In the current year, the Belford household residing in rating area two is paying $6.52 a day in Hastings rates. That’s about the cost of a large flat white and almond croissant at Jackson’s Bakery. I can tell you which I enjoy more!

Nevertheless, I don’t begrudge the amount of my rates as much as I object to the priorities to which they are directed and the sense of entitlement the Hastings Council seems to feel toward my contribution.

Entitlement

I’ll begin with the sense of entitlement.

The very approach HDC takes to constructing its budget oozes a sense that what we are paying for today is a “given” – an entitlement codified in past murky budgets and now enshrined and protected from any zero-based scrutiny. The only option for future budgeting is then to assume we will start with that entitlement, and add more. And of course the HDC is loathe to consider adding less than the rate of inflation, and even less disposed to consider whether they could make do with fewer staff, the largest actual spend in the budget. 

In any times, but particularly in such dire economic circumstances, the ratepayers deserve to see genuine cost reduction options, whether these entail operating efficiencies or actual reductions in service levels. But the ratepayers are never presented with such scenarios. Indeed, Councillors never even ask to see them.

Similarly, the ratepayer is never really asked how they would prefer to pay for the services and infrastructure they do want. For example, if ratepayers are troubled by the fact that debt interest will rise from about $6 million per year to nearly $10 million per year (reflecting nearly $100 million in external debt at that point), should they not be shown clearly what service level reductions would result from less borrowing, or horror of horrors, be asked if they would prefer to pay for more services out of current rates? 

Recommendations:

1. Before adoption of the LTCCP, Councillors should be given an opportunity to re-set the baseline operating cost of HDC by reviewing an 09/10 budget alternative reflecting a 5% reduction from the previous year. Maybe that scenario will prove unacceptable. But it deserves a look.

2. HDC should consider implementing one or both of the following external budget review procedures. 

A) Employing an external budget examiner, somewhat in the manner of the present Government’s “purchase advisers,” to scrutinise the current budget and spending practices, and recommend savings options. And/or,

B) Appointing an independent citizens budget review committee, consisting of five or so suitably informed individuals, empowered to annually review and evaluate HDC financial management and operating efficiencies, and make a timely report to coincide with each year’s public consultation on the annual budget. 

In either case, the goal is not to substitute the priorities of un-elected members of the public for those of Councillors, but rather to inject fresh, informed and independent (the key word) thinking into assessing spending efficiency. This would enable both Councillors and the ratepayers to receive reasoned alternatives to HDC “business-as-usual” staff recommendations.

Either approach in recommendation #2 should include in its charter an examination of opportunities for shared services and common operational practices amongst local councils. The LTCCP proposes a trifling amount of money, $25,000, to explore these possibilities. The process of identifying and implementing such improvements should be intensified and accelerated.

In addition, I believe independent reviewers could fruitfully examine HDC’s deferred spending with regard to infrastructure and community assets, its combined expenditures on marketing activities of all sorts, and its management of inherently entrepreneurial activities (e.g., Splash Planet, Holiday Park).

3. HDC should institute an annual staff awards program, perhaps in cooperation with other area councils, to publicly recognize staff members who initiate significant cost savings, program efficiencies, or program innovations that deliver superior results to the status quo.

Program & Spending Priorities

I am not adverse to HDC spending money. Indeed, there are a few areas where I would welcome more spending, on the assumption that, first, current spending was more rigorously examined.

I will focus on three areas – the environment/sustainability, arts & culture, and recreation/sports.

Environment

The LTCCP contains more than ample rhetoric – accompanied by some spending – regarding HDC’s commitment to sustainability, the environment, and land and water resources. However, as the various discussions make clear, in many of the most critical areas, HDC is not the sole or even lead player. Often the Regional Council has a critical role. In making its various promises to Hastings ratepayers, the LTCCP recognizes that reality. 

My only point here is that decision-making processes involving the quality and management of our air, water, soil and coast are hugely important and unfortunately contentious. And when multiple Councils are involved, public transparency is completely lost, given the informal procedures used by Mayors, Chairmen, Councillors, CEOs and staff. Too much “collaboration” is done without public involvement, and positions are formed which develop formidable solidity and momentum by the time any official consultation occurs in one body or the other.

Recommendation:

The HDC LTTCP identifies several joint projects dealing with land use (e.g., Heretaunga Plains), soil quality, water use, water quality, air quality, home insulation, and climate change mitigation, as well as a potential joint district plan, for which some kind of “purpose-built” public involvement should be invented. The stakes in all of these issues are enormous. And the chances are rather high that if the public is shut out of meaningful engagement at the front end of these deliberations, the price will be high in terms of back-end challenge and opposition.

I urge that any “working parties” or similar groups that are assembled amongst Councils to address these issues should operate under the same groundrules as if the matter were being discussed in a single Council or its relevant committees – in other words, public discussion papers, public meetings and stakeholder/public consultation at meaningful junctures.

Arts & Culture

Most of the support I see in the LTCCP for arts & culture takes the form of buildings and subsidized operating funds – the Opera House (operated as much as a conference centre as a “cultural” venue), Hastings City Art Gallery, the proposed Cultural Centre, the contribution to HB Museum & Art Gallery. Millions of dollars going into places as opposed to people. Even at that, and accepting the role of suitable facilities, less than 5% of the average urban ratepayer’s rates are devoted to supporting arts and culture.

At the same time, as a frequent attendee of Council meetings, I’ve seen a steady procession of cultural endeavors of all sorts – from Creative Hastings to Takitimu Festivals – pitch the Council for support, which is parsimoniously given, on an ad hoc basis, if at all.

In what I’ve witnessed, I’ve never heard anything discussed that resembles a cultural strategy with an overall budget attached to it. Cultural amenities are not a luxury for the Hastings District. For our economic prosperity, we seek to attract a wide range of people – including well-educated professionals, the retired and semi-retired wealthy, tourists – who are accustomed to a significant degree of cultural richness and diversity.

Much of this amenity value is provided on shoestring budgets by hard-pressed volunteers who would much rather be “creating” than obsessing over fundraising.

Let’s not mislead ourselves that spending hundreds of thousands of dollars subsidizing operating losses of the Opera House is somehow nurturing the growth of individual creative endeavor in Hastings.

Recommendation:

From the LTCCP documents, I find it impossible to “size” the amount of funds being made available by HDC in direct support of artistic and cultural endeavor by individuals and groups (i.e., the creative community), as opposed to paying for buildings. The HDC should clearly identify and “pool” whatever funds are presently allocated, and link these to an explicit strategy, so that the arts community can better assess and make its case for the additional funding support that many of us, in our gut, believe is warranted.

Recreation & Sport

It’s no secret that I believe the sports park is an ill-conceived proposition on many grounds.

Here I’ll simply comment on the opportunity cost the project represents. A huge amount of Council mind share and resources are going into an initiative that, even if legal hurdles are overcome and external funding is found, will ultimately serve fewer people and achieve less of its claimed social goals than alternative community based strategies.

Meantime, the LTCCP presents a scenario where we cannot even afford to build and maintain adequate neighborhood playgrounds. We’re told that Hastings ranks 32nd amongst 35 other councils in a survey of investment in play facilities. But we’re told we can’t afford a comprehensive play strategy (skatebowls, basketball courts, BMX and fitness areas, playgrounds) that would cost $5.3 million over ten years. So, Council has allocated $1 million and invited the public to beg for more.

What a foolish trade-off – a “Phase 3” with velodrome at a cost of $31 million (including $5 million from HDC) to be used by a few hundred elite racers versus a community-wide suite of facilities that could be used by everybody, and particularly by youngsters near their homes. What a joke it is to support the sports park in the name of encouraging youth fitness, while denying the funding of these local facilities.

If you were to put that trade-off before the public – Phase 3 at $31 million (or even just the Council’s $5 million) versus $5 million to implement the play strategy – would anyone like to bet on the outcome?

Unfortunately, the present Council will persist in its sports park misadventure. And so the money for playgrounds will need to be found elsewhere. 

Recommendation:

I have a suggestion. Forget about the $4.275 million expenditure on rebuilding the Council building, otherwise known as enhancing “customer service.” [Notice the theme in this LTCCP on building stuff?!] I suspect that fewer than 1% of Hastings ratepayers will ever need to walk the one block between the main Admin building and the building where the Infrastructure folks are located in order to conduct their Council business. I say, let them walk, and chalk it up to improving their fitness.

Go ahead and spend the $837,000 (out the $4.275 million) allocated for customer service technology, if that facilitates conducting more ratepayer business by phone or online, and re-allocate the rest to the play strategy.

It’s a pretty straightforward trade-off – play facilities to be enjoyed by and improve the well-being of every kid (and a lot of adults) in the community, versus a bit more convenience for Council staff and a small platoon of contractors and consent-seekers.

Thank you for this opportunity to present my views.

