1st September 2013

Submission to the Review of Institutional Arrangements for ACTEW Corporation Ltd.

In my view it is very important that this review of the institutional arrangements for ACTEW formulate proposals which would fundamentally restructure the water utility. It is insufficient in my opinion to “improve the existing arrangements and structures”.

There is a need to rebuild the organisation completely as it has clearly lost the trust of the community and created for itself a private company ethos rather than a public utility ethos.

This public lack of trust is, I think, in part due to the following reasons   

· Canberra, unlike Sydney, needs a good and relatively cheap water supply for landscape purposes. In this dry grassland country the water supply operates differently on the collective psych.
· Most people in Canberra work in PAYE jobs. Even the relatively well paid are not in the same league as corporate Australia but they are well educated. There is not a dominant culture of corporate largess. I think too, that most public servants have a different mind set about public funds than corporate Australia. 
· The Private Public Partnership fad has faded and people are looking for a more clear-cut distinction between private companies and monopoly public utilities. Another fading fad has been the notion that managers can manage any organisation without any technical knowledge of the tasks undertaken by that organisation. I don’t think it was ever true.
In my view many people want more than a scalp or two and a slight reduction in salary here and there. I believe that none of the changes which people are calling for can occur until our water supply is run by a new entity as free as possible from political interference, has hydrologists and water engineers in charge and a workforce with high morale.

The new entity could be set up in a similar way to the Reserve Bank with a requirement to provide an adequate water supply to the city and the region. It would consist of two parts.

(a)
a small board of perhaps 4 members (called say ACT Water) setting priorities and guidance to 

(b)
an enhanced ‘Water Manager’ charged with all operational aspects of water in the Territory. This would include the management of the catchments, potable water supply and sewerage, storm water and groundwater. 

In this way the responsibilities between ACTEW and the Environment department would be in one organisation with a clear priority to provide water to the population and minimise natural disasters affecting the storages at as low a cost as possible within the overall water balance and national requirements. 

ACT Water would report to the ACT government monthly and publish the minutes of all meetings. It would be as open a body as possible and be required to publically support its decisions. 

The overall aim of this proposal is to return our water utility to public control and integrate all interrelated water issues into one organisation to secure better outcomes for the future based upon science.

For example the need to avoid the destruction of the catchments by fire, reduce energy use, and ensure that its decisions are made on scientific, mathematical and cost-benefit analysis throughout the water cycle.

The new entity (ACT Water) would be given its mandate and priorities by the elected representatives of the people, who would be held to account for that set of priorities at future elections. 

High on my priorities would be:

Water supply

Energy use

Catchment management 

Sewerage efficiency

Provision of all data such as water releases from the storages

The overall aim of such a proposal is to create a new organisation within government with a more refined understanding of the way a public utility should conduct itself, ensure a complete cultural change as well as a more realistic remuneration for the senior managers, an ability to purchase energy from any supplier, no community largess and careful control of advertising which should be minimal in a monopoly service. To respond to new challenges it would also be better able to develop a holistic approach to all water matters.

In my view it should not be expected to return a dividend to the government instead using its surplus to pay down debt and prepare for the increase in the population of the territory. Downward pressure on costs would be monitored by the ICRC, the auditing systems in place within government and through full public disclosure throughout the year.

The success of this review will be measured by the issue of water in all its facets being very largely off the public radar because of confidence in the openness of the structures.

Steve Thomas

