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Local Government Reform:  Impacts on Queensland Water Industry
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
The report form the reform Commission was released at noon today five days earlier than planned. Given the broad range of speculation prior to the release there were surprises for some in the recommendations of the Commission. One extreme position raised in the past was that the water industry would be somehow removed from Local Government in a move similar to what has occurred in Victoria and is planned for SEQ. This is not the case though the water industry will be impacted heavily with all but 37 of councils that currently provide water services being involved in amalgamation. 

For example Townsville and Thuringowa were merged and the doughnut shires were amalgamated usually taking in other surrounding councils as well. “Mega Councils” have been created along the coastal strip with centres at Gympie, Fraser Coast, Gladstone, Rockhampton, Mackay and Whitsunday. Burdekin and Hinchinbrook have remained unchanged but amalgamations to the North have created the Cassowary Coast and Cairns Regional councils (Cairns and Douglas). To the west there are mergers creating regional councils on the Tablelands, Charters Towers, Barcaldine, Longreach, Blackall, Emerald, the North Burnett, Roma, Dalby, Goondiwindi and a large number of councils amalgamated with Toowoomba. The larger western Councils have largely been left alone.

For the water industry outside SEQ this represents a reduction in numbers of small Water Service Providers (WSPs) and an increase in the number of medium WSPs. This will have impacts for example on new and existing local governments in terms of statutory requirements under Chapter 3 of the Water Act (such as SAMPs, Drought management and System Leakage Management Plans) as well as Total Management Plans. Each of these requirements takes into account the size of the Water Service Provider. Further, a decision will need to be made as to whether the new Councils are new WSPs or merely expanded versions of existing WSPs. This will have ramifications for the timing of statutory requirements.

Another important outcome for the water industry is that Joint Local Government entities managing water such as NQ Water and Aquagen will be “abolished and their functions assumed” by the new Councils. The Esk, Gatton Laidley Water Board will continue with legislative changes required to reflect the new boundaries. The report notes that arrangements for the Gladstone Area Water Board may need to be reviewed during the transition phase.

In SEQ where the water industry has already been rocked by proposed institutional changes, 17 Councils have been reduced to 10. In the north, three sunshine coast councils have been merged as have Pine Rivers, Caboolture and Redcliffe. Western councils have been amalgamated to 2 centres and Boonah and Beaudesert have been combined with a small area from Ipswich (which otherwise remains untouched). Logan expands slightly south to the Albert River assuming a small area of Gold Coast jurisdiction which otherwise remains unchanged. The 10 large, 6 medium and one small WSP in SEQ have already been combined under the SEQ institutional changes though it is expected that the number of the 3 retail and single distribution entities may change now that the new local government boundaries are known.

In an announcement to Mayors and CEOs today, the Premier noted that in an extraordinary meeting this morning to discuss the review, Cabinet accepted the recommendations of the Reform Commission in-principle. While there are still numerous decisions to be made and negotiations to be held over the coming weeks, it looks like the general map of Councils outlined in the review has been generally accepted by State Government.   
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