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After taking all the factors above into consideration, the VEC was still undecided as 
to whether seven or nine councillors should be recommended for Bass Coast. The VEC 
therefore looked to the representation of communities of interest to determine which 
number of councillors and electoral structure to recommend. On this basis, the VEC 
believes that seven councillors are more appropriate. The VEC’s findings are presented 
in Section 8.2 below.  

8.2 Electoral structure  

Issues considered by the VEC 

Provisions within the Act allow for a municipality to be unsubdivided, with all 
councillors elected “at large” by all voters, or for a municipality to be subdivided into 
a number of wards. If wards have only one councillor, councillors are elected using 
preferential voting. Under an unsubdivided or a multi-councillor ward structure, 
councillors are elected through proportional representation. With each system, voters 
mark their ballot papers the same way. 

If the municipality is subdivided into wards, there are three options available: 

 single-councillor wards; 
 multi-councillor wards; and 
 a combination of both single-councillor and multi-councillor wards. 

Boundaries for wards must: 

 provide for a fair and equitable division of the municipality; and 
 ensure equality of representation, through the number of voters represented 

by each councillor being within 10% of the average number of voters per 
councillor for the municipality. 

In addition to the legislative requirements, a number of other factors were 
considered when evaluating subdivided structures. These factors included: 

 communities of interest (communities of interest are groups of people who share 
a range of common concerns — they may occur where people are linked with each 
other geographically, economically or through having particular needs); 

 spreading developing areas over a number of wards; 
 using logical boundaries such as main roads, physical features and existing 

boundaries for easy identification of wards; and 
 taking account of likely population changes. 

In developing ward boundaries, the VEC aims to achieve the best possible balance 
between these criteria. 

The VEC’s findings  

The initial stages of consideration resulted in a preferred and two alternative 
electoral structures, which were put to the public in the VEC’s Preliminary Report. 

Communities of interest 

The population of Bass Coast Shire is generally older than many other municipalities 
— it has a median age of 46, which is higher than the rural municipality average of 
43. Inverloch and San Remo have the highest proportion of residents aged 65 years 
and over, while Newhaven and Wonthaggi have the highest proportion aged 19 years 
and under. The Shire has a lower proportion of two-parent families with dependent 
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children than Victoria as a whole, but a significantly higher proportion of couple 
families without children. It has a slightly lower proportion of one-parent families 
than the Victorian average. 

Bass Coast Shire has a low degree of ethnic diversity; 77.2% of the population was 
born in Australia, while 5.8% was born in England, 1.1% in New Zealand, 1% in Italy, 
0.9% in the Netherlands and 0.9% in Scotland. Census data indicate that of overseas-
born people who have arrived in the Shire since 2001, the highest proportions have 
settled in Cowes, San Remo, Inverloch and Wonthaggi. The overwhelming majority of 
residents in the Shire are fluent in English. 

The Shire has numerous small townships which are quite varied in nature. Some are 
popular tourist destinations, others are small coastal communities, while the rural 
hinterland makes up a significant part of the Shire. Wonthaggi is a major service 
centre for the region. 

In responding to the 2006 Census, 0.6% of the municipality identified themselves as 
Indigenous, which is identical to the proportion of Indigenous residents in Victoria 
as a whole. The Indigenous residents of Bass Coast Shire reside mainly in Kilcunda, 
Ryanston and in the western half of Phillip Island. 

As indicated previously, incomes in Bass Coast Shire are lower than in Victoria 
generally. Data from the 2006 Census indicate that the median weekly household 
income in Victoria is $1,022, while in Bass Coast Shire it is $636. In the major 
population centres of Wonthaggi, Cowes and Inverloch, the median weekly household 
incomes are $562, $600 and $641 respectively. There is a relatively high level of full 
home ownership in the municipality (44.3%), while 26.1% of private dwellings are 
being purchased and 20.8% are being rented.  

(Sources: Australian Bureau of Statistics 2006 Census; Statistical Profile Bass Coast Shire (prepared by 
Gippsland Research and Information Service, Monash University, December 2007); Bass Coast Shire 
Council website; Department of Planning and Community Development Victoria in Future 2004) 

The VEC’s preliminary options 

In its Preliminary Report, the VEC presented three options. The preferred option was 
an unsubdivided structure returning nine (or seven) councillors. In the Preliminary 
Report the VEC expressed the view that the present electoral structure is unable to 
capture communities of interest particularly well. Wonthaggi is split between two 
wards, Newhaven is included in a ward which includes part of Wonthaggi, and the 
Thompson Ward boundary separates residents living in Cowes from those on the 
periphery of the township. Additionally, in the present structure the number of voters 
in one ward (Townsend Ward) exceeds the legislative tolerance of ±10%.  

An unsubdivided shire was ultimately recommended for a number of reasons. The 
Shire has a number of significant townships as well as a substantial rural area; this 
means that voters within wards are likely to have varying needs from the Council, and 
as suggested by a submitter, some residents may feel disenfranchised if their 
particular ward councillor does not share their views. In an unsubdivided shire, all 
voters can make a choice of councillor when dealing with issues of interest or 
concern, rather than relying on the representation from a single ward councillor. One 
submitter suggested that a system of portfolio-based responsibilities could be 
adopted by the Council, so that voters across the Shire would know to approach 
specific councillors with particular issues. 
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It was also viewed that councillors in an unsubdivided structure may be more 
representative of the diversity of interests that exist within the Shire. This is because 
candidates with majority support as well as those with significant minority support 
can expect to be elected due to the application of proportional representation. Non-
geographic communities of interest may gain specific representation, as constituents 
from across the Shire, not just those who live in a particular ward, can choose to vote 
for a candidate who they feel will effectively represent them. Such a community of 
interest may include the significant population across the Shire with rural interests. 

Submissions indicated that a certain amount of rivalry is present between various 
parts of the Shire, which may stem from past municipal structures. It was thought 
that an unsubdivided Shire may encourage councillors to take a “whole of 
municipality” approach to issues and consider entire community interests when 
making decisions. A submitter noted that as the Shire is very small in terms of area 
and travel within the Shire is relatively easy, all councillors should be able to be 
informed on issues across the whole municipality. 

In addition, it was considered that proportional representation would be more likely 
to deliver a truer reflection of voter sentiment, so that Phillip Island, towns on the 
mainland and the rural area will receive representation in line with the level of 
support received from all voters. 

An unsubdivided municipality would also enable all voters to vote for all candidates, 
thus giving voters a greater choice of candidates at election time. A submitter noted 
that there has been little contest in some wards at recent elections. An issue 
sometimes encountered in an unsubdivided municipality is that the ballot paper is 
too big and unwieldy due to the number of candidates. Bass Coast Shire does not 
have a history of large numbers of candidates nominating (29, 24 and 19 candidates 
stood across the Shire at the last three Council elections respectively). The VEC was 
confident that high numbers of candidates would not become an issue should the 
preferred option for an unsubdivided municipality be ultimately recommended. 

The first alternative option proposed by the VEC was a multi-councillor ward structure 
returning nine councillors. The wards in the model were designed so that 
communities of interest were captured reasonably well, and voter numbers were 
projected to stay within the acceptable tolerance until at least 2012. “Leadbeater 
Ward” was a largely rural ward, which also took in Newhaven due to the 
commonalities between Newhaven and San Remo. Although largest in area, it had the 
fewest councillors due to being less populated than other areas of the Shire. “Hovell 
Ward” contained the populous areas of Inverloch and Wonthaggi as well as some rural 
surrounds, while “McHaffie Ward” was essentially Phillip Island excluding Newhaven. 

This model retained a ward structure, while presenting voters with some of the 
positive aspects of an unsubdivided municipality through having multi-councillor 
wards: a greater diversity of interests may be represented on the Council; voters will 
likely have a wider choice of candidates at election time; voters can choose which of 
their representatives to approach with particular matters; and councillors may be 
encouraged to take a broader, less parochial, approach to municipal issues. 

On the other hand, some submitters expressed concern about multi-councillor wards 
in preliminary submissions. It was contended that small communities may lose their 
opportunity for representation if larger wards are created, and that councillors would 
need to cooperate with each other and then compete at election time. Concern was 
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also expressed that multi-councillor wards may re-create former municipal boundaries 
and reignite past tensions. The first preliminary alternative option avoided this 
situation on the mainland, however the McHaffie Ward in the model was obviously 
very similar to the former Shire of Phillip Island. 

A single-councillor ward option, returning seven councillors, was the second 
alternative option presented. The model was based on the current structure, with 
adjustments made so that the number of voters in the revised wards would all be 
within the ±10% deviation limit, and would be anticipated to remain so until at least 
after the 2012 election. 

This option responded to opinions presented in submissions that many voters are 
satisfied with the current level and structure of electoral representation. Submitters 
argued that residents identify strongly with their local areas, and that ward 
councillors are knowledgeable about local issues and influential in building strong 
communities. It was argued that single-councillor wards encourage direct interaction 
between constituent and representative, which residents both require and enjoy, and 
that local government needs to maintain this “grass roots” facet. 

Some submitters mentioned that councillors in single-councillor wards can be held 
accountable more easily, as voters know where “the buck stops”. The performance of 
individual councillors may also be easier to assess. 

It was viewed however that the ward boundaries in the single-councillor ward option 
may present some issues in terms of communities of interest. Due to the sizeable 
population in Cowes and the need to maintain parity of voter numbers, the ward 
boundary cut very close to the main town, thus excluding those voters on the 
outskirts of Cowes despite the fact that they may utilise services there. Likewise with 
Inverloch, the ward boundary enclosed the town quite tightly, potentially splitting 
those in the broader area from their main communities of interest.  

Additionally, Wonthaggi had to be split between Hovell Ward and Anderson Ward, 
leaving part of Wonthaggi in a largely rural ward and the other part included with 
Newhaven and San Remo. 

These issues regarding the placement of ward boundaries led the VEC to view this 
option as the least preferred.  

The options are tested 

As previously mentioned, the VEC did not find the decision as to whether seven or 
nine councillors would be most appropriate for Bass Coast Shire to be clear-cut. It 
therefore looked to the nature of communities of interest to assist in determining an 
ultimate recommendation.  

The VEC considers keeping communities of interest together as far as possible to be a 
very important criterion. Substantial further evidence was provided to the VEC in 
response submissions and at the public hearing, particularly regarding communities 
of interest and the dynamics of voter representation in the Shire. It was argued that 
the various townships are quite independent; that voters have particularly local 
interests and concerns, and have only limited involvement with other parts of the 
Shire.  

The diverse nature of the different areas was also emphasised. It was argued that, 
although Phillip Island is integral to the Shire, it is quite different to the mainland, 
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and has its own localised identity. Even within the Island, it was mentioned that 
although most voters have some association with Cowes due to it being the Island’s 
major town, there are still local geographic communities of interest based around 
Cowes, the broad 3925 post-code area including Woolamai, and also the rural 
hinterland. Regarding communities on the mainland, it was contended that these too 
are quite individual and distinct. While the rural community has concerns largely 
related to agricultural pursuits and rural living, coastal towns such as Inverloch have 
other priorities including planning, tourism and environmental issues. Other smaller 
coastal areas, however, such as Corinella and Coronet Bay, are more concerned about 
infrastructure provision and transport facilities. It was also noted that people living 
in the major town of Wonthaggi have interests more related to urban living and 
regional services. 

Particularly at the public hearing, concern was expressed that in an unsubdivided 
Shire, certain communities and areas would be left with little representation, as 
councillors would be more likely to be elected from the Shire’s more populous major 
towns. It was argued that residents, particularly those in the rural areas and in the 
small coastal townships, need a local councillor who is knowledgeable about their 
particular area, and who can effectively represent their local community on the 
Council. 

Submitters also suggested that in smaller wards containing fewer voters, the costs of 
candidacy are more reasonable. They argued that this encourages candidacy which 
leads to greater choice for voters and a higher quality of representation. These 
submitters also suggested that, once elected, councillors under a single-councillor 
ward model are more accessible, can be held to account more easily and have more 
reasonable workloads. At the public hearing it was mentioned that there has not 
been a by-election since the Shire’s inception, thus vacancies in single-councillor 
wards are not a particular problem. 

There was limited evidence presented of the existence of non-geographic 
communities of interest. Such communities are often a reason that the VEC may 
recommend an unsubdivided structure, so that such communities may have a greater 
opportunity to elect a councillor to represent them. Submitters appeared generally 
satisfied with the level of representation they were receiving from their current seven 
councillors, and did not suggest that a greater choice of candidates at election time 
or councillors to approach would be beneficial. Submitters stated that they are able 
under the present system to contact other councillors or the Council administration if 
they have the need. There was also limited comment that a more diverse Council was 
needed or desired, which is another reason that an unsubdivided structure may be 
appropriate for particular municipalities. 

The multi-councillor ward option did receive some support in response submissions, 
as it was viewed that councillors should have a broader outlook and be 
knowledgeable about issues affecting the whole Shire, rather than focussing on ward-
based issues. The VEC was concerned, however, that such a structure may be 
somewhat regressive in recreating a pre-amalgamation electoral structure. 

For these reasons, the VEC has decided to recommend that the Bass Coast Shire 
Council maintain a structure of seven single-councillor wards, in recognition of the 
“place-based” nature of representation in the Shire where people strongly identify 
with their local townships and pay close attention to local issues. In the preliminary 
stages of the review, the VEC attempted models consisting of nine single-councillor 
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wards, but found it difficult to create wards which both reflected communities of 
interest to some degree and adhered to legislative voter number requirements. As the 
VEC considered that voters in Bass Coast could be fairly represented by either seven 
or nine councillors, a seven single-councillor ward structure was therefore viewed as 
preferable and likely to separate communities of interest to a lesser extent than nine 
single-councillor wards. 

It should be noted however that by the time of the next representation review in 
2016, development projections will be able to be more fully and accurately assessed, 
and if high growth is still evident in the Shire it may be viewed that nine councillors 
will be necessary to equitably represent the Shire’s voters. 

In the Preliminary Report, the VEC noted some of its concerns with a single-councillor 
ward structure, including boundaries that might potentially split communities of 
interest or draw seemingly unrelated areas of the Shire together. Submitters in the 
response phase of the review did not seem concerned with this situation, and most 
submitters maintained that councillors elected in single-councillor wards would 
provide the most effective level of representation. 

The VEC is still of the view that an unsubdivided structure or multi-councillor wards 
could bring some positive features to electoral representation in Bass Coast Shire, but 
on balance accepts that communities are more concerned with local interests which 
may be better accommodated in single-councillor wards. While some concern was 
expressed in submissions that wards create a parochial focus for councillors, it is 
important to note that the Local Government Act requires councillors to act in the 
interests of the whole municipality, not just on an individual ward basis. In addition, 
the presence of ward boundaries should not prevent councillors adopting a 
“portfolio” approach to council responsibilities if this form of governance is desired. 

One submitter suggested another single-councillor ward structure in their response 
submission. The VEC modelled this suggestion, and very much appreciates the 
submitter’s efforts. However, a few alterations needed to be made to the model to 
ensure that all wards would be within the legislated voter number tolerance level. 
Such alterations meant that Cape Paterson would have to be included in a central 
rural ward extending all the way up to the top of the Shire, amongst other changes, 
as shown in the diagram on the following page. While the VEC considered the model 
to have some merit, it concluded it should be canvassed at another time.  
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Arrow label
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Diagram 1: seven single-councillor wards (revised version of submitter’s model) 

If Bass Coast Shire experiences significant growth in the near future, particularly 
growth which is not evenly dispersed throughout the different wards, a subdivision 
review may be required prior to the 2012 council elections if it is found that voter 
numbers in one or more wards do not adhere to legislative provisions. If this is the 
case, the subdivision review may provide the opportunity for the submitter’s 
suggestions to be re-examined, and features of the model may be more broadly 
considered and discussed. 

With respect to ward names, the VEC received limited feedback from submitters. Given 
that the recommendation is for the present electoral structure to remain, although 
with some boundary alterations, the VEC has decided to retain the current ward 
names. 

The VEC has therefore used the following ward names: 

 Anderson; 
 Churchill; 
 Hovell; 
 Leadbeater; 
 McHaffie; 
 Thompson; and 
 Townsend. 

In conclusion, the VEC considers that a structure with seven single-councillor wards is 
most likely to provide the best balance between the criteria it considers for the 
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electoral representation review. The VEC is satisfied that this structure will best 
provide fair and equitable electoral representation to voters. 

8.3 Recommendation 

Having taken into account all relevant factors, including the submissions and 
presentations at the public hearing, the VEC recommends that the Bass Coast Shire 
Council consist of seven councillors to be elected from seven single-councillor wards. 

 

 

 

 

Steve Tully 

Electoral Commissioner 
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9 Appendices 
9.1 Public notices of the electoral representation review  
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9.2 Media releases 
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9.3 Information leaflet 
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9.4 Guide for Submissions 
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9.5 List of people and groups making submissions 

Preliminary submissions 

3925 Group 
Lyle Allan 
Bass Coast Shire Council 
Jeff Bennett 
Andrea Bolch 
Robert & Melva Brewster 
Bill & Joy Brown 
Coronet Bay Ratepayers’ and Residents’ 
Association 
Christopher Eastman-Nagle 
Grantville and District Business and 
Tourism Association 
Grantville Ratepayers and Residents 
Association Inc 
Andrew Gunter 
Robert Hannah 
Barry & Chris Hutton 
Anwyn Martin 
Des McRae 
Len McRae 
Noel Nicol 
Proportional Representation Society of 
Australia (Victoria-Tasmania) Inc 
Mr & Mrs C Siaboulis 
Kelly Simrajh 
Australian Greens (Victoria) - South 
Gippsland Branch 
Sunset Strip Estate Progress Association 
Inc 
Margot Taylor 
E Thomason 
Bob Thompson 
Meryl & Hartley Tobin 
Marion & Cam Walker 

 
 

Response submissions 

3925 Group 
Lyle Allan 
Bass Coast Shire Council 
Bill & Joy Brown 
Neville & Pam Chapman 
Coronet Bay Ratepayers’ and Residents’ 
Association 
Peter Foden 
Friends of Bass Valley Bush Inc Landcare 
Group 
Andrew Gunter 
Robert Hannah 
Anne Herb 
Greg Hewett 
AJ & DN Holland 
John Hulley 
Loretta Leslie 
Andrew Marston 
Anwyn Martin 
Des McRae 
Len McRae 
Sarah Myhill 
Noel Nicol 
Proportional Representation Society of 
Australia (Victoria-Tasmania) Inc 
Pauline Taylor 
Robert Taylor 
Tenby Point Residents Association 
Bob Thompson 
Meryl & Hartley Tobin 

 


