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Submission to the Victorian State Budget 2026-27

About Rural Councils Victoria

Rural Councils Victoria (RCV) represents 35 councils across the state. Our member councils
span Victoria’s most diverse and geographically dispersed communities. Together, they are
responsible for delivering essential local services, supporting small businesses, maintaining
local infrastructure, and sustaining the social fabric of rural communities.

Unlike metropolitan or regional city councils, rural councils face a unique set of challenges:

e Asmallerratepayer and revenue base.

e Higher costs of service delivery due to distance, isolation and geography.

e Growing expectations and responsibilities from both government and communities.
e Increasing pressures from climate change, natural disasters, and population change.

Despite these challenges, rural Victoria is a powerhouse of the Victorian economy and offers
enormous opportunities for growth, innovation, and resilience. With targeted investment and
partnership, rural councils can help unlock these opportunities.

Why Rural Victoria Matters

Ruraland regional Victoria underpinthe state’s prosperity. They are home to nearly one quarter
of the Victorian population and produce almost 20% of Victoria’s total economic output,
worth more than $118 billion annually’. Regional industries provide 850,000 jobs? and
generate more than a quarter of Victoria’s international exports.

Agricultureisa key economicdriverinruralVictoria and a significant contributor to the Victorian
economy. Victoria’s gross value of agricultural production (GVAP) reached a record high of $20.2
billion in 2021-22, and in that same year, Victoria accounted for 23% of Australia’s GVAP,

making Victoria Australia’s second largest agricultural producer after New South Wales (26%)3.

Smallbusinesses form the backbone of ruraleconomies, 150,000 regional businesses employ
fewer than 20 staff‘. These businesses are particularly sensitive to infrastructure constraints,
skills shortages, and economic shocks such as drought.

Populationgrowth is also reshapingthe landscape. Regional Victoria’s populationis expectedto
grow from 1.5 million to 2.2 million by 2051.° This growth presents opportunities but also

" https://www.rdv.vic.gov.au/about-us/what-we- do

2 https://www.vic.gov.au/victorian-skills-plan-2023-publication/victorian-outlook-remains-
positive/regional-workers-victoria-statistics

3 https://agriculture.vic.gov.au/about/agriculture-in-victoria/vic torias-agriculture-and-food-industrie s
4 https://www.rdv.vic.gov.au/about-us/what-we- do

5 https://www.vic.gov.au/more-homes-for-re gional-living
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significant risks if housing, infrastructure, and services cannot keep pace. Without action,
regional housing shortages will worsen, liveability will decline, and the ability to attract and
retain skilled workers will be compromised.

Labour demand is surging: by 2026, more than 75,000 new workers® will be needed across
regional Victoria, with the majority requiring higher-order skills. Health care, education, food
services, agriculture, and manufacturing are the most in-demand sectors. Councils are vital
partners in creating the housing, infrastructure, and liveable communities required to attract
these workers.

At the same time, rural Victoria faces higher vulnerability to climate change and natural
disasters. Drought, bushfires and floods impose heavy costs on communities, industries, and
councils. Councils are on the frontline of response and recovery, often without the resources to
meet growing needs.

Yet, the potentialisenormous. The Victorian Chamber has estimatedthat Future Industry Deals
in key regional sectors could deliver up to $120 billion per annum in economic output by
2050’. Realising this growth depends on strategic investment now.

Why Investment is Needed

Despite their importance to rural communities and service delivery, rural councils face
persistent funding and capacity challenges:

e Limited revenue base and higher costs of delivering services.

e Skills shortageswithin councils themselves, making governance and compliance more
difficult.

e Ageing and under-resourced infrastructure that limits growth.
e Alack of dedicated funding streams for small-scale, high-impact rural projects.

Without adequate investment, the risks are clear:

¢ Housing shortages will worsen, constraining workforce growth.

e Skilled workers will bypass rural areas for more liveable and connected regions.

e Large and small businesses will suffer as infrastructure gaps reduce competitiveness.
e Councils will struggle to meet governance, regulatory and service expectations.

e Recovery costs from disasters will continue to rise if communities are left under-
resourced.

By contrast, targeted investment will deliver a high return: stronger rural economies, more
resilientcommunities, betterinfrastructure, more efficient councils, and reduced long-term
costs.

8 https://www.vic.gov.au/victorian-skills-plan-2023-publication/victorian-outlook-remains-
positive/regional-workers-victoria-statistics

7 https://www.victorianchamber.com.au/news/victorian-chamber-pushe s-for-future-industry-deals-to-
turbocharge-regional-victoria
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Rural Councils Victoria is seeking four high-impact investments in the 2026-27 Victorian
Budget.

1. Immediate Support for Drought-Affected Communities - $250,000 for every
drought impacted council

Rural councils are on the frontline of supporting communities through the current drought. A
modest injection of $250,000 for every impacted council would enable them deliver
immediate, locally tailored community and economic stimulus projects. These include small
business support, local infrastructure works, and community wellbeing initiatives.

Impact:

¢ Preserve local jobs and small businesses during crisis periods.
¢ Provide economic stimulus and uplift
e Support community mental health and wellbeing.

e Provide visible relief and help maintain confidence in rural towns.

We call on the Victorian Government to provide Regional Development Victoria (RDV) with an
appropriate and immediate allocation of funding to be distributed directly to local councils.
Councils are best placed to understand the immediate needs of their communities and can
deliver targeted, timely and accountable support measures on the ground.

This support is critical to soften the economic impact the drought is having on affected
communities. The effects of this drought has extended well beyond farms, impacting
agricultural service providers, local retailers, schools and community organisations such as
sports clubs.

Without support, many of our towns risk long-term decline. Councils, working alongside
community and business groups, are well positioned to administer initiatives such as Small
Events and Festivals Support and Town Activation and Revitalisation Programs that encourage
“buy local” campaigns, stimulate foot traffic and help sustain the vibrancy of rural towns
through this difficult period.
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2. Revived Regional Jobs and Infrastructure Fund - $500 million

Rural Councils Victoria calls for the re-establishment of the Regional Jobs and Infrastructure
Fund (RJIF), updated to reflect current priorities and to provide fairer access for rural councils
with 30% guaranteed for rural communities. The fund should include the following streams:

Housing and Enabling Infrastructure - further rounds of the key worker housing
program and specific funding for enabling infrastructure to unlock land for building new
homes and businesses in rural towns.

CommunityInfrastructure and Liveability — investment in libraries, sporting facilities,
parks and cultural infrastructure that attract and retain residents.

Productive Corridors —targeted for funding roads, freight routes, and digital
connectivity essential for Victoria’s food, fibre, and resource industries.

Impact:

Accelerate housing construction to meet population growth.
Strengthen liveability and workforce attraction.
Support freight and logistics critical industries.

Provide a transparent, flexible mechanism for state-local partnership.

The previous regional fund administered by Regional Development Victoria (RDV) supported a

variety of projects throughout rural Victoria and played a significant role in promoting economic
activity andcommunity resilience. RDV has maintained strong relationships with rural councils
acrossthe state, and their support has been important for initiating and delivering key projects.

However, the absence of funding for thisagency has resultedin stalled progress in rural Victoria
and RCV calls for RDV to be appropriately resourced so they can continue their important work
in support rural communities.
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3. Building Local Government Capability — $2 million

Rural councils face increasing governance, regulatory, and compliance obligations without the
scale of larger councils. A $2 million investment to RCV will fund professional development
and training for councillors and executive staff, and targeted programs to strengthen
governance, financial management, and leadership.

Rural Councils Victoriais anestablished organisationthat recognises the specific requirements
of working inrural communities. Due to evolving expectations and increasing challenges faced
by many rural councils, Rural Councils Victoria with support from the State government would
offer professional development, mentoring, and support programs designed to meet these
needs.

The organisation has previously partnered with the State government to provide information
webinars, as well as training sessions and various capability-building events. An investment of
$2 million dollars in RCV would enable the delivery of regional training and development
forums, mentoring programs, and online webinar series on a variety of topics.

Impact:
e Better decision-making and financial governance.
e Greater efficiency and compliance with state requirements.

e Stronger council leadership to support community resilience and growth.

4. Local Government Feasibility and Reform Fund - $5 million

Rural councils are eager to explore new ways of working together to improve efficiency. A $5
million Feasibility Fund will allow councils to scope and test shared service models, new
technology and Al applications, and innovative approaches to service delivery.

Our member councils are frequently at the forefront of innovation and service delivery,
propelled by their limited resources and, at times, their isolation from major centres. This fund
would provide support for individual councils and groups of councils to explore opportunities
for sharing services and adopting new technologies. Previously, a coalition of member councils
received support for a pilot project aimed at sharing a Municipal Building Surveyor, addressing
the widespread lack of availability of this skill set in many rural areas. This fund would support
similar projects.

Impact:
o Evidence-based business cases for reform.
e Cost savings and reduced duplication across councils.
e Smarter use of technology to improve services and reduce costs.
e More sustainable and efficient local government.

Rural councils aim to maximise ratepayer funds and maintain responsible, efficient finances.
With modest government support from a feasibility fund, they can explore available solutions
for their communities.
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RuralVictoriaisessential tothe state’s economy, liveability, and resilience. Yet without strategic
investment, we face housing shortages, workforce challenges, infrastructure gaps, and growing
vulnerability to disasters.

The four proposals outlined above represent a total investment of $7 million, $250k per
affected council and the re-establishment of the RegionalJobs and Infrastructure Fund.
This ask is one with significant potential for return.

By backing rural councils, the Victorian Government can ensure that growth opportunities are
unlocked, communitiesremainresilient, and rural Victoria continues to play its vital role in the
prosperity of the state.

For further information contact:

RCV Secretariat
secretariat@ruralcouncilsvictoria.org.au
0400430584
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