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Re: consultation on proposed new national water utility

The Association appreciates that a Government decision has been made to establish an entity to be known as ‘Irish Water’.  While it is not our intention to oppose the decision per se we do intend to make a cogent argument that infrastructure and staff resources built up by Ireland’s City and County Councils should remain intact. We would contend that ‘Irish Water’s’ remit should be limited to the co-ordination and facilitation of major cross-country improvement schemes.

1. County & City councils provide experience and flexibility

The Association's position is that the thirty-four county and city councils have the experience and local knowledge to operate a complex array of water/drainage systems based on decades of experience in providing such services.
To transfer water supply functions to a new and centralised agency whether public, public/private, or fully privatised, would risk the loss of the information and experience built up over decades. 
 The County & City Council structure has a unique degree of flexibility by virtue of having a number of complementary services under the same roof.
 To take an example which every public representative is familiar with – that of burst mains which can occur at any time of the day or night. The co-ordinated Council response will seamlessly roll into action: the Council’s water works staff will turn out to deal with the burst; the Council’s road maintenance staff will set up necessary traffic diversions; and the Council’s fire brigade staff will deal with any pumping of floods created by the burst. All of the personnel involved will have experience of working together in responding to such incidents. This kind of co-ordination and flexibility would be lost if the Council waterworks departments were removed from the local authority framework. 

2. Risk of creating another Quango and of relinquishing public investment in water infrastructure.

 It is not clear where the proposed Irish Water utility will sit on the scale between being publicly owned and being privately owned on the other. If the former there remains genuine anxiety that centralisation will be followed by privatisation.  If it is eventually privatised there will be a greater emphasis on profit rather than water quality or service.
Creating a new semi State company /Privatisation may be a way to create money, but the problems with the State's water services would remain -that is sub standard quality, inadequate service,  major leakage problem etc. It is important that Irish Water does not become yet another quango with the threat of privatisation always in the background. 
3. Capital Projects

There is genuine concern that smaller counties (low population base) may lose out in the prioritisation of capital investment for their area.
If capital projects are controlled by Irish Water, Local Authorities & elected representatives may have no input into determining priorities and their concerns regarding necessary investment may not be taken into account.


4. Changing from local to national does not necessarily bring improvement.

 There is a strong but mistaken impression that by merely changing the organisational aspect of a public service the delivery of service will in some way magically improve. However changing the nameplates does not in itself bring improvement. 
Take the experience with emergency road gritting in winter. In the winter of January 2010 it was up to the Councils themselves to purchase and distribute their salt supplies. It was subsequently deemed –at least in the media --that they had not dealt with the emergency satisfactorily and responsibility for buying and allocating the salt was transferred to the National Roads Authority. However when another winter emergency arrived in December of 2010 there was complaint yet again that roads had not been treated and snow not cleared. Whether this criticism was fair or accurate is another question but the outcome demonstrates that merely changing the structure of organisation from local to national does not necessarily improve the delivery of that service in the face of complex operating environments.
5. Risk of underestimating complexity of Irelands water supply arrangements 

 The move to set up a national water utility is specified in clear terms in the IMF/EU/ECB memorandum as is the establishment of domestic charging. However to go from just two lines of text in a document to setting up a nationwide metering and billing operation is a massive exercise. The water supply arrangements in Ireland are complex with a large range of discrete water supply networks in each county. Furthermore there is the question of group water schemes, some have been taken over by Councils, and some not. The drafters of the IMF memo who would be familiar with the kind of homogenous water supply systems for major urban conurbations may well have underestimated the diversity and complexity of Ireland's water supply arrangements. 
6. Cost of setting up a metering regime and alternative ways of spending the   money.

The basic process of installing meters is going to be a major effort. According to the last census there are of the order of 2.5 million dwellings in Ireland. Added to that is the sheer diversity of such a dwelling stock ranging from apartments and townhouses in gated communities to on the other of the scale remote rural households which may be served by council owned group schemes. The point here is that the Irish housing stock is far from homogenous and it will take a huge effort to get the meters inside every door. 
     The cost of installing meters has also to be considered. A figure of a billion euro has been suggested as the likely cost with of the order of five hundred million euro required in the early phase of the scheme to cover the cost of purchasing meters etc.  Could the this money not be better used by retrofitting homes to encourage, for example, the use of grey water and by modernising service pipes from the household to the mains where there may be considerable leakage. Such a retrofitting scheme would create many jobs in every locality and, crucially, reduce the amount of treated water that has to be produced. 

      7. Suggestion re use of existing public service databases for metering programme

As regards billing this will again be a huge operation in that databases of dwellings have to be set up, bills issued, queries dealt with, situations such as changes of ownership, etc having to be dealt with. Even with modern technology this is a major logistical operation. It has been done already in Ireland -- the ESB or Electric Ireland - have the most comprehensive database of properties in Ireland through their metering for electricity. Perhaps their experience and organisational methods could be brought in to assist (at a price paid to Electric Ireland) in setting up a household metering and collection organisation, rather than having to reinvent the wheel.

8.  Group Water Schemes

Under Water Services Act 2009, Group Water Schemes can only be taken over if a) the Group requests that it be taken over or b) there is a quality issue regarding the water supplied.  Thus the transfer of Group water schemes to Irish Water will require significant legal administrative changes.
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