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Fuel Prices

As | write this week’s column, | note that the cheapest bowser price for diesel fuel in Bourke is currently
$2.159 per litre. This is certainly welcome news for local families, businesses, farmers and transport
operators who rely heavily on diesel every day.

The current price is a long way from the $3.45 per litre diesel price experienced in Bourke in late March
2026. The reduction in pricing obviously provides some much-needed relief to consumers.

There is currently much media debate about what may occur from 1 July 2026 in terms of Government
fuel excises. Whilst the Australian Government was clear at the time that its fuel excise reductions were
only for the short term till 30 June 2026, they are now under pressure to maintain the relief. To date,
the Federal Government’s position has been that it will restore the full fuel excise rate of 52.6 cents per
litre from 1 July 2026. This would add a further 26.3 cents per litre to the cost of fuel. In addition, the
road user charge for heavy vehicles is to come back into effect on the same date, adding 32.4 cents per
litre of diesel for transport operators.

If both measures proceed as anticipated, some 26 cents per litre will be added to the cost of all fuel
when filling up vehicles, whilst 56 cents per litre will be added to the cost of diesel for heavy vehicles.
For regional communities such as Bourke, where freight distances are significant and transport costs
affect almost every aspect of daily life, any increase in fuel prices has a flow-on effect across the local
economy.

Driver Education

As a community we share a very important responsibility in assisting young people stay safe on our
roads. Across regional New South Wales, road trauma continues to have a significant impact on families,
emergency services personnel and local communities. That is why initiatives that focus on educating
young drivers and improving decision-making behind the wheel are so important.

To this end, the NRMA is partnering with locally led regional road safety education programs aimed at
reducing the road toll across regional NSW. At the Country Mayors Association (CMA) March 2026
meeting held in Sydney, attendees, including Mayor Ford and |, were shown a powerful video that
highlighted the Upper Hunter Night Drive program, which demonstrated the real-life consequences of
poor driving decisions and the importance of road safety awareness for young drivers.

It is pleasing to see that the NRMA’s support for these community-led programs is gaining strong
momentum. The initiative has attracted the attention of senior emergency services leaders, including
NSW Police Commissioner, Mal Lanyon, who referenced the program during the CMA meeting. Since



then, discussions have continued with key stakeholders, including with the NSW Volunteer Rescue
Association, with efforts underway to build further support at both ministerial and agency levels.

What makes the programs particularly valuable is that they are delivered by local emergency services
personnel—the very people who respond to serious crashes and tragic incidents on our regional roads.
Their firsthand experiences provide powerful and authentic lessons for young people as they begin their
driving journeys.

One example of these programs is the Dare to be Aware program, which will be held in Dubbo in late
July 2026. Now entering its third year, the program has experienced remarkable growth, expanding
from six schools and approximately 250 students in 2024 to an anticipated 33 schools and more than
1,650 students in 2026.

My understanding is that students will travel from Bourke to attend the program along with students
from Dubbo, Cabonne, Mid-Western, Gilgandra, Lachlan, Warrumbungle, Narromine and Parkes local
government areas. The strong level of participation highlights both the demand for and value of these
practical road safety education programs.

| certainly welcome the opportunities that programs such as Dare to be Aware provide young people in
terms of the provision of knowledge and awareness that they need to make safer choices on our roads.
Every life saved and every serious injury prevented has a lasting positive impact on our communities.

The Red Fleet

There was welcome news recently for local government and regional communities across NSW, with the
State Government announcing that ownership and management of the Rural Fire Service’s fleet of
firefighting vehicles — commonly known as the “Red Fleet” — will transfer from councils to the NSW Rural
Fire Service (RFS) from 1 July 2027.

For Bourke Shire Council, this announcement marks the resolution of an issue that has been the subject
of significant debate and advocacy for some time.

Back in August 2022, | wrote about the ongoing dispute surrounding the accounting treatment of Rural
Fire Service assets. At that time, the NSW Audit Office maintained that councils controlled the Red Fleet
and therefore should recognise these vehicles and equipment as assets on their balance sheets. Bourke
Shire Council, along with 67 other councils across the State, strongly disagreed.

The position of councils was straightforward. The vehicles were specified by the Rural Fire Service,
purchased by the Rural Fire Service, housed at Rural Fire Service facilities, fuelled and maintained for
operational purposes by the Rural Fire Service, operated by Rural Fire Service-trained personnel and
deployed wherever and whenever the Rural Fire Service determines. Despite this, councils were being
required to account for these assets in their financial statements and absorb the associated depreciation
expenses and reporting obligations.

At the time, Council resolved not to recognise the assets as being under its control and sought support
from the NSW Government, Local Government NSW, Country Mayors Association and our local Member
of Parliament, the Member for Barwon, Mr Roy Butler, to achieve a more practical and sensible
outcome. Councils argued that ownership and accounting responsibility should align with operational
control.

After many letters and hours of discussions, the State Government has now accepted that position.
Legislation will be introduced to transfer ownership of more than 6,000 firefighting vehicles from



councils to the Rural Fire Service, bringing ownership into line with the reality of how the fleet has
always operated.

This reform is significant not only because it resolves a longstanding accounting anomaly, but because it
also removes an unnecessary financial burden from councils. Across NSW, the annual depreciation costs
associated with Red Fleet assets were estimated to be in the order of $145 million. These accounting
impacts distorted financial reporting.

The announcement from the State Government also includes a substantial investment of $470 million
over the next decade to modernise RFS fleet management, improve vehicle maintenance and establish
regional maintenance hubs. These initiatives will strengthen emergency response capabilities while
creating jobs and training opportunities in regional communities.

Bourke Shire Council has always strongly supported the work of the local RFS and the significant
contribution made by its volunteers. This reform does not weaken that partnership. Rather, it defines

responsibilities and ensures that ownership sits where operational control already exists.

After many years of discussion, debate and advocacy, the decision is a practical outcome that ultimately
benefits the local communities that both the RFS and Council serve.

Quote: “All things come to those who wait.” — English poet, Lady Mary Montgomerie Currie.



