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Submission on Draft Annual Plan 2014-15 and Wellington Water Proposal

The Mt Victoria Residents’ Association submits the following in response to the Greater Wellington Regional Council’s Draft Annual Plan 2014-15, and its statement of proposal on Wellington water.  We plan to send a separate submission on the Draft Wellington Regional Public Transport Plan 

We wish to present our views in person to a hearing committee.

We have found it difficult to comment on the Draft Annual Plan as the document is unnecessarily long (140 pages), and overwhelmingly detailed on the financial consequences, but lacks much substance about the policy directions and activities for which the money is budgeted.  Adding to this difficulty is the plethora of strategies and plans which apparently inform or sit alongside the Annual Plan (eg. the Long-Term Plan, Wellington Regional Strategy, Regional Land Transport Strategy, Regional Land Transport Programme, Regional Public Transport Plan, and Regional Emergency Management Office’s Group Plan),    This all leaves the reader feeling as if they are trying to comment on an exercise in obfuscation.  We wonder how councillors can cope with all the reading required to keep informed and make reasonable decisions, and if any of these plans are ever looked at again after they are agreed to.

Regional leadership
We agree with the GWRC’s overall aim of promoting “Quality for Life” in the sense stated in the draft Plan of ensuring the environment is protected while meeting the social, cultural and economic needs of the community.  

The GWRC could contribute to the region’s quality of life and a strong economy by ensuring its own services and contracts provide good quality jobs, not casualised labour, by not ontracting 
out core services, and by encouraging local entrepreneurship.  We call on GWRC to commit to paying its staff, and staff in its Council-controlled organisations a living wage rate to reduce poverty and inequality, and also because it means there is more money to support local businesses.
We note the draft Plan provides $4.6million (this is an ongoing annual sum to 2022) for a “Wellington Regional Strategy”. We are disappointed to note its sole focus is the region’s sustainable economic growth, presumably by funding the staffing and activities of the Wellington Regional Strategy office and the CCO Grow Wellington.  To call this activity a “ Wellington Regional Strategy” is a misnomer and misleading.  

We are pleased to note GWRC works closely with local councils on regional economic development and regional transport planning, and local authorities in the Wellington region are working together to develop more efficient and effective practices in four common interest areas – ICT back office services, economic development, spatial planning and water services.  

Given the need for fiscal responsibility, we question the need for a 6.1% increase in total regional rates for 2014-15, including an 8.9% increase in the General Rate, both well above the annual inflation rate.  We urge the GWRC to review its own staffing and pay rates, and those of its Council-controlled organisations, particularly the CEO’s and managerial salaries, to reflect the scope of services provided.

Land transport, including public transport
Following on from our comment above about the plethora of plans, we agree that GWRC should integrate its Regional Land Transport Strategy, associated plans, and Regional Land Transport Programme into a single plan.  We assume that these plans inform the Regional Public Transport Plan on which the GWRC is also asking for submissions, 

We note that the GWRC chairs and services a Regional Transport Committee, but as we noted in our submission on the GWRC long-term plan, we continue to be concerned at the apparent lack of democracy in the statement that this Committee can only consider projects proposed by the local councils, Greater Wellington or NZTA.  There is clearly no intent to consider alternatives presented during any consultation or other processes.  This issue is particularly relevant for our Association regarding NZTA’s Basin Reserve flyover proposal and our promotion of an alternative ground-level approach.

We do not understand why the transport chapter in the draft Plan is solely about public transport activities, and why it is silent on NZTA’s proposed Basin Reserve flyover, given this proposal’s 
major significance for Wellingtonians in an area of regional and national heritage interest.  

We are concerned at the apparent narrow focus on transport interpreted to mean vehicles (cars, trucks, public buses and trains).  We believe the focus should be on transport modes that contribute to the stated community outcomes in the long term. This means:

· defining ‘mobility’ more broadly than is apparent.  Priority should be given to making our cities and region accessible and safe to people on foot, bicycle scooter etc., then those using modes of transport other than private vehicles. 

· being serious about people living and working in a healthy environment, including by encouraging people into healthier forms of mobility and providing clean public transport modes.  This would also contribute to the aim of relieving congestion from roads at peak times

· investing in light rail links from the railway station to the southern suburbs, and eastern suburbs and airport utilising the Pirie Street bus tunnel.

Public transport

We will provide a separate submission on the draft Regional Public Transport Plan.  Ahead of this, and in light of the recent debate in the media about it, we wish to register our whole-hearted support for continuing with Wellington’s trolley bus services and for phasing out all diesel buses.

We are pleased with stated progress on electronic signage on bus arrivals at bus stops, and to note the plan to integrate fares and ticketing for all bus, train and harbour ferry services.  

It is not apparent in the text why there are significant reductions to planned operating funding and applications of that funding for bus and ferry operations and asset management (from $ 54.6m to $50.6m)  and Metlink customer services/information (from $6.5m to 3.6m), and also a reduction in total mobility (from $3.0m to $2.7m) compared to the Long-Term Plan.  This does not seem to justify the plan to increase fares.

Of great concern to the Association is the concentration of diesel exhaust near bus stops during peak hours. We wish to see provision in the draft Plan for:

· the contracts with the bus companies to include a clause requiring all diesel buses to be constantly maintained to the most rigorous emission standards required by the European Community and the World Health Organisation

· each bus stop within the inner city has an air quality monitor that demonstrates to waiting passengers the air quality being experienced at that time.  It is understood that nanotechnology has significantly reduced the cost of air quality monitoring devices.  
· GWRC to contract an independent air quality and vehicle emission monitoring company to 
measure once every month the emissions from every diesel bus in each company's fleet

· the contracts with bus companies to also contain a clause that all diesel bus drivers be trained in the techniques of slow acceleration and slow stopping so as to reduce diesel exhaust and reduce fuel consumption.

Basin Reserve flyover and other NZTA plans for the area

The GWRC claims in its values and approach to take a strategic and long-term view, but that is not apparent in its support of NZTA’s backward-looking proposed flyover which will be a permanent blight on this historic area.  This support appears to have been decided some years ago, before any viable ground-level alternatives were being discussed, and written into the GWRC’s Regional Land Transport Programme.
We wish to register our strong opposition to GWRC’s support of this proposal; it is in complete contradiction to the multi-modal approach agreed to in the Ngauranga to airport plan (as it is all about cars and trucks) and to Towards 2040: Smart Capital.  Part of the attraction of Wellington as a people-centred city, and our point of differentiation from other large New Zealand and Australasian cities, is our relative lack of huge motorways and flyovers slicing through our city.  The flyover will:

· waste very large amounts of public money on a short-term response to a few hours of congestion per week in one direction over a very short distance.  Congestion is likely to be just as well addressed by removal of the need for the Tasman St lights
· include in its design a large wall of a building inside the Basin Reserve which NZTA itself admits will be such an eyesore it will divert attention from the ugliness of the flyover.  This building will be on land specifically deeded to the citizens of Wellington with the proviso that no buildings or thoroughfares be built on it
· pose serious health and safety risks for the large number of citizens, and students and adults accessing the three schools in the area

· make an ugly and unwelcoming entrance to Government House for visiting dignitaries, and be completely out of character with other features of this historic area 
· create more concrete surfaces and increase the risk of more flooding in the area.

The Association urges GWRC to seriously reconsider its position.  The proposed work on integrating the Land Transport Strategy and plans and Land Transport Programme into a single plan provides an opportunity to revisit GWRC’s support for the flyover and take into account the widespread opposition in evidence being presented at the EPA’s Board of Inquiry hearings on the matter.  The Association is participating in these hearings and presenting:

· evidence regarding the flyover’s mis-fit with good urban design (from Jan McCredie, the developer of the Wellington City Council’s own vision for the city Towards 2040: Smart Capital
· designs by Richard Reid for a viable ground-level alternative costing considerably less than a flyover, developed with two transport engineers (John Foster and David Young)
· evidence on the health risks from a flyover by Dr Marie O’Sullivan

· evidence from Elaine Hampton and other residents on the social effects on those living and working in Mt Victoria.

We also wish to register with GWRC our concerns over NZTA’s plans regarding a second tunnel through Mt Victoria and widening of Ruahine St and Wellington Rd in Hataitai.  Wellingtonians do not want the flyover and these other so-called roading improvements turning our local streets into an alienating motorway.  Residents of the increasing residential development within the inner city will be vulnerable to the intensified effects of air pollution from vehicles on a 24-hour, seven-days-a-week basis.  Traffic is no longer growing on SH1, having been stable for some years. Traffic will reduce if public transport is improved and as fuel prices rise.  These factors suggest there is no need to build new tunnels and roads in anticipation of traffic growth.  We urge GWRC to undertake the requirement in the Ngauranga to airport plan for a traffic review before plans proceed.

Local government reorganisation

We are dismayed that, despite having support from only one of the Councils in the greater Wellington region (Porirua), the GWRC has ignored the views of the majority of people in the region and applied to the Local Government Commission for a single two-tier council.  We are also surprised that GWRC has taken upon itself to assume the role of speaking for the entire Wellington region on this matter.  GWRC’s actions are anti-democratic and have stepped outside the Local Government Act 2002 requirement that GWRC “facilitate democratic local decision-making,...provide for good quality local infrastructure, local public services, and performance of regulatory functions...”.  

We strongly urge the new GWRC to withdraw its application, and instead stick to what it is mandated to do.  We believe a more democratic approach would be incremental and with a long-term view to improvement.  We oppose the application because:

· All of the surveys reported on in Part 7 of the application noted varying degrees of support for change to how councils are organised.  However, the supporters thought change was 
necessary to overcome duplication, address inefficiencies and avoid wastage of effort, funds and resources.  None of these changes require any structural change, but more of councils working together on activities that require a regional approach.

· Despite the findings of the Joint Working Party on Local Government Reform that structure should follow function, the GWRC does not appear to have carried out an analysis of the functions of local government in the region, but leapt immediately to a structural ‘answer’.  We suggest instead a mechanism for a joint committee of councils to develop a common voice and to organise pooling of services where there are common interests and needs.    This approach would also enable pooling of scarce skilled staff resources and expertise in some areas.  For example, current practice with three-water services suggests a more cross-region approach is workable.  It is interesting to note that the Auckland Council still has the need for six local board joint committees.

· In several surveys people have emphasised the importance of local democracy and local engagement. Wellington City on its own is already the third largest local authority in New Zealand.  In our view, the proposed single council for the region, making decisions and taking action on behalf of nearly 500,000 people is not ‘local’ government’ as defined in the Local Government Act 2002, or by any rational understanding of those words.  
· Local democracy regarding who might be able to stand for local office is lost.  A single council for Wellington region could potentially concentrate political power within the hands of a sectional or political elite, and favour those with wealth sufficient to fund an election campaign across the region, or the backing of a political organisation to do so.

· The GWRC application chops Wellington city up into three wards making it extremely difficult for coherent planning and service delivery across the city as a whole.

· The Auditor General noted that the Auckland experience revealed confusion and tension between the two tiers regarding roles and responsibilities, and its size and complexity meant internal communication was difficult, with a growing need for staff capable of navigating administrative bureaucracy.  This is not a sound basis for improved efficiency.

· The current arrangement meets the “subsidiarity” concept promoted in the Local Government Act as it places decision-making about service provision and sources of funding together, closest to the community affected, and enables councillors and community to work together to balance the trade-off between funding and service levels.

· There is a risk the proposed planning and funding process will be unwieldy and inefficient compared with present arrangements.  Councillors will have to grapple with and negotiate over eight sets of plans and funding proposals from local boards in addition to their own regional plans and budgets, and without sufficient knowledge about local merits and needs.  
Also, boards will waste time and energy in an environment of competing fiefdoms, and competition for funding will undermine regional cooperation.  It is therefore not surprising, but certainly worrying,  to see the Auditor General’s comment that in Auckland’s case there is too much reading required by both tiers to stay informed and make good decisions.  

· It will be difficult for people to hold councillors accountable for decisions or actions when Councillors can hide behind regional committees, local boards and council-controlled organisations.  The accountability and credibility of local boards will be undermined if the council refuses to fund services identified as needed by local communities, or if it requires boards to implement plans which they do not believe best benefit their local people.  
Water supply

Given the uncertainties mentioned in the draft Plan, we agree GWRC should be taking an adaptive and incremental approach rather than undertaking costly large-scale infrastructure developments.

Council-controlled organisations and accountability

The draft Plan appears to assume the continuing existence of a large number of Council-controlled organisations and trading organisations (CCOs and CCTOs) ostensibly responsible for putting GWRC’s plans into action.  As an example, the Investments chapter in the draft Plan outlines a multi-layered structure of CCOs and CCTOs which appears to place any accountability at a very large distance from Councillors, and even further from the people they purport to serve.

Our Association is concerned over the acceptance of the CCO model, given experience suggests they lack democracy, openness to public scrutiny and accountability, some of their boards pursue policy agenda completely contrary to council and community goals (which can end up costing ratepayers and community groups), and promised returns on investment do not materialise.  We note also the Auditor General’s warning to take care with the powers of CCOs as they can impede the autonomy of local boards (eg. Auckland Transport reducing local boards’ place-shaping capability), lead to tensions between Council and CCOs about who controls some decision-making, and result in CCOs not being responsive to council staff requests for information.  

We urge GWRC to consider reviewing its use of the CCO/CCTO model.
Wellington Water Proposal
We understand from the proposal that currently, GWRC owns and manages land and infrastructure, and through it, supplies bulk water to four councils (Wellington, Hutt, Upper Hutt, and Porirua).  These four councils own the downstream infrastructure for water supply, wastewater and stormwater, and own a CCO (Capacity Infrastructure Service Ltd) which they each contract to provide water management services.  

GWRC proposes to become a part owner of Capacity, to rename it ‘Wellington Water’ (WW), to contract WW to manage GWRC’s bulk water infrastructure, and to set up a new GWRC Water Committee to which WW will report,   As a consequence, staff employed by GWRC to manage its bulk water infrastructure assets and some operational assets will be transferred to WW.   GWRC will retain its ownership of infrastructure assets, and continue to supply bulk water as it does currently. 

The Association agrees GWRC should retain its ownership of bulk water infrastructure assets.  We have some concerns with the proposed changes:

· the proposal appears to be a first step towards amalgamating services so they can be privatised in future

· it is not clear how GWRC will become a shareholder in the new CCO WW

· while the proposal states each of the four cities affected has expressed support ‘in principle’, the footnote says the cities have not even considered the proposal

· it appears to be an attempt by GWRC to take over an activity which the four councils are apparently able to manage strategically and efficiently on their own.  Is the aim to set this activity up for a smoother transition to a Wellington supercity?

· we question the need for a name change and its consequent costs 

· we disagree with the statement that it enhances public accountability as a CCO will remove the direct responsibility and accountability of staff to Councillors as public representatives

· GWRC’s analysis of options shows the status quo already delivers high-quality water services and environmental protection

· the costs of legal advice, technical details, transfer of employees, establishing the Water Committee and new management systems, rebranding, purchase of shares, and the general disruption to people involved.

Elaine Hampton 

President 
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