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Democracy & Governance

Collaboration

In their draft ten-year plans (LTCCPs), the Hastings, Napier and Regional Councils each display the same chart touting the various initiatives on which they, plus the Wairoa and CHB Councils, have collaborated or are currently working on together. Cynical council-watchers might say that this synchronized communication is itself the most impressive example of collaboration our councils have produced to date!

We’re given promises … big and small. For example, a 3-council study of land use on the Heretaunga Plains, to be followed by a “joint district plan” between Hastings and Napier. The Hastings LTCCP allocates a whopping $25,000 to explored shared services and other cooperative possibilities. The Napier LTCCP mentions two other areas, in addition to joint plans, where councils might work together — efficiencies in compliance processes under the Building Act and efficiencies in engineering activities, including design, asset planning and contracting.

But, no one has yet produced an actual workplan with timetables, milestones and targeted savings or specific program or service improvements. 

When one regularly attends meetings of our various local councils, as I do, it’s not at all difficult to see why collaboration and “shared services” is more rhetoric than reality. All the usual obstacles are clearly evident — the “not invented here” syndrome, the “let’s wait and learn from their mistakes” syndrome, petty personal and institutional rivalries, sheer laziness and bureaucratic inertia, inconsistent signals from Councillors to staff, and lack of internal incentives that reward cooperation amongst staffs on a day-to-day basis.

Even in public debate, Councillors more often denigrate than commend their counterparts’ Councillors, staffs and policies. One can only imagine what views are expressed behind closed doors! Not exactly an attitude that gives one much confidence that the ratepayers’ interests are being put at the forefront.

Ratepayers deserve:

· A concrete workplan on joint initiatives and shared services with specified timetables and projected outcomes;

· A working group with identified Councillors, staffs and perhaps outside representatives to drive the process and be held accountable; and,

· A defined process for the working group to consult with the public and to publicly report progress.

Further, given the huge importance of local government bodies getting on the same page with respect to the big issues of resource management, economic development and environmental protection, I make the same recommendations to NCC as I have to other councils. From my HDC submission:

“…decision-making processes involving the quality and management of our air, water, land 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.

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, open session meetings, and stakeholder/public consultation at meaningful junctures.”

Innovation

In addition, to help nurture “out of the box” thinking across the board within the Council, NCC 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.
Budget Process

The approach NCC takes to constructing its budget oozes a sense that what ratepayers 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 NCC 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 operating expense in the budget. 

In any times, but particularly in such dire economic circumstances, 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.

Budget process recommendations:

1. Before adoption of the LTCCP, Councillors should be given an opportunity to re-set the baseline operating cost of NCC 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. NCC 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 NCC 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 ratepayers to receive reasoned alternatives to NCC “business-as-usual” staff recommendations.

Ward representation

Electing some Councillors on an “at-large” basis diffuses accountability and should be abandoned at the next review of representation. If a voter has elected “everyone” en masse, he/she has no one individual to hold responsible. The “Council” is a faceless blob. Without “head-to-head” competition for Council seats at the Ward level, the performance of individual Councillors goes essentially unchallenged. Differences in candidates’ abilities and agendas are totally blurred, if not rendered meaningless. And important differences and needs from ward to ward remain unarticulated and un-championed.

Immediately, NCC should reverse its policy of willful neglect of the partial ward system now in place. Each Ward Councillor should be given a meaningful budget, say $10,000 each per year, to use at their own discretion to facilitate feedback from and communications with their unique constituency. Even at $60,000, this investment in basic democracy would be a pittance (3%) against the budgeted $1.9 million for “Democracy and Governance.” 

Recreation

The LTCCP provides robust support for a wide range of community-based sports and recreation amenities, dispersed throughout the city. I commend this strategy. 

And I am gratified to see that no provision has been made for support of the so-called “regional” sports park in Hastings. The RSP is the wrong strategy, proposed for the wrong location, and advanced at the wrong time. If I am incorrect in this reading of the Napier LTCCP, and I’ve studied the documents carefully, then it is incumbent upon the Council to correct me and other more casual readers about its intentions. For example, there is a significant $1 million “bump” in sportsgrounds capital funding in each of years 2012-13 and 2013-14, the purpose of which is not clearly specified.

I do question the nearly $3.8 million commitment to Westshore’s beach, at a time when far more critical areas of community-wide importance, like Napier’s fragile stormwater and wastewater systems, seem to be barely clinging to life support levels of funding (see below).

Social and Cultural

Human needs

From reading the LTCCP documents, one would have no clue that Napier includes some very poor neighborhoods and many poor families. 

And the plan reflects this laissez faire attitude toward human needs. Says the LTCCP: “Community Development is often a reactive process responding to the aims and aspirations of external organizations and community groups, therefore predicting demand is difficult. It is clear however there is a growing need for resources.”

Talk about passive!

Out of $13.8 million allocated in 2009-10 for Social/Cultural spending, for example, a mere $1.4 million is devoted to “Community Advice.” This quantum is less than 2% of the total NCC operating budget for the year, and the amount grows by less than the inflation rate throughout the ten years of the plan. [Note: There is an unexplained “bump” of $1 million in Community Development spending in 2010-11. What is this?]

The Community Advice function appears to be limited mostly to engaging with community groups and providing some youth services. However, there’s no detail provided on the level of funding that actually reaches community groups; nor on the amount directly spent by NCC in meeting the needs of lowest income residents. Napier appears to spend as much on cemeteries and public toilets as it does on its poor.

Perhaps it is assumed that these residents can meet their basic needs somehow at the Municipal Theatre, the library, Marineland, the War Memorial Centre or HBMAG.

And who says Napier doesn’t need ward representation!

Housing also seems to get short-shrift, despite the LTCCP noting that: a) “Council rental housing is way under demand”; and b) the 65+ population of Napier will grow 30% over the life of the plan. Even modest modernisation of existing flats (for example, providing insulation) is made contingent on central government grants.

Arts & Culture

Support for the arts does somewhat better, at least in terms of “bricks and mortar” investments.

Most of the support I see in the LTCCP for arts & culture takes the form of buildings and subsidized operating funds – the War Memorial Centre (really a conference centre, not a “cultural” venue), the Municipal Theatre, the and HB Museum & Art Gallery. Millions are slated for capital spending.

Millions of dollars go into places, but only crumbs to people. Certainly facilities are important, and I support these investments. But I would also support more spending on the creative community itself. Creative Napier receives $44,000. Recently NCC awarded the “magnificent” sum of $14,000 in grants to local creative organizations and activities. 

It would be helpful if NCC, in league with the city’s creative community, produced something resembling a cultural strategy, with an overall budget attached to it. From the LTCCP documents, it is impossible to “size” the amount of funds being made available by NCC in direct support of artistic and cultural endeavor by individuals and groups (i.e., the creative community), as opposed to paying for buildings and staff. The NCC 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.

Cultural amenities are not a luxury for Napier or the region. 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, quality and diversity. 

Much of this amenity value is provided today on shoestring budgets by hard-pressed volunteers who would much rather be “creating” than obsessing over fundraising. Let’s not mislead ourselves that spending on bricks and mortar suffices to nurture the growth of individual creative endeavor in Napier.

City Promotion

Napier ratepayers, beware!

NCC was supposed to have entered a “deal” with the Regional Council, whereby the latter would fully fund HB Inc, allowing NCC and its ratepayers to “save” the $400,000 Napier would normally contribute. It would appear in the plan, however, that NCC has simply taken advantage of the deal to reallocate its “savings” to other City Promotion spending, specifically the “Time of Your Life” campaign. 

Unfortunately, there is nothing whatsoever in the LTCCP documents to indicate that NCC might “get with the program” and become more of a team player with regard to Hawke’s Bay Inc and its economic development and tourism promotion programs.

Water and Wastes

As cheery and upbeat as the LTCCP documents are regarding all other aspects of the Napier good life, we find the extreme opposite in the discussions of Napier’s waste!

The NCC would have us consider that the cost of kerbside recycling is the paramount “waste” issue, when in fact the far more serious – and expensive – issues relate to managing Napier’s stormwater and sewage.

It goes well beyond the scope of this submission to comment fully on what appears to be the quite fragile and over-taxed state of Napier’s stormwater and sewage systems. The documents give the impression that NCC is triaging its spending against rising needs, as opposed to fronting up fully – and being honest with  ratepayers – about the inherent risks and costs associated with living in a low-lying area that requires constant pumping of all wastes, posing public health risks as well as increasing threats to the integrity of the underlying aquifer that supplies drinking water.

From the LTCCP:

· Infill development, which is assumed to account for 53% of Napier’s growth in coming years, is projected to increase stormwater run-off three times.

· Although stormwater run-off is impacting the environmentally sensitive Ahuriri Estuary, industrial development is envisioned for the adjacent Lagoon Farm.

· Listing stormwater items in need of funding, the LTCCP observes: “Each of the items requires a significant expenditure exceeding six years of the accumulated annual stormwater pipe upgrading budget to achieve any significant benefit to the area.”

· Parts of Bayview, and all of Jervoistown and Meeanee, have no reticulated sewage systems (and no plans to provide such) and rely on on-site septic systems … in the face of more stringent regulation of on-site systems (many of which are known to be sub-standard) about to issue from the Regional Council, if not from central Government.

· Meantime, NCC hopefully awaits confirmation that an unproven Hastings waste treatment system, which has plenty of critics, will indeed pass muster and represent a solution that Napier can embrace.

· Says the LTCCP: “Both the Latham and Greenmeadows sewerage systems are overtaxed during periods of wet weather.”

· Referring to the difficulty of monitoring the degrading of pipes by wastewater and sewage, the LTCCP observes: “The relatively recent usage of in-line cameras has both provided the means to investigate, but has also revealed the potential extent of problems.”

· And commenting further on the system: “It should be noted that the proposed renewal budget, based on the current set of standard economical lives that is used, is not sufficient to meet the long-term decline in service potential.”

I could go on. The overall impression … the s**t could hit the fan at any time!

One wonders whether Councillors have even bothered to read this material, let alone appreciate its implications. Were I a Napier Councillor, this situation would terrify me. I would be demanding an outside review of Napier’s stormwater and wastewater systems. And by “outside review” I mean independent peer review by experts who are not presently on the NCC teat as employees or consultants. An independent “report card” should be issued to the public. 

These systems appear neglected, and their improvement under-funded, while this Council stands by and asserts its financial prudence. These are arguably the most vital systems and services that NCC provides its residents. If they are literally “going under,” the Mayor and Councillors should be held accountable, and of course the LTCCP spending levels should be modified accordingly. 

Hey, but meantime, let’s spend $1 million for sprucing up Marineland.

Lagoon Business Park Proposal

According to the LTCCP, Napier faces a shortage of land for business development. Investigating that assumption is beyond the scope of this submission.

The LTCCP reports that NCC is exploring the feasibility of developing Lagoon Farm as a business park and states: “The sensitive nature of the site and its proximity to … the ecologically significant Ahuriri Estuary mean that any activities must be low impact and environmentally aware.” Amen! 

If the case for a business park is established, I would go further and insist that the fundamental mandatories for any development at Lagoon Farm include: a) the site must become a showcase for environmentally responsible design; and b) the business park’s tenants should be limited to businesses engaged in “brainwork” – an Innovation Park, if you will – as opposed to manufacturing or processing of any kind. I would assume that any such development would be subject to extensive public consultation. 

Thank you for this opportunity to comment on the Napier LTCCP, 2009-19.

