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File:  CP4/5/1

Report to the Policy and Finance Committee

from Stuart Macaskill, Chairperson

Finalising the Long Term Financial Strategy (2000-2010) and the 2000/01 Annual Plan

1.
Purpose

To provide a basis for the Council to finalise the LTFS and Annual Plan.

2. Background
As Councillors are well aware, we are in the final stages of a long process which, I guess, really started with our election in October 1998.  We need make no apology for taking a long time to get to this point.  The business of government in general, and of this Regional Council in particular, is long term.  We are focussed on outcomes, for example in the environmental area, in transport, in flood protection, in water supply, which are achieved over periods even longer than the ten years of our plan.

I believe that putting in place our new ten year plan is one of the main tasks of the triennium.  We do not expect to rechart our course every year;  once in three years is very appropriate.  Given the significance of the plan it is therefore worth taking a moment to reflect on our path to this point.

In the last triennium we had charged our General Manager with learning a little more about taking a values based approach to policy setting, and he certainly embraced the concepts with enthusiasm.  I’m sure you’ll all remember the Christmas reading he gave us in 1998.  Through 1999, we were exposed to, and discussed in a range of fora, our values, the state of the Region (as presented in “In Focus”), environmental, social and economic issues.  Some of the facts and ways of thinking were certainly new to me, and I believe to others, though I guess the state of the regional environment, revealed in “Measuring Up” was more of a confirmation of what many of us suspected.  We conveyed our thoughts in response to this programme to our officers in our resolutions, culminating in our meeting of December 9, 1999, when we told them to prepare their business plans on the basis of a significant programme of investment.   We had clearly come to the conclusion that the directions we were taking needed adjustment if we were not to head for the Doldrums.

Through this period we also consolidated our transport policy in the RLTS and spent many hours pondering questions of flood risk, especially, for me at least, in the Hutt Valley.  We continued to develop our regional plans under the Resource Management Act and carried on with our many other processes which helped us, in conjunction with the community, to decide where we should be heading.

So in March of this year we resolved to publish a proposed plan which addressed many of the issues for the Region – a plan for investment – but one which carried with it a substantial price tag.  Some of us wondered if the sky would fall on our heads.

We wanted people to think of the cost in terms of the dollar amount invested – around the price of a newspaper a week, on average - but inevitably the apparently “irresponsible” proposed rate increase for next year of 12.85% was the focus for many.

Well, we put out the plan and received the reaction.  We have heard the submissions and made a number of resolutions along the way, but we must, today, make the key resolution which allows the rate setting process to proceed.

I will be proposing that after hearing my views and considering them in principle, we move to the officers’ reports before debating my formal recommendations.

3. Comment
Well did the sky fall?  We received some 233 submissions on our Long Term Financial Strategy/Annual Plan – many more than our customary 40-50, but far fewer in the year when we proposed not to increase our Bovine TB spend and biosecurity rates.  This year the submissions included 15 concentrating on Total Mobility, and 72 standard forms.  Some 39 of our ratepayers took the time to write their own letters, e-mails or one-liners, telling us not to go ahead with our proposed rates increase.  Unfortunately, few provided us with suggestions of how we should cut back the proposed increase.

By contrast, we had many comments supporting our various proposed investments, in the Environment, in Transport, in Biosecurity, in the Parks and in Flood Protection – some telling us to get on with the job and move faster and further than we proposed.

I am extremely pleased to note from Mr Schollum’s report that officers have pursued ways of easing the rating burden, through focussing on our investment portfolio in particular.  I would like to think that our “base case” had moved down, even one or two per cent from our proposed position.  I am very sorry to see that most of the gain has been eroded through the “inflation factor” which we are legally required to include in our transport contracts.  As you are aware, the factors are outside our control, but we will continue to pursue with Transfund the inappropriate use of inflation factors with a heavy percentage relating to diesel fuel for services powered by electricity.

So we have reached the point where we have our proposed Ten Year Plan, strongly targeted at giving effect to our various strategies and plans developed over the years, always with the benefit of substantial input from the interested public.  We must consider carefully the implications for all of our policy initiatives if we should choose not to follow through on them.  We have significant support for our proposed investment strategy but there is a body of our ratepayers who have told us not to go ahead.  No doubt there are many others who feel the same but have not told us so, just as there will be supporters of the various proposals who have also not come forward.

We all have particular sympathy for those on fixed incomes and their representatives, but I believe that the problems in that area should be addressed in other quarters.  The logical consequence of what they tell us is that we can never go ahead with necessary investment for the good of the region, we cannot proceed to reduce the risks of flooding of our communities environments, or our accessibility.

We have spent a deal of time and energy over the last few years developing our policy direction while containing costs. We have been very successful in that regard, but like any business, there comes a time to invest so as to be able to deliver in the future.  We have signalled that for us that time has come.

Taking all things together, then, I believe that our proposed plan was well-founded, that our proposed investment strategy needs to take place and that we would not be serving our community well if we backed away now.

4. Conclusion
I believe that our Proposed Plans should now become confirmed as the substantive Long Term Financial Strategy 2000-2010 and Annual Plan 2000/01, subject only to the increased net contributions from Investments, additional expenditure in Transport and increased investment in Flood Protection in the Hutt Valley noted in Mr Schollum’s Report.  I recognise that the consequence of this recommendation is an increase in regional rates in 2000/01 of 12.5%.  I support the 4% reduction to the Bulk Water Levy and note that therefore the increase in WRC community charges sought for next year is 6.5% across all of the Council’s activities.

5. Recommendations

That the Policy and Finance Committee recommends to Council that it confirms the Long Term Financial Strategy – Investing in the Future 2000-2010 (incorporating the 2000-01 Annual Plan) with the levy and rating profiles as noted in Report 00.427 and its attachments.
STUART MACASKILL

Chairman

