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YES, I wish to present my submission in person to the Council meeting.

Submission:

1. First, I would like to commend Councillors and staff for a clear, informative and understandable budget document … in sharp contrast to the corresponding presentations proffered for consultation by the Hastings and Napier Councils.

2. That said, I have one suggestion regarding future presentations. I have a particular interest in water issues, but my comment would apply to other “cross-departmental” activities as well. 

It is impossible to determine from the Annual Plan figures, as presently arrayed, what the proposed “total spend” on managing and protecting the region’s water resources might be. Most likely, most of this spend is spread across at least seven of the activity areas within the Environmental Management category (and more, like water-related strategic planning, might lie in other budget categories). But since each of these activity areas includes non-water-related work, one cannot really assess the priority given to the region’s most precious natural asset.

3. Obviously, this is more than a mere presentation concern. As the HBRC is well aware, many in the community have serious concerns about the Council’s stewardship of the region’s water, and feel that allocating more resources might accelerate current initiatives to protect water quality and supply, and/or enable additional initiatives.

The draft plan makes several references, for example, to grants for wetlands protection, work underway on groundwater modeling and sediment quality; developing a database for compliance monitoring; farmer liaison and grant-making for sustainable land management (which of course impacts water); new wells for scientific purposes; and a strategic review of “water futures,” among other relevant projects.

Should Council wish interested members of the public to recommend anything more informed than simply “Spend more on in this area,” it must provide a different cut of the numbers that pulls together all “water” expenditures. Moreover, in the ideal scenario, the draft plan would also indicate what improvements might be gained by a significant increase in those resources, next year and going forward (like you have done with bus transport). Then the public could respond more constructively and indicate more meaningfully its willingness to pay.

4. To provide some context, it appears to me that only a very few activity areas each consume approximately 5% of the operating budget, $1.6M, or more ($31.57M x 5%). These include:

Bovine TB control


$5.5M

Flood protection


$4.6M

HB Inc.



$2.4M

Land management


$2.0M

Environmental monitoring

$1.9M

Subsidised transport


$1.8M

Animal pest control


$1.7M

When I look at that list, all I can say is: Spend more on water!

And of course I would extend this to capital spending as well.

Public good capital purchases

$7.5M 

[BTW, too big a number to be

essentially un-allocated.]

Infrastructure asset construction
$1.8M

Again, in this context of relative priorities, I would strongly urge and support any financial commitment HBRC might make, starting with the new fiscal year, to accelerate a solution to the CHB discharge problem. Which is not to say those who create the discharges should be absolved from paying for the “privilege.”

5. The numbers above also provide some context for responding to the HBRC’s request for feedback on the proposed regional park. 

Given its responsibility to progress the social well-being of the region by, for example, encouraging participation in sport, it is incumbent upon the HBRC to seriously investigate all reasonable strategies for achieving that worthy goal. Not just the $62 million (plus operating subsidy) proposal of the Hastings Council.

The stakes are far too high – both in terms of cost and desired social benefits – to consider only a single “Plan A.”

The most obvious alternative to a centralized sports complex would be a strategy built upon investing in upgrading/expanding existing facilities and providing significant professional staffing capacity to conceive and manage inviting sports programs delivered in a wide range of community settings, from senior centers to schools.

The HBRC has examined no such alternative. Until it does, it would be irresponsible to even contemplate a $3 million capital investment of its own (and completely unknown operating subsidy) in a regional sports park. 

6. I am very interested in the sustainable economic development of the region. To me, this suggests investing in more research and scenario building designed at examining the potential of Hawke’s Bay as a focal point for attracting and building upon human – as opposed to natural – assets. 

Certainly, regional planners should think about optimizing the value – for the long term and in a context of global competition – of our land-based economic activity. But equally valid is building a stronger – and perhaps in the future, dominant – economic sector based upon “brainwork.” 

With its natural beauty and bounty, Hawke’s Bay offers – or could offer -- a lifestyle and amenities that should be able to attract top talent in any field that involves brainwork, from agricultural research to graphic design. What might that sector look like and what conditions and inducements must be created or protected to encourage development of that sector?

Because HBRC is embarking this year on its new strategic planning process, I would recommend more substantial funding than is presently contemplated to explore a broader set of possible futures … more imaginative than simply “more growing” and “more tourism,” as important as these might be today.


And until I see HB Inc. prove its capability to do anything more than waste money, I would prefer to see such work undertaken directly as part of the Council’s own strategic planning work, as opposed to being delegated to that organization.

7. Finally a comment regarding management of consents in the RMA context. Progress measures in this area include the Council not being overturned in the Environment Court or having its position substantively changed during mediation. 

I hear from a lot of people who believe, accurately or not, that Councils in the region, including HBRC, waste a great deal of ratepayer money because they are out of step with the level of environmental sensibility and protection the Environment Court is prepared to require. To clear the air (or not), I would recommend that HBRC publish each year the amount of money spent on managing appeals under the RMA, indicating which cases were “successful” from the standpoint of HBRC and which resulted in the Council position materially failing.

As the draft plan points out, HBRC is about to embark upon a number of new environmental mandates and policies – coastal planning, air quality, water measurement, ecological water flows, residential wastewater treatment, carbon emissions – that will severely strain staff capacity. All of these developments are prompted by public demand for more environmental protection … not less! 

In the best of circumstances, these new regimes will require proactive planning and implementation … meaning more resources, applied in the right spirit. In the worst of cases, resources will be wastefully chewed up if staff and energy is consumed with defending outmoded thinking and perspectives. 

Councillors and staff alike who don’t get that picture will wind up costing ratepayers money … and delaying the achievement of goals to which the public is strongly committed. Even recognizing that appeals can be launched from either “side” of the environmental equation, what Council is spending on the RMA appeals process will be a useful barometer of whether HBRC “gets it” or not.

Thank you for this opportunity to submit on the HBRC 2008/09 Draft Annual Plan.

