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1. Release of Draft Productivity Commission Report

2. Water Industry Operators’ Awards – WIOA State Workshop

3. Release of Infrastructure Charges Reform Directions

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
1.       Release of Draft Productivity Commission Report

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
Previous e-Flashes have reported on three national reviews being undertaken of the urban water sector. The first review by Infrastructure Australia (IA) was released in January (see e-Flash # 100) and recommended sweeping changes to the Queensland and NSW local government water industry. The second report by the National Water Commission was better researched and more balanced than the IA report but lacked meaningful consultation with the Queensland urban water industry. It too recommended the need for sweeping changes, including institutional restructure of our regional industry. 

It is not known why three different but largely overlapping reviews are being undertaken independently and concurrently by three distinct national agencies. Clearly though, urban water is an important policy issue for the Commonwealth Government.

The third report based on an inquiry by the Productivity Commission (PC) was released in draft form for further consultation yesterday. The details of the report are still being collated by qldwater and LGAQ but the following highlights some of the principal findings. The draft differs from the first two reviews in several crucial respects.

First, the PC inquiry has sought meaningful input from a broad range of stakeholders, including the public, and the Queensland water industry and LGAQ were consulted in the development of the draft report. Further input is now invited from the community and the urban water industry is encouraged to review this important review and provide feedback. The final report is due in August this year.

Second, this review is far more thorough than the first two reports with the draft document being over 600 pages long. 

“The third and most significant point of difference is that the draft review breaks from the now somewhat predictable findings of the first two reviews and actually contradicts the previous findings in some areas.  It promotes due diligence and a considered review of a variety of structural options, recognising the necessary diversity of water management approaches nationally.  For example, while there is still a call for specific review of the structural reform in regional Queensland, the review also suggests that the whole-jurisdiction water entities in WA, SA and NT should consider the costs and benefits of other models including a regional water entity model.  The review also questions the corporate structure of water entities including transparency in state and local government managed authorities and the need for independent Boards.”

Some further excerpts from the draft recommendations, findings and information requests are:

“The Australian, State and Territory Governments should not provide subsidies for supply augmentations and other urban water infrastructure..” except to promote specific environmental outcomes or in communities that are exempted by State policy. One exception could be “regional areas where it is uneconomic for the utility to provide these services safely and efficiently. This funding should be granted via an explicit Community Service Obligation, and subject to periodic review.”
“ State and Territory Governments should move away from regulatory price setting to a price monitoring regime (where some form of prices oversight is considered necessary).”…..” Rather than proceeding to implement a price setting regime, Queensland should continue with its interim price monitoring arrangements until it undertakes a review of whether price regulation produces net benefits to the community.

“Jurisdictions should identify those regional utilities that are unable to provide safe and secure water and wastewater services for economic reasons. In doing so, the relative merits of alternative supply options (including moving to a system of self-supply) should be considered.”

There is a strong case for undertaking aggregation of small water and wastewater utilities in regional areas of New South Wales and Queensland. The precise approach — including identification of affected councils and the preferred grouping of councils — should be assessed and determined by relevant State Governments, in consultation with Local Governments and affected communities. This process should consider the relative merits of alternative organisational structures, including:

· county council

· regional water corporation

· regional alliance (or regional organisation of councils).”
The full report can be accessed at www.pc.gov.au/projects/inquiry/urban-water along with instructions on how to make a submission. Make submissions directly to the Inquiry or contribute to the qldwater submission by contacting Rob Fearon or Heather Gold. The PC website also has information on how to register for upcoming dates for public forums in each state with the Queensland event in Brisbane on Wednesday, 1 June 2011 at Rydges, South Bank – Boulevard Room Cnr Grey and Glenelg Sts, South Bank.

If you have any queries please contact: Carole Gardner (administrative matters): (03) 9653 2194, Rick Baker (other matters):  (03) 9653 2146,  Freecall number for regional areas:   1800 020 083 or Email:  urbanwater@pc.gov.au
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
2.       Water Industry Operators’ Awards – WIOA State Workshop

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
Nominations are open for the qldwater sponsored water industry operators’ awards in conjunction with the Water Industry Operators’ Association.  The awards will be presented at the WIOA Annual Queensland Water Industry Operations Workshop Conference Dinner in Toowoomba on Thursday 2 June 2011.

The two categories available this year are for:

1. Queensland Young Operator of the Year 

2. Operator of the Year Civil Works
The award winners will receive a perpetual plaque which their employer keeps for 12 months plus a trophy which is kept by the winner.  In addition, they will receive an all expenses paid trip (value $2,000 each) to join the WIOA delegation on a tour of water and wastewater facilities in New Zealand as well as attending the Water Industry Operations Group NZ conference in May 2012.    

Please visit www.qldwater.com.au under “Projects and Training” for a copy of the nomination details and application form.   Don’t miss this important opportunity to recognise the efforts of your operations staff.  Nominations close on Friday 13 May.
Details on the WIOA workshop are available at http://www.wioa.org.au/queensland/2011/index.htm.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
3.       Release of Infrastructure Charges Reform Directions

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
On Tuesday 12th May, the Premier released the Government's response to the Infrastructure Charges Taskforce final report (see media release at http://statements.cabinet.qld.gov.au/MMS/StatementDisplaySingle.aspx?id=74359).  This is the anticipated response by the State to the previous consultation process on reforming infrastructure charges (see e-Flash 111). The Government response supports many of the taskforce recommendations and notes the taskforce's other key findings. It also sets out a three year program of reform to implement the recommendations, and also addresses actions on each of the other key findings. Key elements include:

· setting maximum charges for trunk infrastructure including water, sewerage, storm water, roads and parks,

· $28,000 for a dwelling that has three or more bedrooms,

· $20,000 for one and two-bedroom dwellings,

· non-residential development maximums will range between $50 and $200 per square metre of gross floor area depending on the development type and a stormwater charge per square metre will also apply. 

· limiting annual increases in local government infrastructure charges to CPI,

· placing a moratorium on the collection of local function charges for the use of state roads,

· allowing developers can pay charges at settlement rather than at the beginning of the planning process.

The LGAQ has commented on the release (see http://www.lgaq.asn.au/web/guest/public-home/-/journal_content/56/10136/934C6C579541B8423536A686FC0BEC79) suggesting that the chosen cap on charges will result in increased borrowing or increased rates charged by local governments.

It is proposed that the reforms will come into effect from 1 July this year. The report by the task force along with the Queensland Government’s response can be found at http://www.dlgp.qld.gov.au/ict. 
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