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[bookmark: _Toc233197679]Purpose
The purpose of the engagement was to get feedback from community on the draft Budget Report 2026-27 before it’s considered for adoption by Council during the June meeting.

This report shares the key feedback themes.  Along with this report, we provide individual responses to each submitter from Council officers. We have not included these individual responses in this report. We show key themes raised by community and what Council’s response is generally to that theme.

In some cases, feedback received through submissions, while acknowledged, was outside the scope of what Council can do in 2026-27. It will be taken into account for the future. 

We ran the engagement from from Wednesday 29 April to 10am Monday 25 May 2026, and during that time we collected the following statistics:
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[bookmark: _Toc233197680]How we engaged
We received feedback from community via:
· an online survey on Council’s Your Say page
· reactions to social media posts on Council’s Facebook and Instagram pages. 
· Written submissions
To get the word out about the project and encourage feedback we prepared the following communications:
· Media release (29 April, 2026).
· Social media posts: a primary post (29 April, 2026) and a reminder post (20 May, 2026). 
· It was advertised in the Surf Coast Times (9, 16, 23 May 2026) and Winchelsea Star (13, 20 May 2026)
· Featured as lead item in our Country and Waters e-newsletter (April edition)
· The draft budget earned media coverage in the Geelong Advertiser (30 April), 3CS radio Colac (30 April), Mixx FM 106.3 (30 April), Geelong Independent (1 May), Surf Coast Times (1 May), Colac Herald (1 May) and Winchelsea Star (5 May). 

[bookmark: _Toc233197681]How engagement influenced the outcome
The notable change made to the final budget in response to community feedback is introduction of a Trust for Nature Rebate for ratepayers who have placed a Trust for Nature conservation covenant on their property. 

This rebate acknowledges the long-term commitment of these landholders to protecting biodiversity on their land, which aligns with Council’s commitment towards Environmental Leadership.

The other key adjustment to the final budget in response to community feedback is a change to Council’s 2026-27 road safety program to include timber bollard installation on Illawong Drive, Torquay. 

This will be a safety measure to separate parked cars and pedestrians along the frontage of St Therese Primary School.

All feedback was carefully considered and, where it was not possible to make direct changes to the budget, will be taken into account for the future.

[bookmark: _Toc233197682]Community Submission results 
We had 123 submissions about the draft Budget and there were three dominant themes:
1. Council rates and Financial Equity
This is the dominant theme, driven largely by submissions about Trust for Nature covenants. Concerns were also raised about rate caps, business impacts, and rate relief. 

“Is it possible to reduce farmers or landholders rates if they show and apply themselves to regenerate and care for parts of their property. We need to encourage appropriate re wilding for climate change, green spaces and animal habitat. Saving dollars is an incentive for most humans.” 

“We have extreme cost of living pressure and our rate fees are out of control. Why not give some relief to working families?” 

“Just wondering if you've considered how raising the rates for residents will impact local businesses? Because any increase in expenses reduces the amount individual residents have available to spend supporting local businesses and tradespeople.”

2. Environment and sustainability
A consistent theme calls for increased climate and environmental funding. This includes biodiversity protection, Spring Creek ecology, stormwater, and circular economy initiatives.
“I would like the council to put investment and focus more incentives and programs for residents to be more educated, aware and responsible for their own actions and encourage positive ways to help the environment and climate change.”

“The Surf Coast Shire Strategic Framework states that Council should ensure that local natural systems are thriving and biodiversity is protected. However, the draft Budget only allocates $1.26m to Environment Protection and Care. The need for a Biodiversity Strategy has been identified but only $30k has been allocated for the first year of a two year initiative.”

3. Arts and Community Space.
We received many submissions supporting the Anglesea Art Space. Additional items include community facilities and commemorative funding (e.g. ANZAC Day).
“The Art Space in Anglesea is a vibrant hub for artists who do not reside in Torquay. As a resident of Moriac it is the only community based exhibition space available to me and I participate in several exhibitions annually.   Funding by ratepayers is for the entire shire, not just Torquay. If you can’t support the art hubs existing now how can you be a ‘leader’ in the arts space.”

“… it's terrific to see the allocated funds to support the Anglesea Art Space. This venue must be one of the most occupied venues across the Shire while supporting the arts and connections across the municipality.”

Secondary themes include:
· Capital Works and Infrastructure projects
Submissions covered a mix of sports facilities, public buildings, transport upgrades, and safety works (e.g. cricket nets, pool, library, cycle path, traffic treatments). There were also risk and hazard projects like landslip repairs mentioned.
“I express my support for the Integrated Transport Officer position - a role that has been planned for a while.  It will be terrific to see that position realised to make some real improvements across the Shire.” 

“It would have been nice if there was also funds allocated to build a new Library.” 

· Maintenance & Service Delivery
Submissions focused on road maintenance and facility upkeep, including cost-cutting measures. There was concern for core service quality and value for money.

“Basic maintenance—such as managing overgrown footpaths and cycle tracks in parks and along roads and road repairs not just masking potholes with cold mix but actually replacement of our roads…. These type of basic works remains insufficient, despite being of far greater importance to residents’ day-to-day safety and amenity.” 

· Planning, Development & Growth
Submissions included concerns about new developments, transport planning, and balancing growth with environmental protection.

“I could not find any funding to bring the SCS into compliance with Orders for obligations of managers of land and infrastructure issued by the Victorian Minister of Environment for Urban Stormwater in May 2024, particularly in the context of the findings of failure to meet pollutant loads in the recent Aireys Inlet Stormwater Quality Study.”
· Economic Development, Tourism & Activation
A small number of submissions focused on initiatives like Christmas decorations and local activation.

“More money allocated to Christmas decorations than the biodiversity project!!! this is crazy. The shire needs to allocate more money and resources to the environment.”
· Governance & Community Engagement
Respondents want improved consultation and decision-making processes. This signals a baseline expectation for transparency and community voice.

“Many ratepayers believe that feedback provided through council surveys is not genuinely considered, and that these processes serve largely as a formality rather than a meaningful mechanism for community input.”
[bookmark: _Toc233197683]Demographics 
Most people who made submissions are local ratepayers and residents, so the feedback mainly reflects people who live in and pay for the area. There is limited diversity in the responses, with most people selecting “none of the above” for identity questions and only small numbers identifying as carers, First Nations, migrant, LGBTIQA+, or living with disability. Gender responses are mixed but incomplete, as many people chose not to answer. Most submissions come from individuals, with a smaller number from community groups. Overall, the feedback represents engaged local property owners more than the broader community.

Gender does not strongly change the key issues but slightly changes how people frame them. For instance submissions from women include community, family, and wellbeing (e.g. kids, volunteering, arts, community connection). While submissions from men more often focus on infrastructure, cost, and value for money.

The dataset is mainly from older, established community members, with few young voices. Older or long-term residents mention long histories in the area, or decades of residency. The small number of younger voices raise climate change urgency, future impacts, equity and social issues.

Feedback is heavily local and place-based, with only limited input from visitors or the broader regional audience. Only a small number of visitors or non-resident users contributed about arts, and tourism.
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[bookmark: _Toc233197684]Response to key themes raised through engagement
	Theme raised by community
	Details
	Council Response.

	Council rates
	Submissions want rate relief and incentives for environmental protection and fairer treatment across groups.
Some oppose rate rises, citing cost pressures and urging spending cuts, with concern for impacts on households and businesses.
	Council recognises the rising cost of living is impacting households, but also needs to generate enough revenue to deliver our wide range of services and projects for the community in the face of our own rising costs. 

The rate rise is in line with the State Government’s cap and we have kept a lower rating differential for farms and commercial land, in acknowledgement of the difficult environment businesses and farmers are facing. This lower differential was introduced as a temporary relief measure in 2025-26 and has been retained for an extra year. 

In response to feedback, we have introduced a Trust for Nature Rebate for ratepayers who have placed a Trust for Nature conservation covenant on their property. 

We have sought to keep fees and charges increases to a minimum wherever possible, while recouping enough costs from users to reduce the subsidy required from ratepayers on the whole. We will continue to work on ways to improve communication about how rates fund services and infrastructure.

	Environment and sustainability
	Respondents want more funding for climate action and environment protection, especially for areas like Spring Creek. They feel current funding doesn’t match the environment’s importance. There is also strong support for incentives, like rate rebates, to encourage landowners to protect and restore nature.
	Council recognises strong support for greater environmental leadership. We will continue investing in climate action and biodiversity, including a Biodiversity Strategy. 

As above, in response to feedback we have introduced a Trust for Nature Rebate for ratepayers who have placed a Trust for Nature conservation covenant on their property.

	Arts and Community Space
	Respondents see Anglesea Art Space as a valuable community hub that supports artists, connection, and local culture. They say it also boosts wellbeing and opportunities for creatives. Many call for ongoing investment, Council partnership, and lease certainty.
	Council recognises the strong support expressed for the Anglesea Art Space.

We hold a lease on the space until 30 June 2027 and this is funded in the budget.

The next decision point will be the 2027-28 budget and, like many other initiatives, Council will consider its options over the next 12 months.

Community feedback will be an important part of this process.

	Capital Works and Infrastructure

	Respondents question the value of some projects, like the Banyul Warri Fields cricket nets, and suggest redirecting funds to higher priorities. There is support for new projects, like a library.
Respondents raised safety as a concern, including safer crossings, and addressing the Fairhaven landslip. Some respondents want essential infrastructure and maintenance prioritised, focusing on safety and value for money.
	We recognise there are differing opinions and competing priorities when it comes to community facilities and infrastructure across the shire.

We are aiming to deliver the facilities and infrastructure our community wants and needs, within a limited financial and resourcing capacity. 

Our Social Infrastructure Plan 2026-2036 lists the projects planned for delivery across the shire over the next 10 years and explains how these have been prioritised. 

Many of these Social Infrastructure Plan projects are unfunded and will be dependent on securing external funding, such as state and federal government grants.

	Maintenance and Service Delivery
	Respondents want more investment in maintaining roads, facilities, and infrastructure across the whole shire. Some feel services are uneven and their communities are overlooked.
Respondents want Council to review staffing, spending, and operations to ensure resources are used wisely. They call for cost control, and clearer accountability.
	Maintenance of public assets such as roads, community facilities and other infrastructure is a core part of Council’s role. It is a priority in our Council Plan 2025-29, which features a strategic direction of ‘Assets and Infrastructure’.

This year we have allocated a total of $16.02 million towards our local roads, taking in road safety projects, renewal projects and upgrades, and civil maintenance.

We have increased our allocation to dust suppression of unsealed roads by $50,000, and we’re putting an extra $109,000 towards improved turf management on sports fields.

Our Road Management Plan sets the standards for our maintenance and repair of local roads. This document is review periodically through a process that includes an opportunity for community input.

	Planning, Development and Growth
	Respondents want limits on new development to protect open space, wildlife, and the environment. They emphasise preserving the Surf Coast’s clean air, natural landscapes, and lifestyle.
	‘Climate and Environmental Leadership’ and ‘Sustainable Communities’ are two of the strategic directions in our Council Plan 2025-29.

Under these directions, Council aims to:
· Protect natural ecosystems and biodiversity
· Weight decisions towards long-term positive environmental impacts
· Protect the uniqueness and character of local townships and significant landscapes as the shire grows and evolves

The state government has set a target of 8000 additional homes in the Surf Coast Shire by 2051.

Population growth presents both challenges and opportunities. Managing growth often requires difficult decisions relating to the balance of environmental, social and economic considerations.

Our Urban Futures Strategy guides how we will plan for the shire to grow over the coming years. 

	Governance and Community Engagement
	Respondents want clearer reporting on how feedback is used, with visible results and outcomes. Some feel consultation can be a tick-box exercise with decisions already made.
	We hope this report and the individual responses submitters have received indicates how Council has considered each submission, and how your submissions have influenced the final budget.

The budget is developed to enable Council to deliver the actions listed in the Council Plan 2025-29, which was created with extensive input from the community.

We acknowledge there will be some disappointment where submissions have not directly influenced the final budget. Sometimes feedback in a process such as this cannot be acted on immediately, but forms an important basis for future decisions.

We will continue to strive for transparency in decision making, and community engagement featuring authentic listening where feedback meaningfully influences outcomes.




[bookmark: _Toc233197685]Next steps
All submissions have been carefully considered by our Council.

A final budget, incorporating the changes as a result of feedback, was adopted by Council during its June meeting.

The 2026-27 budget will come into effect as of 1 July 2026.

Feedback we’ve been unable to accommodate in this budget has been  noted and may be considered in future planning and funding decisions. 

Thank-you to everyone who contributed to our budget process by providing feedback – we appreciate the effort you made to provide a submission.
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