establish a financial reserve 
based on the design principles. This reserve would serve as a financial buffer during periods of excessive and 
unpredictable costs, enhancing the resilience of emergency service provision. 

2: Which of the four revenue base models – capital improved values (CIV), unimproved land values (ULV), 
gross rental values (GRV), and a fixed charges model – should be used to design the replacement levy?  

A fixed charge model plus ad valorem component depending on the land category would be favourable.  The fixed 
based component will provide a reliable and stable revenue stream regardless of changes in land values, while the 
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addition of the ad valorem component ensures an equitable burden distribution, especially for those where demand 
for emergency services is higher such as in regions prone to flooding or natural disasters. 

Both CIV and ULV have their shortcomings when assessing equitability. CIV better lends itself to ESL, as 
emergency services relate more to property improvements than to vacant land. CIV better underpins the taxation 
principles of efficiency and simplicity. CIV would allow for a more reasonable distribution of the residential burden 
as units will pay more (or a fairer share). Just over half the properties in the Randwick Council local government 
area are residential units.  

The ULV model is less equitable in that it taxes landowners based on the inherent value of the land rather than the 
value of buildings or improvements.  

GRV may provide a more stable revenue base, as it is less dependent on fluctuations in property values. However, 
it may be more complex to administer, especially for properties with varying rental incomes. 

3: Which of the current revenue sources for emergency services agencies should be replaced? 

Insurance premiums and local government contributions should be replaced, with the NSW Government assuming 
complete responsibility for the levying and collection. 

Insurance contributions can provide a reliable source of funding, however, they disproportionately burden 
individuals or businesses with insurance policies, while those uninsured contribute nothing, yet benefit from 
services being available to them. Replacing insurance-based revenue with a new revenue source could mitigate 
these inequities and ensure a more equitable distribution of the funding burden. 

Local government contributions should also be replaced. Local government revenue streams are already limited. 
The additional burden of funding emergency services with no mechanism to recover costs means councils are 
forced to divert funding collected from ratepayers away from planned projects or services that have been 
committed to the community.  The removal of the ESL subsidy in 2023-24 by NSW Government further 
exasperated the council’s budgetary constraints.  In addition to the emergency service levy, local Councils already 
extend support to the Rural Fire Service and State Emergency Services through various additional means. 

Replacing insurance companies and local government contributions with an alternative funding source, such as a 
dedicated emergency services levy on all property owners, may help address the funding gaps and ensure more 
consistent support for emergency services. 

4: Should different levy rates be applied to: • different property types, such as residential, commercial or 
farmland, or • properties in different locations?  
 

Yes. To ensure equity, it is imperative to apply different rates to different property types such as residential, 
commercial, and farmland. Different property types have varying levels of ability to pay. Applying different rates can 
ensure the burden is distributed fairly based on a property owner's capacity to pay. This will however require 
careful consideration of land classifications across the State. 

Properties in different locations are subject to varying degrees of risk, such as exposure to natural disasters. 
Adjusting levies based on these risk factors can ensure that areas with higher emergency service demands 
contribute proportionally more towards funding those services. Service usage can vary for property types and 
locations, with highly populated areas, industrial zones, or regions prone to natural disasters such as flooding and 
bushfires experiencing a higher frequency of incidents requiring emergency response. Implementing different levies 
can reflect the differential use of services. 

5: What protections are necessary for pensioners and other vulnerable cohorts?  

Exemptions or rebates for pensioners and low-income individuals can help alleviate the financial burden of the 
emergency service levy. Clear and transparent communication about the levy, its purpose, and eligibility criteria for 
exemptions or rebates is crucial. This ensures that pensioners and other vulnerable groups understand their rights 
and can access available support without confusion or difficulty. Offering flexible payment options, such as 
instalment plans or deferred payments, can help ease the financial strain on pensioners and others facing financial 
hardship.  

6: How should a levy collected each year reflect changing funding needs for emergency services?  

Employing a full cost recovery approach enables the levy to be flexibly adjusted annually, considering specific cost 
drivers and referencing actual expenditures from the previous year. Continual evaluation of risk factors within 
community areas, particularly those susceptible to natural disasters, may necessitate increased funding to 
adequately support emergency services. Regular review periods are essential to assess changes in demographics, 
infrastructure, and other factors influencing emergency service needs. 



Adopting an annual adjustment of the levy, aligned with any fund balance from previous years and anticipated 
future requirements, represents a prudent strategy to ensure the sustained adequacy of emergency service 
funding. 

7. Should revenue from a replacement levy be collected by local governments or by the State Government 
through Revenue NSW. 

Councils already bear a substantial responsibility for revenue collection for regulatory services on behalf of the 
NSW Government, encompassing fees such as Department of Planning reform fees, contaminated land 
management charges, protection of environment operations fees, and companion animal fees. Introducing the 
Emergency Services Levy (ESL) would further compound the workload, including the associated reporting and 
reconciliation obligations, alongside its governance costs. 

The role of Council as the sole intermediary collector of the levy presents inherent challenges. Councils across 
NSW utilise diverse systems, necessitating system reviews to implement a uniform approach to levy collection. 
Addressing staffing shortages and skill deficiencies to enact these changes would present significant hurdles. 
Disparities in debt collection policies among councils would affect collection treatment and procedures, while the 
potential for councils to hold debts on their books not directly attributable to their operational activities introduces 
additional complexities. 

The NSW Government and Revenue NSW are better positioned to manage the implementation and ongoing 
collection of the levy, which funds state-controlled emergency services. A centralised collection and enforcement 
point could potentially yield economies of scale and administrative cost savings while ensuring consistent 
management of associated debts. 

8. What arrangements should be put in place to ensure that the removal of the current Emergency Services 
Levy is passed on in lower insurance premiums? How long should the transition take? What other 
transitional arrangements should be considered for the reform? 

Clear guidelines and oversight mechanisms must be established and enforced to ensure that the savings resulting 
from the removal of the levy are passed on to policyholders through reduced premiums. Transparency and 
accountability in the pricing policies of insurance companies necessitate regular reporting on premium adjustments. 
A phased-in approach, with pro-rata adjustments by insurance companies over a reasonable timeframe, should be 
implemented to allow for the adaptation of pricing models, communication of changes with policyholders, and 
procedural adjustments. 

Enforcement of penalties for insurers engaging in unreasonably high premiums or deceptive conduct is crucial. 
Additionally, transitional arrangements may include providing financial support to insurance companies to offset 
initial operational costs associated with premium adjustments. Public awareness campaigns and educational 
initiatives can help policyholders understand the changes and their impact on incurred costs. Collaboration among 
stakeholders can further facilitate a seamless and efficient transition process. 

 

 

Yours faithfully, 

 

Stephen Wong 
Chief Financial Officer 
stephen.wong@randwick.nsw.gov.au 
 

 



 
 
 
 

 


