
Dear Mr Butlin
thanks for your reply.
Can I formally request via this email that (1) my written and oral ('hansard') submission to the 
state parliament rate capping inquiry, and (2) the paper on value for money in some council 
activities that i sent you, be regarded as my submission to your enquiry.
Regards
Cr Martin Bray

From: Martin Bray <martinbray001@gmail.com> 
Sent: Wednesday, 24 July 2019 4:20 PM
To: Butlin, Matthew (OSAPC) <Matthew.Butlin@sa.gov.au>
Subject: Re: Correspondence

































































 

 

 

 

 

 

Service Costs of Clarendon Community Waste Water 
Management Scheme (CWMS) 

 (Including brief commentary on diverse issues concerning value in 
services delivery) 

 

Or, how ratepayers are funding trades work for council at a 
rate exceeding $1000 PER HOUR. 

 

 

Report Author: Councillor Martin Bray, City of Onkaparinga. 

 

 
“Capping rates and fees and charges will impact on services, create a backlog of works, and ultimately 
just shift the costs of maintaining our communities on to the next generation of ratepayers.”  

                                                                             -SA Local Government Association 26/7/18 

 

“I wonder if we could contrive ……some magnificent myth that would in itself carry conviction to our 
whole community.” 

                                                                             -Plato, Republic 380BC 
 

30 April 2018 

 

 

 



Overview 

This report is about excessive costs to ratepayers.  

The Clarendon CWMS case study will raise issues around contracted services. Further commentary will briefly cover 
consultant use, leasing losses, complacency in returning the cost of implementing ‘efficiency’ measures to 
ratepayers, and the opportunity cost of questioned value in program outcomes. 

The common theme is that the big savings in local government may often be within the often opaque 
program/activity budget lines.  

Smokescreens, of (a) notionally robust governance systems and policy frameworks, (b) a widely promulgated self-
congratulatory culture and (c) heralded economising by tinkering with the numbers of services delivered, disguise 
the fact that poor value for money often exists within programs. This makes a myth of much anti-rate-capping 
propaganda, where the threat of cutting services is pushed, rather than facing the reality that council (i.e. 
ratepayers) often pay far too much for services rendered. 

This bad news about excessive costs is equally a good news story, because it implies a proactive elected membership 
and a committed management have ample scope to improve finances. A value for money test for contracted works 
where total cost is measured against the actual scope of on-the-ground hours is proposed in this report. 

 More broadly, it is acknowledged that any failure to secure improved flexibility in enterprise bargaining agreements 
may impact the pace of more general improvement into the future. 

 

Stakeholder Engagement 

A draft of this report was circulated for consultation/feedback to: community leaders in Clarendon that have 
expressed an interest in this issue; Brian Nankivell of Flagstaff Hill who has a career financial background; 
Onkaparinga Council Watch (OCW); and the City of Onkaparinga. Feedback is incorporated in this report.   Sections 5 
and 6, written after (as a result of) feedback, were not circulated for comment.  

 

 

1. Background 

All residents in Onkaparinga on the 7 CWMS schemes (Clarendon, Maslin Beach, McLaren Flat, McLaren Vale, 

Morphet Vale  and parts of Sellicks Beach and Willunga) pay the same yearly fee. Clarendon has about 3% of the 
CWMS connections. 

A number of years ago, two new developments in the Sellicks area were created, Prodec and then Bluewater. The 
disposal of treated waste water after Bluewater became a problem. The Bluewater residents Community 
Corporation was meant to be the responsibe for the use (disposal) of their recycled water.  

Prior to Blue Water going ahead, council was warned by its own consultants that the ground allocated would not 
cope with waste water disposal. 

As predicted, effluent disposal didn’t go too well, and council ended up taking over the failed waste water disposal 
systems, ultimately having to build a $1.67M disposal pipeline to the Aldinga waste water reuse facility. The cost to 
ratepayers of the whole mess was about $3M.  

As the waste water systems are meant to be self-funding, the hypothesis was proffered within Clarendon by this 
writer that other CWMS scheme residents may be subsidising the Sellicks fix. This would be unfair as the CWMS 
ratepayers did not cause the Sellicks mess- it was a failure of the City of Onkaparinga as a whole, led by the relevant 
CEO, who was appointed by the Council, ultimately elected by all ratepayers. 

The investigation into Clarendon CWMS costings was initially to look into the cross-subsidising issue, but this issue 
has been dropped by me for now. This is for 2 reasons. 



1. It is common knowledge that sale of the systems is a possibility at some stage, and if this happens in the not 
too distant future, the issue is not relevant  

2. The Clarendon CWMS investigation raised value for money questions, and therefore the opportunity to 
suggest how the elected membership and administration can do better into the future in ensuring good value 
for residents. 

 

 

2. Clarendon CWMS: Getting the answers 

When I raised the issue that with Clarendon Community Association (CCA) that Clarendon residents may be 
subsidising the Sellicks debacle, the then president David Elder wrote to Council asking about the costs. 

The 26/7/17 reply from CEO stated that operating costs were $86 000 pa, covering  

 Operations and maintenance contract 
 Power 
 ESCOSA licence 
 SA Water discharge to sewer fee 
 Septic tank desludge program 
 Admin and reporting 
 Insurance. 

The claim was also made that capital works of $690 000 over the next five years are needed, or $138 000 year. This 
plus the $86 000 pa above equates to $224 000 pa or $1736 for each of the 129 properties, which currently have 
fees of $670pa (2018).  

This was a strong slap down of the idea of other CWMS, and Clarendon in particular, subsidising the Sellicks mess. 

 

But is it true  

 

A local resident, Kevin Innes, had a look at these figures and asked a lot of questions, about operating costs and the 
capital works.  

The figures for operating costs were given as 

  

 Operations and maintenance contract      $42 000 (3% proportion of total contract)  ($1 448 000 city wide) 
 Power                                                               $5 700 actual  
 ESCOSA licence                                               $1 200 actual 
 SA Water discharge to sewer fee                $15 700 actual 
 Septic tank desludge program                     $8 900 (3% proportion of total contract) 
 Admin and reporting                                     $11 100 (3% proportion of total contract)  ($383 000 city wide) 
 Insurance.                                                       $800 (3% proportion of total contract) 

 

A revised figure of $475 000 for capital works, as determined by Trility, was also provided, a reduction of $215 000 
from the CEO’s letter. 

I have tried to get the details of the capital works to be covered but was refused by the organisation at the time of 
writing this report draft. But there is adequate in the various correspondence to do an analysis for the purpose of 
testing a hypothesis about Clarendon residents being overcharged at notional ‘good-value’ costings. 



 

 

3. Analysing the figures- what is the notional fair value annual cost of Clarendon 
CWMS 

 
3.1 Running Costs 

Trility contract.  
 

 Covers all CWMS schemes in the City of Onkaparinga 
 Endorsed by Council at 17/12/02 meeting.  
 Agreement executed 9/04/03 
 Operational 11/06/03 
 Indexed yearly using a combination of CPI and AWE indices 
 Finishes 2/11/2029, 25 years after the commissioning of the upgrade of Willunga waste water 

treatment plant. 
 
Initial enquires about what the $42 000 maintenance contract involves in Clarendon resulted in an 11-dot point 
list that was just repetitions, as if the scope of what is done had to be puffed up and padded out. In reality, the 
work entails attending to breakdowns, light maintenance, and some paperwork. Any repairs are additional cost 
to council. 
 
Information obtained under Questions on Notice, after a strongly worded (but polite) verbal complaint about 
failure to provide detail the question asked for, resulted in a description of what this maintenance work covers. 
There were 19 jobs over 1 year. 2 appear to be flood damage related and the assumption is made that these 
were picked up in additional unforeseen repair charges to council over and above the contract. 
 
 This leaves 17 jobs. 
 
 I have studied the list of work undertaken. At different times, 4, 4, 2 and 3 jobs were done on the same day, 
providing efficiencies of scale, and the total attendances were 8. Given the relative simplicity of the tasks, and 
the fact that 4 identical installations means quick inspection/maintenance work due to familiarity with the 
equipment, I would generously give 2 hours per job on average, making 32 hours. Using a reasonable rate of 
$200 per hour to incorporate some admin costs, this is $6400. At $42000, the Trility contract looks about 
$35000 over-priced, or over 5 times too expensive. $42 0000 for 32 hours is $1300 per hour, although a slight 
reduction for travel time may be warranted. 
 
Admin and Reporting 
At an extrapolated $383 000 city wide, to administer the systems, this is nearly 4 staff on a reasonable salary. 
This seems unreasonable as admin costs due to system extension should be borne by developers. A skilled 
(well paid) person should be able to administer the 7 schemes. Look at it this way, TOTAL MAINTENANCE in 
Clarendon was only 32 hours, less than 2% of annual FTE hours of about 1700 hours, and Clarendon is 3% of 
the total system. At this rate, one good FTE good do the actual maintenance on the whole system for a year, so 
one FTE should be able to administer it. This should be a mature system with established protocols. 
I will allocate $120 000. 3% for Clarendon is $3600. 
 
SA Water discharge fee 
I am told that the discharge fee is due to possible internal surface damage to SA Water pipes due to hydrogen 
sulphide in the discharge water. The capital works program includes an doser to add a neutraliser to the water. 
If this is so, the water is no longer a liability to SA Water but an asset to be on-sold for irrigation. Unlike other 
SA Water waste water, the sludge component is already dealt with. Whilst I am not advocating they pay us at 
this time, the discharge cost should, in a fair price good-value regime, be negotiated away.  



 
Maintenance  
Total of $28000 in round figures. This is from changes in Table 1 one using $6400 for maintenance, $3600 for 
admin and $900 (adjusted for good price from $2850) for SA Water discharge compliance chemical dosing 
running cost.  
 
Unforeseen repairs 
Trility charges Council for unforeseen repairs. The 2017 payments were $2710 plus $12927 for a major event 
(flooding). I will amortise major event impacts over a generous 2 year only to $6500pa. This leaves $9210pa at 
head contractor prices. As evidence to date in this document shows, at this point it is probably safe to apply a 
50% ‘good-value’ cut to this figure at settle on $4600. 
 
 
Total notional running costs, fair price, good value regime 
The total is $28000 plus $4600 unforeseen repairs allowance= $33000 in round figures, reduced from the        
$86 000 (or about 40%). 
 
 

3.2  Capital Works 

Suggested Capital works costs provided by Trility are $475 000. I have very little hard information on this but it does 
include adding 3 concrete tanks to supplement pump station storage in case of a power or pump major failure. A 
figure for one of the tanks has been provided at $65000 in a reply to Kevin Innes. I can use this to test for good value 
and extrapolate for the rest. 

The tanks need to be up to 10,400 litres (9,100 L for two of them) in concrete. Ri Industries supply 12 000L for 
$10700 excluding GST, with 5% discount for purchase of 3, making it $10 165. This includes trafficable lid and lifting 
into the hole. Ri gave typical excavation charges of $1500, plus $2000 for rock. This makes $13 665 Add plumber 
connection costs, landscaping, admin etc and $20 000 seems about right. Feedback from council indicates that an 
allowance needs to be made for design drawings and engineer sign-off. I will allow a days work ($2000) for three 
somewhat similar design drawings and round it out to $6000 with certifications- $2000 each. 

Total $22000, or about one third including reasonable connection and site remediation allowance contingency. 

 

Extrapolating, the $475 000 can be cut by two thirds to about $160 000.  Given that the maintenance charges appear 
to be 5 times above potential on the ground cost, it may be not unreasonable for capital works to be quoted 3 times 
above potential actual. 

 

In a reply to Kevin Innes, the Council has said that renewal works capital costs do not have to be amortised over a 
period because they are funded from connection fees. Whilst this causal connection is complete nonsense- it is a 
matter of choice- it is at least a plus for my argument as I do not have to include cost of finance in my calculations. 

 

The $160 000 can be sensibly amortised over 20 years, making capital contribution costs about $8000 per year. 

 

3.3 Total 

Based on the above, running plus capital costs, at fair value and good value would be about $41 000 pa. 

This differs markedly from the CEO’s 26/7/17 assertion to the community that the correct annual cost is $224 000, or 
five and a half times the notional good value cost.  

Clarendon residents pay about $82 000 collectively, about double the notional good-value cost. 



 

3.4  Commentary 

This is a case study to test the hypothesis that Clarendon pays it way in CWMS compared to good value costings. 
And it does on my examination. Easily. Very Easily. 
 
Of course, in reality it probably doesn’t, but that is only because of poor value actuals.  
 
3.5 A Caution 
The current administration cannot be held responsible for the Trility maintenance contract and its contribution to 
part of the promulgated costings. It was before their time. They have, however, not volunteered any critical 
commentary around cost per hour on the job in CWMS work, despite community interest in cost issues. 

 

4 Issues arising about services contracts from the Clarendon CWMS study 
 

4.1 Providing good information on community request 

This is difficult to deal with so I make no recommendations. It is a general cultural thing and beyond the scope of this 
report. You can’t really put up a notice of motion ‘that the organisation will not supply self-serving inaccuracy to its 
community’. Maybe you could….. but I’m not going to try. 

 The other issue, in such egregious and massive cost inflation in council responses, is the motivation.  Is it to 
ameliorate the consequences of laziness or incompetence? I don’t know. I do think however that staff with direct on 
the ground responsibility have a complex job and work hard to manage costs. This makes the inflated assessment of 
costs to the Clarendon community even more bewildering. 

 It should be noted that if my estimates are out by 100%, Clarendon is still paying the full good value cost, and the 
letter to slap down the idea of Clarendon subsidising other systems still seems to be out by 2.6 times. 

4.2 Estimates affecting costs 
The estimates I was able to work on were for the supplementary storage tank. I think it is a risk that when you start 
with high estimates, the end result actual cost may likely be much the same. The problem could be the contractor 
doing the pricing, and building in high margins. Maybe the staff are unsure what things could potentially cost at local 
contractor good-value pricing. 
 
4.3 Gross overcharging ratepayers 
I contend that $1200 per hour for trades work is gross overcharging of ratepayers by Council.  
Trility is in no way to be criticised for the contract costs and estimates. Its job, and I believe it was/is owned by listed 
entities, is to provide a service and maximise profits. It provides very good service on the evidence provided by staff. 
If council chooses to pay certain prices, then it is entirely its own responsibility.  
 
4.4 Recommendations-suggested Notices of Motion 

1. That staff test all capital works cost estimates by going to source suppliers and small-scale low-overhead  
tradespeople to find good-value costs. Relevant management fees may need to be added on if a larger 
contractor is doing the job, but a ceiling of maybe 20% could be the target. 

2. That all contracts, where the aggregate of work at a particular site (which could be the whole city) over the 
full contract period exceeds one million dollars, come to Council with an analysis of the cost per hour for 
work performed on the ground derived from total contract price divided by total on the ground hours. 

These measures would seem vital given the above. The cost of value-testing should be very small in comparison to 
the savings from fair value/good value contracts. Clearly discipline is needed, along with determination and 
imagination to find what things really could or should cost. 



 

5 Good value service provision- a wider context 
 
Part of the community feedback was a request to put this case study in a wider context,  giving some indication of 
the extent of potential poor-value expenditure, thereby indicating the scope for financial gains .  

Some things are done very well in Onkaparinga. Waste collection and reserve mowing costs seem to represent good 
value to ratepayers. It is my understanding that some contracted services like phone service provision and road 
surfacing may also be fair value. 

The following is a summary of a few significant concerns that collectively may be costing council millions. 

 

5.1 One-off building works 

The more something becomes a unique one- off cost, the worse things seem to get. Individual minor works, capital 
works and major projects are all areas of great concern. A small toilet block costs council the same as a luxury home. 

Contracting costs, or in-house work efficiency, for built projects is an issue for its own investigation. 

 

5.2 Contracted services  

The Clarendon CWMS case study above is instructive in relation to on the ground contracted services, but not all 
contracts are of this type. 

In the last year or so, the concept of non-cashable efficiencies was incorporated into the procurement justification 
mix for IT ‘efficiency’ based acquisitions. What this means is that money spent on improving IT efficiencies would not 
be recouped through efficiencies. That is, improved efficiency would cost money. Non-cashable efficiencies is a valid 
management concept, meaning more output, but no reduction in input costs. The key issue here is that unlike 
mowing reserves and processing building applications, ‘doing IT’ is not a valid output for local government. That is, 
‘doing IT’ is part of process, not an outcome. 

Local government misappropriation of this concept basically amounts to laziness. Strong resistance to this situation 
by this writer over a period of time has resulted eventually in an undertaking to offset IT efficiency procurement 
costs with real cost savings. I have some confidence that such ‘efficiency’ acquisitions will at least now be cost 
neutral.  

 

5.3 Major infrastructure-leasing 

The leasing of part of the Aldinga shopping centre for a library is instructive as poor value infrastructure provision. 
With indexation, the council will pay about half a million dollars per year for 10 years in rent- $5M in total, yet 
council land is available for build-to-own. So, after 10 years we will have nothing when we could have had a library. 

How did this happen? Councillors were shown a table comparing leasing with build-to-own over 20 years, that 
appeared to show similar costs. But it was fairly obscure financial conjuring, and not easy to understand (it could 
have been). 

Recent re-analysis shows that in the comparison given to councillors, the value of the building owned by council in 
the build-to-own scenario was not deducted from the build-to-own costs (in a fair comparison with a lease, at the 
end, in both cases, you should have nothing). If it was, the lie would be given to the idea that leasing made sense. 

 

 



 

5.3 Consultants 

This year it was revealed that staff spent $55 000 on a consultant report to review a scheme where businesses pay 
council to cover creating car parks when they cannot provide their own off-street parking. They vast bulk of the data 
came from council staff anyway, but the really crazy thing is that the scheme had only raised $7000, as was not 
slated to do much better into the future. $55 000 to review $7 000. Think about it. 

This came to light not because something stood out as being concerning, but from a random question by the writer 
out of curiosity. This then begs the question as to the worth of hundreds of thousands of dollars in consultancies, 
given that council already employs well qualified staff, who, in the right cultural setting, should have the courage to 
do their own fearless reporting on program performance and/or future directions. 

 

 

 

5.4 Program outcomes- 2 examples to question value 

Onkaparinga spends $1.38M on youth services. Is this good value? Is the opportunity cost of what is being done 
failing youth and the community as a whole? A recent visit to Base 10 youth centre by the writer indicated that 
including a head office admin component, the net cost may be about $200 000 pa. 

About 160 youth over a year do an activity program one afternoon a week for a term. And with school holidays, the 
total is about 200 youth p.a., for the cost of about $1000 for each young person from ratepayers. This seems 
expensive competition for groups often actively seeking participants, like Scout Australia, Guides, Cadets, Surf 
Lifesaving, sports clubs, Duke of Edinburgh Award program, etc. A key difference with council is that many of these 
organisations offer a comprehensive long-term resilience building program. And for short term programs, why not 
introduce young people to the WEA organisation. And, council does not receive any referrals from other agencies to 
help at-risk youth through its programs. 

 Could more young people gain more support if council left this space as a provider, and acted as a proactive agency 
connecting youth with community-based organisations? Better outcomes for much less cost? We could then even 
afford to fund memberships or uniforms for the genuinely at risk to give them a leg up. At much less than $1000 per 
head. 

 

Council spends about $130 000 on background support staff for the indigenous community. Would it make any 
difference to outcomes if it didn’t, and the indigenous community approached general community-based staff for 
assistance as required? The unwritten assumption is that the indigenous community lacks capability to manage like 
other groups do, but to me they seem articulate, able, and well supported within the community. Councils approach 
seems more about council being seen in the politically correct space than about outcomes. Assuming a less able 
indigenous community is passive racism. 

 

6 What to do to drive good value 

It is possible as indicated above to devise a notice of motion for mandating the examination of hourly rate values for 
on the ground rolling contracts. Other things are not so simple. Wider organisational issues need addressing. 

Nearing the end of eight years on Council, this report is an opportunity to reflect on elected membership interaction 
with the structure and culture of the organisation, and how it influences ratepayer value. 

In the past, I have heard it suggested that there are 2 unwritten rules for elected members: (1) once a decision is 
made everyone backs in behind it; and (2) leave details to staff. I’m convinced these are wrong. The first stifles on-



going debate that may lead to change and the second prevents evaluation of true service value- both cost and 
outcomes. 

I think that the extensive and sophisticated layers of regulations, official policies and protocols act at times to 
prevent good outcomes, by giving a facade of appropriate authoritative activity. 

In the staff credit card scandal, the Audit committee was held up as the approving arbiter with a response of 
‘nothing to see here’. But the committee could only act on what the staff provided. The sample credit card 
statement given to them was not for edible flowers, but workshop consumables. And the staff suggest who is 
appointed to the committee from outside- the notion of advisory capture is not able to be fully eliminated. 

Likewise, service reviews are largely undertaken by staff who are reviewing the worth of, if not their own jobs, then 
those of friends or colleagues. A recipe for more bureaucracy, but not necessarily economy. 

Elected members should accept significant responsibility for the lack of progress towards good outcomes. Some 
have stood on occasions in the chamber to argue against the elected membership taking a contrary position by 
stating that ’we should do what the staff say as they are the experts’.  It is hoped that Clarendon CWMS costs, 
Aldinga library lease and credit card issues show the elected membership that more competent oversight is a worthy 
aspiration. It is essential to see through the facade of organisational processes and ‘logic’, see past the ‘economies’ 
of program delivery tinkering and look at the soundness of value within programs with a case study approach. Show 
the staff what should be done. Lead. Check the detail. 

So, in the final analysis, an elected membership with very high level analytical skills, forensically and independently 
applied in case studies, is necessary for better outcomes.  As is a staff leadership group dedicated a little  less to the 
wondrous possibilities of the future, and more to the most mundane, which is where the $90 000 toilet block is to be 
finally achieved, and funds are freed to hold down rates and put trees in many barren streets. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 




