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Impacts of Local Government Reform on Queensland Water Industry

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
Last Friday the QWD held a special Meeting of the Technical Reference Group to discuss the impacts of local government reform measures on the Queensland Water Industry. Invited guests were Phil Clarke (Deputy Director-General, DLGP), Greg Hoffman (Director, Policy & Research, LGAQ) and Craig Fenton (Director Economic and Regulatory Advice, Price, Waterhouse Coopers). Phil and Greg attended to provide their views on the Local Government Reform Agenda and answer questions from the floor with respect to impacts on the Water Industry. Craig Fenton was a key author of the Somerville Review which formed the basis of the Queensland Water Commission’s report on institutional changes in SEQ.

The details of the approach for SEQ proposed by the Queensland Water Commission are now available in full on the Commission’s web site including Factsheets, FAQs and the report itself. Note that the information in the QWD’s original eFlash mentioned only three State-owned and three Local Government- owned businesses. In fact, there are four of each as there is also a separation of the ownership of pipelines with all bulk distribution pipelines owned by a single state-owned organisation, and all distribution pipelines owned by a Local Government owned business see the diagram below which is Figure 7 in the full report.
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Details of the form of the restructure arising from the review of the Local Government Reform Commission and its impacts on the Water Industry are still minimal. Obviously, the details of the actual review progress are not yet available and despite the conspiracy theories otherwise, it is our belief that there are no real preconceived views of what the State will look like at the end of the review. It might be more accurate to say that there are probably as many preconceived views as there are people interested in Local Government Reform (over 20,000 responses and comments had been received by the commission towards the end of last week) but the Commission is acting independently and will decide on their preferred model in due course. It is even more difficult to fathom the possible impact on the water industry and any predictions at this point are really mere speculation.

What can be stated with certainty is the timeline for the process, which was reiterated by Phil Clarke in Fridays meeting with the QWD. Key dates are:

1. Friday 25 May - deadline for submission to LG Reform Commission. 
2. 1 August Commission will make recommendations to Government and this report has been promised to be made public on the same day as received by Minister. 
3. Late August/Early September Parliament will select their preferred model and set legislative change process in motion. 
4. By September implementation arrangements will come into place for new local government areas 
5. Information on any new boundaries must go to the Federal Electoral Commission by October this year. 
6. 15 March 2008 Local Government Elections using the new model. 
The QWD will keep its members informed about any changes to this timeline and any other information regarding local government reform and institutional changes to the Water industry as they become available.

The Reaction in South East Queensland

Also on Friday, Rob Fearon attended a forum held by the Queensland Water Commission for water managers from SEQ councils. Many of the questions asked on the day were about how the institutional changes will be rolled out, what the implications were on current and pending projects and contracts and how the impacts on Council staff would be managed. Another, inevitable point of discussion was the process for compensation which has been a key discussion point since the Premier commented that the total compensation figure was yet to be determined but would be between 1 and 2 billion for SEQ (see p. 1693 of the Hansard from 24 May 2007).

The general impression was of a room full of people still reeling from an unexpected announcement. While many had been anticipating the report would be released some time last week, few were prepared for the specific details the institutional structure for the South East. One point is common to the many water managers that have communicated with the QWD in the past week and that is that they are focused on maintaining services, negotiating beneficial outcomes for their staff and continuing the response to the drought as best they can during these turbulent times. It is also clear that no one has yet chartered a clear path through the complicated transition process.

 

For further information or to provide comments or advice contact Heather Gold (hgold@qldwater.com.au) or Rob Fearon (rfearon@qldwater.com.au) on 3252 4701.
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