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I am submitting comments on the 2008/09 Hastings District  Draft Annual Plan both as a ratepayer and, in my capacity as Editor of BayBuzz, as an advocate of informed and transparent public debate.

As a ratepayer, I guess I should be alarmed about the fact that I will be paying $531.69 more, that’s 29% more, in the coming year than I paid this year.

But actually I don’t know how I should feel, since it’s virtually impossible to determine the spending priorities of the District Council from the consultation document. More on why I say that in a moment.

Since our household gets none of the basic services like water, sewage treatment, or waste pick-up from the District (but soon we’ll get to pay more for using the Blackbridge transfer station), I do begin to have some doubts. According to our individual rates statement, which is a useful piece of information, what we do seem to paying for is roads … 63% of our bill to be exact.

I sat through two full days of Council budget meetings, more than some of my elected representatives, and saw that the roading budget of some $38 million (excluding depreciation) received less attention and debate, less than three minutes, I’d say, than the $57,000 in additional funding sought for the Exhibition Centre or the $33,000 additional sought for waste minimization.

So I guess I am not left with much confidence that a million or two dollars couldn’t be shaved off the roading budget, whether to reduce pressure on rates during a recession or to address other priorities. It’s ironic to me that while both Labour and National are determined to claim the tax reduction prize at the central government level, the Hastings Council is equally determined to increase my local rates by 29%. What are MPs hearing or responding to that you Councillors are not?!

What might I like to see some of my local tax increase spent on? I have only one suggestion, which I have made earlier on BayBuzz.

I would like to see the Mayor’s sustainability initiative more strongly supported than the $50,000 presently allocated. 

I believe sustainability is an urgent sensibility that must be built into the entire planning and decision-making process within Council. But this will not happen unless there is a senior staff champion for that perspective. Not someone with fourteen other assignments on their plate, not someone junior, and not an outside consultant removed from the daily informal give and take that actually shapes policy. Of course, one person cannot turn the ship around without the support of other key staff and Councillors, but without this trimtab on the rudder, the ship won’t turn at all. So I urge you to fund a senior position with that singular responsibility.

Apart from roading, where might the funding be found for this position, so as to make my suggestion “rates neutral?” 

I would suggest taking it out of Sam Kelt’s project management fee, $300,000 annually, for progressing a sports park that has yet to be approved by the public. I’d like to be able to point Councillors to exactly where those funds are in the budget, to facilitate your making the diversion, but unfortunately I can’t find where it’s hidden. 

Which brings me back to the broader issues of budget presentation and consultation.

From earlier exchanges with some of you during your public briefings on this year’s draft annual plan, I realize you expect the public to advise you at the broadest level. You don’t really expect us to comment on whether an extra $25,000 should be expended on the Kelt Capital Spring Festival.

But I submit that even given your expectations, a much better job could be done by Council in presenting a budget consultation document that explained clearly, for example: 

· where money is presently being spent, in categories meaningful to the ratepayer;

· what the chief drivers of increased future spending are – and how controllable those are, or are not;

· what items in the budget represent essentially non-discretionary spending;
 

· what the projects are that drive Council’s debt;

· any major financial “surprises” occurring in the current year; and, 

· other pertinent “macro” issues.

Anyone with their ear to the ground can hear the kinds of questions and concerns average ratepayers have about local government spending … 

· What is the total personnel cost of Hastings Council, and what’s the justification for its growth rate?

· How much is spent on the outside consultants, who seem to drive everything from plan changes to District marketing slogans?

· Can you show me, simply, how the spending pie is carved up by major function?

· How much are we spending on major discrete projects, like the Opera House or Splash Planet or Hawke’s Bay Inc?

· Can you show me a list of the major projects for which we have borrowed money, and how much we owe?

· Are there activities for which we should be asking users to pay more?

· What fee revenue is presently earned from users of District sports facilities?

· How much are we spending on programs that target various constituencies, for example, youth as compared to senior citizens?

· What would be the impact on services of holding our rates increase to the rate of inflation?

Why not address such questions forthrightly in a “plain speak” budget document of some kind? Full of visual aids like charts and graphs. Most politicians seem to fear that this kind of plain speak will spark rebellion. More likely, however, it would erase suspicions and build trust. Nothing is more irritating to citizens and confidence-eroding than “pretend” transparency.

As it stands, ratepayers must try to penetrate a budget document that essentially rolls the entire spending program into three accounting categories that are totally non-illuminating to the ratepayer – operating costs, new capital works, and capital renewals. 

This non-disclosure of which projects and activities the money is actually spent on is accompanied by pages of meaningless statements about “performance measures” … meaningless because they are not linked to any concrete corresponding expenditure that a ratepayer can then assess as suitable to the objective or not. 

Here are just a few of literally dozens of examples of non-disclosure that could be given: a citizen passionate about recycling would have absolutely no way of judging from the draft annual plan document whether they should be thrilled with the Council’s commitment, or disappointed. What about a citizen passionate about safety or footpaths? What about a citizen passionate about removing graffiti? 

And finally, what about the citizen passionately opposed to your proposed rates hike? What have you shown him or her in this document to allay their concern? I suspect that most ratepayers would be mortified to learn that no alternative “inflation-only increase” scenario was even put forward by the Council staff for consideration. And still more incensed that only two or three Councillors even seemed interested in getting one.

The staff dutifully originates a spending scenario dictated by an already outmoded 10 year plan. They have the same duty – and Councillors even a higher duty – to present a spending scenario dictated by the current economy. That would present citizens with the kind of priorities and values judgment they would be equipped to ponder … and have the right to make. That would represent meaningful public consultation of the highest order.

Thank you.

