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Notes from the LGNZ/SOLGM Rating Forum

3 September 2007


Important

The material which follows represents notes taken at a series of discussion groups held at during a Forum that the local government sector held.   While these notes represent the views of the individuals who took part in each particular group, none of the material which follows should be taken as a statement of LGNZ or SOLGM policy.

Sector Groups

Rural

· 3 waters funding – ‘how small is small’?

· Rates rebates -  unconvinced of the merits of moving the scheme to Inland Revenue.  Would this require travel to an IRD office for elderly ratepayers.   Are there issues with different years.  Conclusion – best kept as at present.

· LAPT – something in this for rurals but a lack of certainty as to what ‘an equalisation principle ..’ is?

· Proposed review of FAR should ‘pop red flags’ for many rural roads

· Crown exemptions – have they missed the main category (DOC), a few schools don’t make much difference here or there 

· Valuation – the valuers are experts

· Independent review authority – ‘ the silliest recommendation in the whole report’

· Overall – a good effort, but much is not clear, the sooner it is clear the better.

Provincial

· What does ‘no cherry-picking’ mean? We know central government will!
· Three waters funding sounds good but what about flood control/mitigation?
· Roading – not enough for rural roads

· Petrol tax – sounds good but?

· Can’t see how the review body  (also referred to as the ‘Star Chamber’) would work – will a decision set precedents that others have to follow.  Don’t want a bar of it!  

· Any valuation system would produce anomalies – no reason to make any system mandatory?

· Removal of crown exemptions good – but was there some cherry picking already with the retention of an exemption for DOC.

· Disappointed re Maori land – a lot of consultation and nothing that makes it easier to clear debt (maybe we just increase the discounts allowed for in the Mangatu decision).

· Need to model some recommendations
· Rates are not unsustainable – they represent good value for money compared with other services

· The report is unduly focussed on the large metros.

· Is the present system ‘too blunt an instrument’
· The report is a mixed bag.  Quite a lot of research that should be useful.  Sectors views must be made publicly known!  Ask councils to publicly debate.
Regional

· What’s the likelihood of the government adopting these recommendations?

· Regional development contributions good!

· Will targeted rates be as effective a mechanism as the UAGC?

· Support the coastal occupation charges

· Retention of DOC exemption means that these district are subsidising national good.

· Why no $ for urban passenger transport ?

· Tension with CCOs ‘acting like a business’ – is the SOE model really a good one to follow?

· Why can’t we get regional coordination of remission/postponement and valuation policies

· Regional councils – some have been using differentials to supplement their EPVs to smooth out the impacts of different TAs on different valuation dates.

· Need more ways of charging tourists

Topic Based Sessions 

Accountability

· Who is the review authority accountable to?  Does it define “reasonableness” – and to what extent is this usurping the role of councillors.   There will be a strong tendency for it to only deal with the ‘squeaky wheels’ and those who didn’t get the outcome they wanted from consultation.   Is this unelected central government officials taking over the role of elected members. 

· “Targeted consultation” – targeted at whom?  Implication in the report that consultation is, or should be, either consensus or ‘majority rules’.  Some recommendations around consultation seem also to view this as negotiation.

· Affordability – isn’t this captured by economic wellbeing?  Who else worries about affordability (central government doesn’t – if 3-4 percent of household income is not sustainable why isn’t a minimum of 19.5 percent?).   Councillors ‘know where they live’ and factor this in.  Is there a contradiction between affordability and the report’s focus on user pays.

· Benchmarking/performance comparisons – “do it or have it done to us!”  We (the sector) should do it and explain the differences. 

· The sector is ‘stuck with’ the LTCCP and the auditing thereof.
Funding Tools
· There are lots of fishhooks in this area – partly due to a lack of specificity in some of the recommendations. 

· It is hard to tell whether there are any definite winners and losers from this set of recommendations – some modelling work needs to be done. 

· $100 million p.a. for the CIEF is not nearly enough !  If its hypothecated as a share of GST revenue it will fluctuate as GST receipts fluctuate.   How would this be prioritised e.g. population, size of council (land area), specific project criteria,  where each council is relative to some affordability benchmark.  Whatever it is the logic both for the funding and the distribution mechanism will need to be clearly stated.
· LAPT some division – some were quite keen on retaining the existing method of apportioning the revenue (basically by volume of sales in each area and to go to TAs only) – others not so keen.   What is ‘equalisation’?  Is $60 million p.a. likely to make much difference?  Can increases in fuel levies be regarded as sustainable?   Also its an ad-valorem 2 cents per litre and is not indexed.

· DOC estate – number of suggestions for extending the scope of the targeted rate including rural fire, pest control, soli conservation, tourism promotion, district planning, flood/river control.

· Removal of differential on the general rate – if not transparent, why not require more transparency,  equalisation issue for regional councils, this is starting a complex debate. 

· More work is needed to raise awareness that debt is not necessarily a ‘bad’ thing – brief and inform media, elected members and community. There is a political ‘comfort level’ that is usually below the level that might be financially sustainable.
· Wastewater charging – there is a large element of cost of establishment and maintenance (points to a large fixed charge). There benefits in terms of the environment and better infrastructural management.  Doesn’t this have an effect on affordability too (who uses toilet more a family of four or a single person in Remuera!)
· UAGC/UAC recommendation – raising or removing the cap has affordability implications too.   These are not widely used in the regional sector – how will their communities ‘take’ to this ?  Shifts in incidence.  Is this to apply from 2012?
Valuation and Maori Land
Valuation

· Oppose a return to centralised values. 

· Has the data actually got better or worse – the evidence in the report does not really support a conclusion?   Did we cut quality when we cut fees?

· There is some suggestion of a move away from QV in recent times – Gisborne has a better result and better staff awareness,  another council may be looking

· What will the impact of national policy be

· Should local government invest more in the valuation process?

· Competition is better – but might it need to be managed better or prescribed

· Should OVG be doing more – a model contract or auditing (does the sector have the skills).  OVG could provide better support to TAs regarding managing the contracting and delivery of valuation datas.

· Is CV better than LV?

· OVG standards should be enforced

· GST issue – residential (include) vs commercial (exclude)???

· Regional councils – some have been using differentials to supplement their EPVs to smooth out the impacts of different TAs on different valuation dates.   TAs need to keep databases up to date
Maori Land

Should Maori land be rateable and enforceable.   Yes – remissions policies exist for the special circumstances.

Can we define what ‘productive Maori land is’?

Mangatu and ‘value in use’ issues – keep valuations ‘pure’ – reductions in rates should be a rating policy decision. 

Suggestion that the land that was transferred to general title in 1967 can actually transfer back into Maori freehold land now.   But opposition to being allowed to transfer except where landlocked or otherwise unproductive. 

Back rates on non-productive Maori land going into production – support writing these off?

Exemptions and Waivers

Strong views against retaining non-rateability on DOC – very significant ‘shortfall’ in rates on the West Coast (and some parts of the central North Island).   Increasing the scope of targeted rates should be a ‘fall-back’ position.   The rationale based on national interest and valuation issues don’t stack up.

Rates Rebates – a general view that the administrative costs are the price to pay for a scheme that sees money going direct to rate accounts,  i.e. the costs are outweighed by the benefits to the community.   There is ‘kudos’ for local government – happy customers.   (This was a view of the substantial majority but not unanimous).   Agree there is a need to improve promotion and information sharing.   If it has to go to central government WINZ would be preferable to IRD (but still a second best option).

Waivers and Remissions – national templates are ok for consistency purposes but it must be a guideline rather than a mandatory policy.  A mandatory remission is non-rateability by another name !

