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DIRECTOR CORPORATE & BUSINESS SYSTEMS 

14 2 BIRIPI WAY TAREE OFFICE RELOCATION INVESTIGATIONS UPDATE  
Report Author Steve Embry, Director Corporate and Business Systems 

File No. / ECM Index Commercial Industrial Premises: Cnr Manning River Drive and 
 Biripi Way 

Date of Meeting 31 October 2018 
 

 
SUMMARY OF REPORT 
 
Council is progressing investigations in relation to the proposed office relocation involving 2 Biripi 
Way, Taree.   
 
The purpose of this report is to present the financing strategy and community engagement 
strategy to Council for consideration. 
 
SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATION 
 
That Council:  
 
1. Note the contents of this report regarding the status of the Initiation Phase of the project. 
 
2. Approve the draft financing strategy noting that a peer review of the strategy is being 

undertaken. 
 
3. Approve the draft community engagement strategy, and the implementation of that strategy 

over a six-week consultation period. 
 
4. Require that outcomes from the peer review of the financing strategy and community 

engagement be reported back to Council at a subsequent meeting for consideration prior to 
proceeding to the next phase in the Project (Design Phase).   

 
FINANCIAL/RESOURCE IMPLICATIONS 
 
Knight Frank were engaged to prepare an asset disposal report to enable Council to assess the 
benefit of disposing of one or more Council owned assets to contribute towards the funding of the 
Project.  Information in this report informed the preparation of the financing strategy. The Knight 
Frank Reports are included as a Confidential Attachment. 
 
The community engagement strategy and associated activities are being resourced internally.    
 
There will be a cost associated with undertaking a peer review of the Financing Strategy. This 
cost was unknown at the time of writing this report. 
 
LEGAL IMPLICATIONS 
 
All legal requirements have been met in managing this Project. 
 
ATTACHMENTS  
 
A: Draft Financing Strategy (public copy with commercially sensitive information removed) 
 
B: Community engagement strategy 
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Attachments A & B have been circulated in hard copy to the Councillors and Senior Staff, 
however Attachments A & B are publicly available on Council's website. 
 
 
Confidential Attachments 
 
Attachments C & D are confidential as they contain information relating to property realisation 
values which form part of the Financing Strategy. Disclosure of this information would 
disadvantage Council in obtaining best values from the sale or lease of properties referred to in 
these attachments.  
 
Should Council wish to discuss those attachments, it would be necessary to close the meeting in 
accordance with Section 10A(2)(c) of the Local Government Act 1993, as both attachments 
contain commercially sensitive Information which if disclosed could confer a commercial 
advantage on a person with whom council proposes to conduct business.  
 
C:  Draft Financing Strategy (Confidential) 
 
D:  Knight Frank Property Consultancy Reports (Confidential) 
 
BACKGROUND 
 
The following background provides a summary of the key project milestones to date. 
 
Acquisition approved 
On 2 November 2017, Council resolved to acquire the former Masters building and site which is 
located at 2 Biripi Way Taree.  The building had been identified as having the potential to 
become the administrative headquarters of Council and would allow for the centralisation of 
administrative staff. 
 
Gateway Process adopted 
On 20 December 2017, Council resolved to adopt a Gateway Process for the development of the 
Project whereby a series of decision points exists.  The first phase is the ‘Initiation Phase' which 
allows for Council to receive and consider information and determine whether it wishes to 
proceed with the project. 
 
At that meeting, Council also acknowledged the contents of the draft Business Case prepared by 
Savills Project Management Pty Ltd. The Business Case confirmed Savills preliminary findings 
that after weighing up the costs and benefits of the relocation of the administration operations to 
a single site (at 2 Biripi Way, Taree) (Single Site Option) against the refurbishment of the 
existing four administration sites (Campus Model Option), the Single Site Option was the 
preferred option. 
 
Project Manager Appointed 
On 24 January 2018, Council noted the appointment of Montlaur Project Services Pty Ltd 
(Project Manager) to provide project management services for the Initiation Stage of the Project, 
with the appointment subject to approval of the services, costs and program at a subsequent 
Council meeting. 
 
Business Case endorsed & Initiation Stage services, costs and program accepted  
On 28 February 2018, Council resolved to accept the services, costs and program proposed by 
the Project Manager and to proceed with the investigations as part of the Initiation Stage of the 
Project. 
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At that meeting, Council also noted the contents of the final Business Case prepared by Savills, 
which was consistent with the preliminary findings that the Single Site Option was the preferred 
option over the Campus Model Option. 
 
Financing strategy preparation approved 
On 22 August 2018, Council considered the outcomes of the preliminary investigations for the 
Project (being the test fit design undertaken by WMK Architecture and the associated cost 
planning undertaken by Slattery) and resolved that at that stage in the investigations, the Project 
was feasible. The Test Fit Design and Cost Plan identified an estimated cost of $18 Million to 
develop the Biripi Way site as a Central Administrative Office. The cost plan also identified an 
indicative cost of $12.9 Million to refurbish the Council’s existing administrative buildings to 
accommodate a campus model. 
 
Also at that meeting, Council resolved to approve the preparation of a financing strategy to be 
presented to Council at a subsequent meeting for consideration and approval before proceeding 
to the next stage of the Project. 
 
CURRENT STATUS 
The project has now reached a decision point where a financing strategy is required.  For this 
purpose, the financing strategy at Attachment A has been prepared by Council staff.  This 
strategy considers the estimated cost to fit-out the site, the various sources of funds that may be 
allocated to the Project, identify the longer term operating costs of the Project and consider an 
asset disposal strategy of existing Council properties. 
 
Should Council accept the attached financing strategy and move to the next stage of the Project, 
consultation with the community will be undertaken in line with the approach outlined in the 
engagement strategy comprising Attachment B. 
 
The community engagement strategy has been prepared with a view to ensure appropriate 
community consultation is undertaken in accordance with the Office of Local Government Capital 
Expenditure Review Guidelines. The focus of the proposed engagement program is to ensure 
our community understand the benefits and impacts of the project, how it will be funded and how 
services will be provided to the community. 
 
FINANCING STRATEGY  
 
The financing strategy proposed for Council’s consideration and approval comprises Attachment 
A.  This strategy involves a rationalisation of cash reserves, which in the main are the result of 
efficiencies in reserve fund holdings as a result of the Council merger; the sale of property 
assets, and loan funds with loans to be repaid from rental income received from leasing out 
retained properties surplus to Council's needs as a result of the office centralisation to Biripi Way. 
 
Data and other market analysis on council assets provided by Knight Frank Newcastle informed 
the preparation of the financing strategy. 
 
It is important to note that the financing strategy proposed is designed to minimise the impact on 
the current budget utilising Council's Balance Sheet and borrowings funded by lease rental to 
generate the necessary funds.  There is no impact on the road improvement program Council 
has committed to and Special Rate Variation funds are quarantined to ensure they are expended 
on road projects. 
 
In summary it is proposed in the Financing Strategy to fund the development of the Biripi Way 
site through the following means (the detailed Financing Strategy at Attachment A provides detail 
on the basis of these figures): 
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Cash Reserves    $7.2 Million 

Sale of Property Assets   $4.8 Million  

Loans    $8 Million 

Total     $20 Million 

The Financing Strategy is based on a total project cost of $20 Million. While the project estimate 
in the cost plan is $18 Million and this estimate includes significant contingency provision the 
financing strategy is based on $20 Million to provide an additional buffer. It is financially prudent 
to base the financing strategy on conservative figures. If the costs come in at the estimated $18 
Million level loan borrowings would be reduced.  
 
RSM Australia have been engaged to undertake a peer review of the Financing Strategy.  The 
results will be reported to Council upon completion of that review. 
 
COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT STRATEGY 
 
A community engagement strategy has been developed to engage with our community on the 
key issues involved with the proposed office relocation project, and to comply with the Office of 
Local Government’s Capital Expenditure Guidelines. 
 
The Community Engagement Strategy (Attachment B) provides for a six-week engagement 
period from 5 November to 14 December 2018. The feedback received during the engagement 
period will be reported back to Council and the community early in 2019.  
 
The strategy steps out the key messages, activities and program for the engagement period. 
Implementing the strategy will provide the community with information on the proposal to ensure 
they are informed of the benefits and costs of the project as well as how it will be funded and how 
services will be provided to the community.  
 
CUSTOMER SERVICE 
 
The intention of relocating to a centralised Administrative Office is to improve the efficiency of 
Council’s operations. Information relating to the benefits and efficiencies of a centralised location 
were contained in the Business Case. Importantly this includes the provision of improved 
services to the community. Front facing customer services would be centralised in the Biripi Way 
Office with Customer Service Centres maintained across the MidCoast area to provide key 
transactional requirements for our customers. 
 
Currently Customer Service Centres are provided at Taree, Forster, Gloucester, Tea Gardens 
and Stroud. This level of service would continue with the relocation to Biripi Way. The Taree 
Customer Service Centre would be relocated to Biripi Way and a new Forster Customer Service 
Centre would be built as part of the Civic Precinct in Lake Street Forster which is scheduled for 
occupation in September 2020. Should there be a gap between moving to Biripi Way and the 
occupation of the Civic Precinct, Forster residents would continue to be serviced from the Breese 
Parade Administration Centre. 
 
BUDGET IMPLICATIONS 
The 22 August 2018 report to Council noted an expenditure to date of $164,000 for Preliminary 
Investigations funded from Council's Land Development Reserve. 
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An additional expenditure of $18,000 (plus GST) has been incurred in connection with the 
preparation of the Financing Strategy.  Further costs will be incurred as part of the peer review of 
the Financing Strategy.  These costs (yet to be confirmed) will also be covered from the Land 
Development Reserve. 

 

RECOMMENDATION 
 
That Council:  
 
1. Note the contents of this report regarding the status of the Initiation Phase of the project. 
 
2. Approve the draft financing strategy noting that a peer review of the strategy is being 

undertaken. 
 
3. Approve the draft community engagement strategy, and the implementation of that strategy 

over a six-week consultation period. 
 
4. Require that outcomes from the peer review of the financing strategy and community 

engagement be reported back to Council at a subsequent meeting for consideration prior to 
proceeding to the next phase in the Project (Design Phase).   
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Notes:  

This version of the strategy has been altered from the original version to ensure that commercially sensitive 
information has been removed. The redacted information is not available to the public as it comprises information 
relating to property realisation values which form part of the strategy. Disclosure of confidential information in the 
strategy would disadvantage Council in obtaining best value from the sale or lease of properties referred to in the 
strategy. 

We note that this strategy references reports prepared by Knight Frank Newcastle.  These reports are not 
available to the public for the same reason referenced above in relation to the strategy redactions. 
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1 Executive Summary 

This strategy has been prepared to document the various funding options available for the 
proposed office relocation to 2 Biripi Way, Taree currently being considered by Council. 

At this time, it is estimated that $20 million is required (including contingency) to develop the 
property for office relocation purposes (this figure does not include the site acquisition cost or 
AV/IT costs). 

This strategy involves a rationalisation of cash reserves, which in the main, are the result of 
efficiencies in reserve fund holdings as a result of the Council merger, the sale of property 
assets and loan funds (with loans to be repaid from rental income received from leasing out 
retained properties surplus to Council's needs as a result of the office relocation to Biripi 
Way). 

In this strategy, Option 3 is identified as the recommended funding model and comprises the 
following: 

Cash Reserves     $7.2 Million 
Sale of Property Assets    $4.8 Million  
Loans (repaid from rent received)  $8 Million__ 

Total       $20 Million 
 

2 Background 

In November 2017, Council resolved to acquire the former Masters building and site located 
at 2 Biripi Way Taree. The building had been identified as having the potential to become the 
administrative headquarters of MidCoast Council and would allow for the centralisation of 
staff. 

Council adopted a Gateway Process for the development of the project whereby a series of 
decision points exist. This allows for Council to receive and consider information and 
determine whether it wishes to proceed with the project. 

The project has now reached a decision point where a financing strategy is required. This 
strategy will consider the estimated cost to fit-out the site, the various sources of funds that 
may be allocated to the project, identify the longer term operating costs of the project, 
consider an asset disposal strategy of existing council properties and consider the impact of 
the project on Council's Long Term Financial Plan. 

3 Site Purchase and Funding 

The site at 2 Biripi Way was purchased for $7 million (plus GST) and was funded through 
loan borrowings. 

These funds were borrowed from the Commonwealth Bank of Australia for a 20 year term 
with a variable rate of interest. 

Council generally borrows on a fixed rate basis over a ten year period. In this instance a 
variable rate was chosen to provide flexibility as Council proceeded through the various 
phases that would lead to a final decision on the project. 

Should Council resolve not to proceed with the proposal, it would need to consider the 
options for the site which may include disposal or leasing as a commercial investment. 

 
Draft Financing Strategy (Public Copy): 2 Biripi Way, Taree (31 October 2018) Page 3 of 12 



Retaining the ability to repay the borrowings early and without incurring significant break 
costs was a key consideration in entering into a variable rate loan. 

Principal and interest repayments (approximately $500,000 per annum) on this loan are 
being met from Council's Commercial Development Reserve which holds the rental income 
received from the Woolworths Tuncurry lease. 

4 Cost to Fit-out 

The following costs are taken from the Cost Plan dated 20 July 2018 prepared by Slattery 
Australia Pty Ltd. These are the figures that were presented to Council during August 2018. 

The Cost Plan was developed to align with the test fit option that accommodates 350 staff. 
The test fit excludes fit out of the western end of the building referred to as the former Trade 
Centre ('out of scope' area of approximately 2,000 m2), other than replacing the existing 
roller door with a wall to match the existing wall. 

The estimated total overall cost of the proposed test fit is $18,093,941. 

This is broken down into the following components: 

• Building Costs  $14,661,357 
• Consultancy Fees $1,852,992 
• Contingency  $1,579,592 

 

There are a number of Cost Options that have been identified within the report that will need 
to be considered and a decision on these will impact on the final estimated cost. These cost 
options total $1,691,511 (being items that are optional and not essential elements for the 
project, e.g. fit out of additional workstations for future growth). 

Value Engineering Options have also been identified which could reduce construction 
costs if adopted. Whether or not one or more of these options will be adopted will be 
considered during the detailed design phase and total $1,145,000 (i.e. wall height of offices, 
area of glazing). 

It should also be noted that the Cost Plan does not include any allowance for AV/IT 
equipment. It has been estimated that the relevant amount for this component is $2,656,336. 
It has been excluded from the estimates on the basis that AV/IT costs will be incurred 
irrespective of whether Council makes a decision to proceed with a move to the Biripi Way 
site or to adopt a 'campus' model utilising existing sites. The required upgrades for either 
option will be funded through Council's regular budgeting process. It should be noted that the 
estimate for AV / IT equipment in respect of a 'campus' model is $3,911,336 due to the need 
to duplicate equipment at multiple locations. 

The Cost Plan also identifies a number of Exclusions that will need to be re-confirmed and 
costed if a decision is made that they are applicable to the project.  

These Cost Options, Value Engineering Options and Exclusions will need to be considered 
to determine a final Cost Plan Estimate and as part of the process of developing the 
specification that may ultimately be put to the market through the procurement process. 
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5 Funding for the Project 

For the purposes of this Financial Strategy a total project cost of $20 million has been 
assumed for the fit-out and relocation. It should be noted that this figure does not include the 
site purchase or AV / IT costs. 

It is noted that the test fit estimate in the cost plan is $18 million and this figure includes a 
significant contingency provision. However final design of the internal layout is required and 
the actual price will not be known until an external procurement process in the market has 
been conducted. On this basis, it is prudent to adopt a more conservative estimate of total 
funding required to undertake the project. 

This higher estimate of required funding (i.e. $20 million) should not be taken as an indicator 
that there is room for scope creep within the project budget. Every effort will be put into 
ensuring that value for money is achieved and that all components are fit for purpose. 

Should Council resolve to proceed to the next stage of the Gateway process - the Ready to 
Design stage - the focus will be on the governance arrangements of the project including 
addressing probity of procurement, completeness of specifications, detailed identification of 
project risks and benefits, refining of cost estimates etc. 

Initial reports indicated Council could utilise borrowings to fund the fit-out of the 2 Biripi Way 
site. Further investigations confirmed that Council has the capacity within its General Fund to 
undertake additional borrowings to fund this project. 

The sources of funding available to Council include: 

• Funds from Asset Sales - Council will have 4 office buildings that may be surplus to 
needs at the end of this project. They could be offered to the market and sold with the 
proceeds applied to the project. Council also has a number of other property holdings 
that could be considered for disposal. 

• Rental Income from Lease of Council Assets - As stated above, Council may have 4 
office buildings that are surplus to needs assuming that the relocation to 2 Biripi Way 
occurs. As an alternative to disposing of certain surplus assets, several (or all) of 
these buildings may be suitable for lease to the private or public sector on commercial 
terms. This revenue stream could be allocated to the repayment of borrowings 
undertaken to fund the project. 

• Re-allocation of existing Internal Reserves - Council has significant Internal Reserves 
set aside for various capital and operating purposes. As a result of the merger, 
efficiencies can be realised from rationalising some Reserves – a review could be 
undertaken to determine whether some can be re-allocated to the project. 

• Re-allocation of existing budgets - Council has a number of opportunities to consider 
its current and upcoming budget with a view to allocating funds to this project. It may 
choose to review its current 2018-2019 budget and identify areas where it wishes to 
re-allocate funds or it may choose allocate any savings identified through the 
Quarterly Budget Review process or Re-Votes process to this project. The 2019-2020 
budget development process represents a similar opportunity. Council may also need 
to undertake this exercise to identify savings that could be re-allocated towards the 
operating and maintenance expenses associated with the occupation of the Biripi 
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Way site particularly while the other sites remain vacant and in Council's ownership 
(holding costs).  

• Government grants - Council should continue to liaise with both Federal and State 
Government bodies to identify opportunities for financial contributions to the project. 
Any success in this area would allow Council to reduce its proposed borrowings for 
the project. However given the uncertainty in respect of this funding source it is not 
being considered as a principal source of funding for the project. 

 
In identifying funding sources for the Financing Strategy Council has made the following 
decisions and assumptions: 

1. That Council will not be seeking a Special Rate Variation to raise funds for the project 
either as a direct contribution or to service borrowings taken out for the project. 

2. That building assets that may become surplus to needs will be disposed of or offered 
to the public and private sector as commercial premises available for occupation for a 
commercial return. Proceeds from either option will be allocated to the reduction of 
borrowings taken out for the project. 

3. That where possible the Balance Sheet should be the preferred source of funding for 
this project through use of cash investments, utilisation of vacant building assets for a 
commercial revenue stream and disposal of selected surplus properties. 

 

6 Borrowings 

Borrowings are one of the available funding options and it is appropriate that the project 
(being capital in nature) utilises some level of debt financing as a way of allocating the capital 
cost across generations and the life of the asset. Council could also consider funding the 
entire project with debt financing. 

The ability to repay these borrowings is the primary consideration in determining the level of 
debt to taken on for the project. Council has several options to meet the repayments, 
including: 

• identify new revenue sources  
• provide a new budget allocation from existing revenue streams, or  
• reduce / re-allocate existing budgets. 

 
The annual repayments applicable to a $1 million loan taken over a 20 year period (with 
quarterly repayments) at a fixed rate between 4.00% and 5.50% are shown below. 

Interest Rate Annual Repayment (Principal & Interest)  
per $1 million 

4.00% $72,875 
4.25% $74,474 
4.50% $76,092 
4.75% $77,730 
5.00% $79,386 
5.25% $81,060 
5.50% $82,753 
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Council needs to be conscious of the impact of borrowings on its financial ratios when 
undertaking additional borrowings - particularly the Debt Service Cover Ratio and the Debt 
Service Ratio. At 30 June 2018 Council's Debt Service Ratio for General Fund was 8.28% 
while the Debt Service Cover Ratio was 3.93. These ratios are satisfactory and well within 
the benchmark ranges identified by the Office of Local Government (Benchmarks: Debt 
Service Cover Ratio - greater than 2, Debt Service Ratio - <10% = satisfactory, 10% to 20 % 
= fair). 

Recent modelling within Council's Long Term Financial Plan considers the impact of 
borrowing an additional $8 million for this project. This model also includes borrowings of $50 
million over 4 years associated with Council's contribution to a $100 million Roads Program 
in partnership with the NSW State Government. It should be noted that the loan repayments 
associated with the $50 million Road Program are funded from the Special Rate Variation 
(SRV) previously approved by the IPART. The SRV funds are restricted for this purpose. 

Assuming that an additional $8 million is borrowed for this project, the model projects that the 
Debt Service Ratio will increase to 10.31% in 2019/2020 with a Debt Service Cover Ratio of 
2.43. These ratios then improve in 2020/2021 as other loans are finalised. The calculation of 
this ratio is also based upon Council receiving annual rental income equivalent to the loan 
repayments on the $8 million from the lease of surplus Council properties. 

The use of loan funding for the project (particularly during the fit-out and early occupancy 
stage) provides Council with some flexibility to take a considered approach in respect of the 
future of the surplus administration buildings. Some (or all) of these buildings may present 
attractive commercial leasing opportunities to the private or public sector which may earn 
Council a competitive market return. These funds would then be applied to servicing the 
relevant loan repayments. 

It may be preferable to utilise debt funding as the balancing source of funding for the project. 
The objective is to carry the lowest amount of borrowings as possible at the completion of the 
project and to be paying the lowest amount of interest possible. To enable this Council would 
identify other funding sources that can be allocated to the project, with the outstanding 
unfunded amount sourced from borrowings. 

The structure of any debt financing will need to be considered from the perspective of fixed 
versus variable interest rates. A fixed rate over a 20 year period in the current low interest 
rate environment provides certainty for budgeting of repayments over the long term. However 
it does limit the ability to make lump sum repayments off the principal should Council decide 
to dispose of properties in the future. 

At this point in time Council should be looking towards retaining flexibility with its borrowings 
for this project and as such a variable rate loan structure is preferred. This provides time for 
Council to consider the various options for property retention / disposal and for decisions to 
be implemented. 
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7 Asset Disposals 

Council presently owns 4 administration buildings in Forster and Taree that will become 
vacant if the move to 2 Biripi Way Taree is approved. Those properties are: 

• 4-10 Breese Parade, Forster (former Great Lakes Council Administration Building) 
• 16 Breese Parade, Forster (former MidCoast Water Administration Building) 
• 26 Muldoon Street, Taree (former MidCoast Water Administration Building) 
• 2 Pulteney Street, Taree (former Greater Taree City Council Administration Building) 

 
Council engaged Knight Frank Newcastle to provide Property Advice and a Disposal 
Strategy in respect of the above properties. The scope of the engagement was extended to 
include the site at 2 Biripi Way, Taree. 

Council also owns a number of other properties that could be offered to the market and 
Knight Frank was also asked to provide advice on some of these properties.  

26 Muldoon Street Taree 

The property at 26 Muldoon Street Taree is presently leased to the NSW Police - Manning -
Great Lakes Local Area Command (LAC) for approximately 2 years while the reconstruction 
of the Taree Police Station occurs. 

The 26 Muldoon Street property is operated in two portions (but not formally subdivided) – 
the first of which is the front administration building (being the subject of the lease to the 
LAC) and the second is the Taree Water Services Depot and treatment plant located behind 
the Administration Building (which is not included in the leased area to the LAC). The Knight 
Frank report only considers the current leased area. 

If Council determines to dispose of 26 Muldoon Street, then at that time, Council would need 
to consider whether the property should be subdivided and potentially only the front 
administration building being offered to the market, or whether the site should be offered to 
the market englobo (i.e. the two portions being sold together) having regard to the range of 
potential buyers. The inclusion of the depot site with the front administration building 
represents a different configuration of the property that may attract a higher return. 

This would also require Council to consider its future strategy for the location and number of 
Works Depots across the local government area. 

At this stage the area occupied by the depot and treatment plant has not been included in the 
consideration of potential asset disposals. Any decision to put all or part of the property to the 
market would require a subdivision. 

4-10 Breese Parade Forster 

For the purposes of this strategy and market valuations, the 4-10 Breese Parade Forster site 
does not include the current Forster Library Building or the buildings occupied by the Arts & 
Crafts Centre, Senior Citizens Group or MidCoast Assist. The Knight Frank property 
assessment deals only with the current Administration Building footprint. Market estimates / 
valuations have not been obtained for the balance of the site. 

As the Forster Civic Precinct project proceeds to construction over the next 12-18 months the 
future use of the Forster Library building will also need to be considered given the eventual 
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relocation of the Library to that site. A disposal strategy that incorporates both the existing 
Administration Building and the Library may be an option for consideration, or there may be 
opportunities to lease the Library building and dispose of the Administration building. 

16 Breese Parade Forster 

Knight Frank has provided market realisation estimates for the disposal of this property. 

2 Pulteney Street Taree 

The Knight Frank report considers this building from a sale or sale and leaseback 
perspective. It is a 2 storey building (with basement level parking) in the Taree CBD. 
Alternate uses for the property (including redevelopment) have not been considered at this 
point in time. 

Knight Frank Summary 

Working on the assumption that Council will dispose of the 4 properties identified above, 
Knight Frank has provided advice in respect of each property on the basis of disposal with 
vacant possession, disposal with a nominal 1 year lease and disposal with a 5 year lease. 
This information is commercially sensitive and has been provided to Councillors on a 
confidential basis.  

As mentioned above, there are several other property holdings of Council that could be 
considered for disposal. There are advantages and disadvantages associated with the 
potential disposal of each of these properties. As this information is commercially sensitive, it 
is not publicly available. 

8 Re-allocation of Existing Cash Reserves (General Fund) 

Council has a large amount of money allocated to Internal Reserves being funds set aside 
for a variety of purposes. This practice assists with budget management over the medium 
term by setting aside cash annually for lumpy expenditure requirements eg Election Reserve, 
or to deal with unexpected large price fluctuations eg Workers Compensation Reserve. In 
combining the Internal Reserves of the 3 former General Purpose Councils some 
opportunities exist to rationalise the quantum of funds allocated. 

A review of Internal Reserve balances at 30 June 2018 has identified several sources of 
funding that could be allocated to this project to reduce the impact on the annual budget and 
to reduce the amount that would need to be borrowed for the project. These include: 

• A $1 million allocation from the Employee Leave Entitlement (ELE) Reserve. At 30 
June 2018 the ELE Reserve has a balance of $5,290,000 (excluding funds held 
within the Water Services Division). Council's ELE liability (on-costed) at 30 June 
2018 is $15.9 million. The allocation of funds would still see Council have available 
funds of 27% of the total liability held to meet unexpected cash outflows. 

• A $1 million allocation from Council's Plant Reserve. At 30 June 2018 the Plant 
Reserve held in excess of $6 million. An assessment of the amount held in the Plant 
Reserve by the Director Engineering & Infrastructure Services shortly after the 
amalgamation identified that there were excess funds within the Reserve that could 
be re-allocated. 

• A $1 million allocation from Council's Waste Reserves. It is appropriate that the 
Waste fund contribute to the costs of the new building and sufficient funds are 
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available within the combined reserves held for this purpose. Current Waste 
Reserves exceed $30 million. 

• A $1 million reallocation of miscellaneous reserves including the Local 
Infrastructure Renewal Scheme (LIRS) Reserve, Workers Compensation Premium 
Reserve and Swimming Pool Inspection Reserve. 

• Property Development Reserves - All former councils held a Property Development 
Reserve. Approximately $700,000 is held in these Reserves in the former Taree and 
Gloucester systems with the former Great Lakes Reserve already utilised on 
preliminary expenditure on this project.  This $700,000 would be available for 
allocation. 

• An amount of $470,000 has been collected in Section 94 contributions in the former 
Great Lakes area for Administration building extensions / replacement and this 
amount should be allocated to the project. 

 

The above equates to approximately $5.2 million in cash investments that is currently 
available and that can be allocated to the project by way of Council resolution. This would be 
sufficient for the initial cash flow requirements associated with the project should it proceed. 

Alternatively these funds could be allocated to the current $7 million loan that was taken out 
in respect of the initial purchase of the site. That would have the effect of reducing current 
borrowings and reducing the amount of interest currently being paid. 

The current source of funds for the repayment of this loan is the Commercial Development 
Reserve. If this loan was paid out in the near future then it would be prudent to allow the 
funds that were allocated to meeting current repayments to accumulate within the Reserve. 
The accumulated funds would then be allocated to the future loan repayments that would 
need to be met for the larger borrowing required to fund the fit-out of the building. 

9 Water Services Division Contribution 

Council's Water Services Division will also be required to contribute to the cost of the 
proposed Biripi Way project as a corporate overhead.  This contribution will comprise 
approximately $2 million in cash and a contribution from Water Services properties by way of 
lease or sale.  

10 Total Cash Contribution (Cash Reserves and Water Services) 

Based on the analysis above, the combined available cash reserves (including Water 
Services Contribution) of approximately $7.2 million could be allocated to funding the 2 Biripi 
Way Taree Office Relocation should Council wish to proceed with the project. 

11 Operational Savings / Efficiencies 

It needs to be recognised that operational savings and efficiencies will not, in the first 
instance, provide the large sums of funding required to proceed with this project. However, 
they are an important aspect of the longer term success of the proposed relocation. 
Assumptions have been made in the Business Case of the level of savings and efficiencies 
that may be achieved from this project. They have not been subject to further consideration 
in this Financing Strategy. 

The Business Case identified that there would be savings in operating and maintenance 
expenditures on administration buildings as a result of a move to a single site compared with 
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operating a 'campus' model. These savings would be realised over time as the former offices 
were sold or leased. 

In the short to medium term Council will incur additional expenditure as the new facility 
comes on-line.  At this point in time it is difficult to estimate with any certainty the level of 
savings in operational expenditure arising from the proposed relocation to the 2 Biripi Way 
site. There are a number of options around a property usage / disposal strategy that impact 
on this aspect. Should Council choose to retain its existing administrative properties and 
seek a commercial return then this will go some way to off-setting the new costs incurred 
through the operation of the Biripi Way location. Any increase in operational and 
maintenance expenditure will need to be accommodated and considered within Council's 
existing budget structure. 

Opportunities exist for operational savings to be achieved as identified in the Business Case 
through operational efficiencies. The operation of 4 legacy computer systems contributes to 
inefficiency in operations and the migration to a single computer system, currently underway, 
will contribute to improved efficiencies which will enable a realignment of resourcing levels.  

12 Funding Options  

Taking the above information into consideration there are several options to fund the 2 Biripi 
Way Office Relocation project. All options are a variation on using cash reserves, proceeds 
from asset sales, rental revenue from leasing and borrowings. The 2 opposite options are to 
sell all surplus properties or to sell none of the surplus properties.  

Council has discussed a number of these options/variations at 2 workshops held with 
Councillors during October 2018.  The particular funding options are discussed below.  

Option 1 - Cash Reserves + Disposal of all surplus properties 

This option would see Council progressively dispose of various surplus properties. The 
reallocation of cash reserves in the vicinity of $7.2 million would also be required for this 
option. Council would need to borrow on a short term basis to fund the fit-out but loan 
borrowings would be reduced by lump sum payments as each property was sold. 
Repayments in the interim period would need to be sourced from Council's operational 
budget. 

This option would result in the disposal of significant assets in Council’s property portfolio in 
a condensed timeframe (to accommodate the project funding requirements). During 
workshops with Council on this matter they have indicated that this is not their preferred 
option. 

Recommendation: No further consideration of Option 1 
 
Option 2 - Cash Reserves + Borrowings + Lease Existing Buildings 

This option would see Council utilise cash reserves of approximately $7.2 million and borrow 
the remaining funds (approximately $12.5 - $12.8 million). Repayments on the borrowings 
would need to come from rental income generated from offering the surplus properties to the 
market. Council's operational budget would need to meet loan repayments until rental 
income was generated and when rental was insufficient to meet the repayments. 
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Modelling indicates that rental income from surplus properties would be insufficient to meet 
loan repayment requirements. 

Recommendation: No further consideration of Option 2 
 
Option 3 - Cash Reserves + Borrowings + Property Sales + Explore Options for Lease 
/Sale of Existing Buildings 

Council would allocate approximately $7.2 million in cash reserves to this project. It has 
identified that a select number of surplus Council owned properties could be offered to the 
market. Borrowings of between $7 - $8 million would be required with repayments to be met 
from rental income from the lease of existing properties or from Council's current budget. 

Recommendation: Proceed with Option 3 as the basis of the financing strategy 
moving forward and for the purpose of undertaking community engagement 

 
13 Conclusion 
 
By adopting this financing strategy, the project will proceed to the next Gateway decision 
point with Option 3 as the funding model.  
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Introduction 
 
The project 
 
To reduce operational costs and to improve organisational efficiencies, MidCoast Council 
has been considering opportunities to consolidate its administrative functions in Taree and 
Forster into a single centralised office location on Biripi Way, Taree. 

The delivery of improved greater efficiencies and cost savings for our community supports 
the delivery of several of our key organisational goals –  specifically being a well-run and 
managed council and providing value for money for our community. 

Currently, Council operates from four main administration centres (two in Forster, one in 
Taree – noting the two Taree offices have already been centralised - and one in Gloucester), 
a legacy of the mergers that took place in May 2016 and July 2017. 

It is proposed to relocate approximately 350 staff and their functions from the Forster and 
Taree administrative centres to a central administrative office. 

Customer service centres in Gloucester, Stroud and Tea Gardens would continue to operate 
as they currently are and would not be impacted by the development of a central office. A 
new customer service centre for Forster is proposed as part of the Civic Precinct 
development in Lake Street. 

The site under investigation for a central administrative office is the former Masters building 
on Biripi Way, Taree, which Council acquired in December 2017. 

A business case, prepared by an independent consultant in January 2018 looked at three 
options for moving forward: doing nothing, operating a campus model and consolidating into 
a single location. 

The initial business case determined that ‘do nothing’ was not an option for a number of 
reasons, including: 

• the majority of the equipment is beyond its useful life, particularly the IT resources 
• several of the offices require substantial refurbishment and renovation to continue to 

operate, including a new roof for the Forster Administration Centre  
• the Forster Administration Centre is already at maximum capacity 
• continued staff time invested in travelling between offices 
• the opportunity for operational efficiencies would be minimal 

The business case then went on to explore the cost benefit analysis of two options, the 
campus option and the single site option:  
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The campus option - to retain and refurbish the existing administration offices in Taree and 
Forster 

The single site option – to consolidate all of Council’s administrative functions from Forster 
and Taree to a head office at the Biripi Way site 

The single site option was assessed as the preferred option due to a range of factors 
including long term lower operating costs and greater efficiencies.  

Following confirmation of the single site as the preferred option, more detailed test fit 
designs and cost planning were undertaken by external consultants to provide an estimated 
cost of $18 million to develop the Biripi Way site as a central administrative office. 

On 22 August 2018, Council considered the cost and outcomes of the investigations and 
resolved at that stage the project was feasible and a Financing Strategy be developed for 
consideration. 

The Financing Strategy now been developed to outline how Council will pay for the project.  

This strategy involves: 

• a rationalisation of cash reserves, which in the main are the result of efficiencies in 
reserve fund holdings as a result of the Council merger -  $7.2 million 

• the sale of property assets - $4.8 million 
• loan funds with loans to be repaid from rental income received from leasing out 

properties surplus to  needs as a result of the office centralisation - $8 million 

The Financing Strategy is based on a total cost of $20 million. While the project estimate in 
the cost plan is $18 million, and this estimate includes significant contingency provision, the 
financing strategy is based on $20 million to provide an additional buffer.  

This financing strategy forms the basis of the engagement with the community on the 
project. 
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The engagement process 
 

Under the Office of Local Government, Division of Premier and Cabinet’s Capital 
Expenditure Guidelines Councils must: 

• demonstrate that its decision to carry out the proposed capital expenditure is based 
on sound strategic and financial planning, supported by valid data and research; and 
that it reflects the view, priorities and objectives of the broader community. 

As part of that process, Council must prepare a report on the engagement process 
undertaken. The guidelines indicate the report should include: 

• how Council conveyed the social, economic, employment, financial and 
environmental impacts of the project to the community  

• confirmation that the project is included in the Council’s community strategic plan, 
delivery program and operational plan  

• details of the consultation processes Council has in place to allow participation by 
affected groups and consideration of their views  

• a public interest evaluation showing a positive outcome for the broader community, 
which includes but is not limited to; effectiveness, accountability and transparency, 
equity, public access, consumer rights, security and privacy.  

• details of the methods used by Council to inform the broader community of the 
proposed project, its key elements and decisions made in relation to the project. This 
may include community newsletters, community surveys, newspaper or radio 
advertisements, etc.  

• Council’s planning process to enable the community be provided with sufficient 
information to be adequately informed. To be considered sufficient the delivery 
program and operational plan should include:  

o purpose of project and benefits to the community  
o costs and funding sources, and  
o construction time frames   

• details of the public reaction to the proposal including any statistics on the outcome 
of surveys, any correspondence received from the community, etc  

• details on any public meetings held in regard to the proposal  
 
 
Flexibility 
 
This Engagement Strategy outlines how Council intends to listen to our community. As new 
information is gained, or concerns are raised by the community, the Engagement Strategy 
may be revised. We need to remain agile enough to take advantage of the opportunities and 
changing circumstances that may arise. 
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How the project fits into our strategic plans 
 
The proposal to develop a centralised office space for MidCoast Council delivers on the 
value area identified in our community strategic plan MidCoast 2030: Shared Vision, 
Shared Responsibility of strong leadership and shared vision: 

• Providing the community with an efficient, convenient and professional experience 
when using council services. 

 

It also aims to deliver on the three year focus of the delivery program to meet the above 
strategy: 

• Focus 13.2.1 ensure the community has contact points to Council services in the 
main centres of the LGA, utilising Council owned sites in an efficient and effective 
way and ensuring teams are coming together as one Council 

The one year action which aligns to this focus in the 2018-19 operational plan states we 
will: 

• Continue to investigate options for accommodation in Forster and Taree through the 
adopted gateway process being undertaken for the former Masters site at Biripi Way, 
Taree or any alternative arising from the investigations 
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Engaging with our community 
 

This strategy is designed to engage with our community on the key issues involved with the 
proposed office centralisation project. 

Ultimately, the purpose of the engagement is to determine the public reaction to the proposal 
and demonstrate any decision to carry out the capital expenditure required on the project 
reflects the views, priorities and objectives of the broader community (Capital Expenditure Guidelines 
page 8).  

The engagement will need to provide the community with the following information to ensure 
they can provide informed feedback: 

• the benefits, costs and impacts of a centralised administration centre 
• how the project will be financed and any impacts this may have on our community 
• how customer service will continue to be delivered to the community 

 

Level of engagement 
 
As outlined in MidCoast Council's Community Engagement Policy, our engagement 
approach utilises the five- point framework developed by the International Association for 
Public Participation (IAP2). 

   

Figure 1: The IAP2 Public Participation Spectrum, where ‘inform’ is the lowest level of engagement, and ‘empower’ is the 
highest. More information on the spectrum can be found at www.iap2.org.au.  

The proposed levels of engagement for this project are inform, consult and involve. 

• Inform - to provide the public with balanced and objective information to assist them 
in understanding the problem, alternatives, benefits and/or solutions  

• Consult - to obtain public feedback the project and/or alternatives  
• Involve - to work directly with the public throughout the decision-making process to 

ensure that community concerns and aspirations are consistently understood and 
considered. 

Inform Consult Involve Collaborate Empower 

http://www.iap2.org.au/
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Principles that shape our engagement approach 
 

When engaging with our community our guiding principles are designed to deliver on our 
mission to build trust with our community and to show we value community participation. 

 

 
Communication goals 
 
The main goals of the communication activities to be undertaken are to support the 
engagement program by achieving the following: 

• To provide accurate information to the community to allow them to make an informed 
contribution to the process  

• To raise awareness in the community of the engagement activities  
• To be timely, informative and accessible 
• To be adaptive to the needs and context of the consultation process as it evolves 
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Who will we engage with? 
 
We will engage with a range of stakeholders during the consultation period including. 

• Residents 
• Ratepayers 
• Users of the administration centres  
• Businesses and business groups such as Chambers of Commerce 
• Groups of individuals, organisations, community groups etc 
• Federal and State members 
• Councillors  
• MidCoast Council staff  

Engagement activities will enable all of these groups to provide feedback. Specific types of 
activities and messages will be designed to target the various stakeholders, as described 
further in this strategy. 

We acknowledge there will be some parts of our community that will be harder to reach than 
others and some will be more engaged in the process than others.  
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Key messages 
 

The centralisation of administrative functions into a single site and the financing strategy to 
deliver this project is a complex topic to communicate.  

As a result, a number of key messages have been developed to convey essential 
information about the project. 

The key messages to be used through the engagement activities associated with this 
strategy include: 

• Council’s administrative functions will operate from a head office on Birpi Way, Taree 
 

• Funding the move to a head office will not impact on rates or the region’s road 
renewal and maintenance programs 
 

• The project will be funded by a combination of cash reserves, asset sales and loan 
borrowings – to be repaid by funds gained by leasing out surplus office buildings 
 

• Customer service centres will be retained at all locations, Taree, Forster, Gloucester, 
Stroud and Tea Gardens 
 

• The Taree Customer Service Centre will be relocated to Biripi Way and the Forster 
Customer Service Centre will be relocated at the new Civic Precinct in Lake Street, 
Forster when built 

 
• A number of operational efficiencies will be delivered to the community as a result of 

the development of a head office 
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Engagement activities 
 

Method Description 
 
 
 
Community information 
sessions 

 
A number of community information sessions to be held in 
Forster, Taree and Gloucester. 
These sessions will provide an opportunity for information on 
the project to be presented and for the community to seek 
answers to questions they have on the project. 
 

 
 
Community group meetings 
 

 
Community groups will be invited to have a Council 
representative attend their meeting and address their group 
on the project, providing the opportunity for attendees to ask 
questions of Council on the project. 
 

 
 
Website information hub 

 
Central location for information on the project including: 
 

• Project facts and details, 
• FAQs, 
• Key dates and project timeline, 
• Opportunity to take part in the ‘have your say’ survey. 

 
 
 
Interactive ‘Frequently Asked 
Questions’ website space 

 
A dedicated section of our website to be updated as the 
engagement period progresses to reflect questions arising 
from the community. These questions could be raised via 
submissions, survey feedback, social media comments or 
questions or feedback at the community information 
sessions. A facility will be provided on the website for the 
community to submit a question for answering. 
 

 
 
Direct mail 

 
A newsletter specifically providing information on the project 
and feedback opportunities to be distributed to all residents 
in the region to ensure widespread information is provided to 
the community. This will include an opportunity for members 
of the community to respond to the have your say survey via 
a reply paid facility. 
 

 
 
‘Have your say’ survey  

 
This short survey will allow the community to provide 
feedback around the key issues, including impacts and 
benefits and check information on the financing of the project 
is understood. Opportunity will also be provided for 
comments. 
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Media releases 

 
To be issued to all print, radio and television contacts 
in a timely manner to help inform the community of the 
project and feedback opportunities. 
 

 
 
Advertisements 

 
Utilisation of existing newspaper advertising to advise 
the community of the project and feedback opportunities. 
 

 
 
Videos 

 
Series of videos created to explain the project and promote 
the engagement program, for website and social media. 
 

 
 
Radio interviews 

 
Provide an update to the community through our 
regular weekly radio spot and other opportunities. 
 

 
 
Direct contact via community 
databases 

 
Utilisation of existing email databases to provide information 
to the community and call for participation in the 
engagement process. 
 

 
 
Displays 

 
Visual displays in key locations to raise awareness of the 
project and engagement opportunities. Potential locations 
include: 

• Council offices 
• Libraries 

 
Opportunity will be provided as part of the displays for 
feedback both online and in hard copy. 
 

 
 
 
 
Social media 

 
We will use our social media space to inform members of the 
community how they can participate in the discussion in a 
way that will be counted – via attendance at community 
meetings, submissions and participation in our have your 
say survey  - and point discussions to our website. 
We will also monitor, where possible, the discussions taking 
place on social media channels regarding the project. The 
intention of this will be to collect information on the potential 
areas of community concern to allow these to be addressed 
through our identified communication channels. 
 

 

In addition to the above activities, regular updates will be provided to Councillors and staff. 
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Reporting and evaluation 
 
Reporting 
 

It is a requirement under the Office of Local Government, Division of Premier and Cabinet’s 
Capital Expenditure Guidelines that we prepare a report on the engagement process 
undertaken.  This report will cover the items indicated in the guidelines, and outlined in the 
introduction of this strategy (page 4). 

In addition we will ensure we report back to our community on the outcomes of the 
engagement process, to ensure transparency and to close the loop with those who 
participated in the process. 

Only information gathered in the following ways will be recorded and stored in council’s 
systems: 

• feedback from information sessions 
• have your say survey submissions 
• formal submissions 
• emails and letters received 

Forms of contact other than those listed above, including phone calls and petitions will not 
be recorded as part of the reporting on the engagement process.  

The information collected during the engagement process will be used to develop a report 
which will be provided to Councillors to inform their decision on the future of the project. 

The engagement report will also be publicly available via our website. This document will not 
include personal details of those who have participated. Submissions will also be made 
public in accordance with privacy legislation. 

Evaluation 
 

We will undertake an evaluation of the engagement activities to assist us in gauging whether 
the engagement program was successful.  

This evaluation will also then be used when developing future engagement activities. 

Evaluation will be based on: 

• the number of ‘have your say’ surveys undertaken 
• number of submissions received 
• information session participation 
• website engagement 
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