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Executive Summary
This report provides commentary to provide councils support to interpret WICS calculations and how those
relate to your existing council information. The key analysis of your council dashboard is of items A, B and C.
•

A – represents the estimated average household cost using WICS modelling approach, this is not
representative of actual charges.

•

B – represents the projected future household charge in 2051 without reform.

•

C – represents the projected future household charge in 2051 for Entity C, with water reform.
A

B
C

1

Introduction

The Department of Internal Affairs (DIA) has commissioned specialist economic, financial, regulatory and
technical expertise to support the Three Waters Reform Programme and inform policy advice to ministers.
In mid-2020, a first stage of evidence was commissioned on the potential economic benefits of aggregating
water service delivery entities in New Zealand. This was produced for DIA by the Water Industry Commission
for Scotland (WICS) using publicly accessible council information and was released in December 2020. Between
October 2020 and February 2021 a nationwide Request for Information (RFI) took place across all 67 councils.
This data has been used to inform several workstreams including the second stage of economic analysis found
in the WICS Phase 2 report. This latest information has now been released to councils through the ‘Council
dashboard’ and supporting reports.
This report is based upon our review of public WICS reports and individual council models provided by WICS.
In some cases, the approach or assumptions used by WICS are unclear; this report focuses solely on the
information we were able to access and interpret.
It is also important to highlight that there is no connection between the WICS analysis and the government’s
wider support package including calculation or allocation of the ‘no-worse off’ and ‘better off’ parts of the
package.
The data in the dashboard is a combination of calculated information (household charges) and data straight
from the RFI e.g. FTE data in Operation all the information within “Services”.
© Morrison Low
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1.1 Three waters reform
While this report concentrates on the financial analysis recently provided in the Council dashboards, it is
important to highlight that this is only one part of the wider suite of information that councils need to consider
when looking at the proposed reforms. The impacts, benefits, issues and risks of reform are far more wide
ranging than just the financial impacts.
The Hawkes Bay 2020 business Case was based on assessing options against six investment objectives covering
both financial and non-financial content and seven principles developed through engagement with the Māori
committees. That detailed review identified that the status quo was not an option for Hawke’s Bay.
The analysis within that review including the financial analysis of projected future household costs is
consistent with the direction of the WICS analysis that:
•

future costs of three waters services will rise significantly in response to meeting changes in standards,
regulation and an increasingly rigorous compliance regime.

•

Costs will not fall equally across the region.

•

There are financial benefits from aggregation of three waters services.

•

There are strategic benefits, an improvement in capability and capacity and potentially a more
meaningful role for Māori with a change in service delivery model.

The WICS analysis has been completed using a different approach, and different assumptions to the analysis in
our earlier business case. We note that despite the differences in our analysis and the WICS analysis they are
directionally consistent.
That is, in both cases, it is anticipated that there are significant three water investment requirements to meet
the new standards and this will lead to substantial increases in the cost of services. Hawke’s Bay continues to
be well positioned as it has undertaken its own independent analysis of three waters and that analysis reached
a similar conclusion.
Our business case identified a risk that the investment in three waters could be greater than forecast. Our
recent analysis using updated data from the RFIs showed that forecast costs had indeed increased since last
year. The table below shows the change in household costs between our 2020 review and now.
Table 1

Change in household costs

Council

2031 Updated (uninflated)

2031 Updated (inflated)

Central Hawke’s Bay

$3,199

$4,158

Hastings

$1,381

$1,823

Napier

$1,427

$1,855

Wairoa

$3,869

$5,028

The WICS forecast investment provides a further example of that risk with even greater three waters
investment forecast across the region. We note that our business case also identified that an aggregated three
waters entity was the option that best protected all ratepayers from the costs of meeting that risk.

© Morrison Low
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1.2 WICS Analysis
Scenarios
Broadly, WICS compares two scenarios:
•

Aggregation of three waters services into four water services entities and the associated reforms to
the regulatory, governance, management, resourcing, and policy direction that support improvements
(‘the whole reform package’);

•

No aggregation of three waters services and although in this scenario some reform takes place, for
example, decisions already made to introduce a drinking water regulatory system and environmental
standards, the wider reforms are not as extensive as in the former scenario.

Assumptions
The assumptions WICS have used to quantify the inputs are determined through benchmarking against the UK
experience. Whilst there has been some adjustment based on council feedback the potential investment
requirements and ability to deliver the same efficiency gains, both key drivers of the analysis, may not be
comparable in the New Zealand context.
The key assumptions that drive household costs are:
•

Investment – this is the single biggest driver of household cost in the WICS model. Due to the ways its
calculated at a national level and allocated at entity level and council level it is difficult to understand
the impacts it makes on the difference on the household charges under the two scenarios. Any change
at the national investment figure will have a material impact on household charges in both scenarios.

•

Debt/Revenue – the difference between the treatment of debt in the councils and the entities means
that it is likely to overstate the size of the difference in charges between council and the water service
entity.

Timeframes
WICS have undertaken the analysis over the 30 year time horizon. Responses to the RFI across the country
were not consistent, where councils did not provide 30 year information, ongoing investment in growth
infrastructure is assumed at the level of the final year in the data set. Undertaking future economic analysis
based on a 30 year forecast is notoriously difficult especially in the context of the quality of the existing asset
data. Additionally, this assumes capital expenditure follows a linear trend however we know that investment
in three waters infrastructure tends to be lumpy.
More detail of the WICS analysis including methodology, impacts and assumptions is provided in Section 2 of
this report along with a comparison to the relevant council based information or data.

1.3 Impact on Household Bills
WICS have used an average household charge as the key piece of information for councils and communities.
The dashboards provided by DIA present three different average household costs, represented as A, B and C in
Figure 1 below:
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•

A – represents the estimated average household cost using WICS modelling approach, this is not
representative of actual charges.

•

B – represents the projected future household charge in 2051 without reform.

•

C – represents the projected future household charge in 2051 under the proposed Entity for your
council, Entity C, with water reform.

These numbers are expressed in real terms, they are uninflated and expressed in today’s dollars. The
approach used by WICS to determine these values is outlined below.
Figure 1 DIA Dashboard

A

C

B

A
To estimate current household charges for each council, WICS have (A):
•

Taken the starting total three waters revenue collected by the council (including development
contributions but excluding grants and subsidies);

•

Multiplied that figure by 70% - which is their assumed percentage of revenue derived from
households. We have noted that the 70% does generally align with majority of councils, however some
councils’ revenue from households is higher and some lower;

•

Divided that figure by the estimated number of household connections, which in turn is derived from:
➢ The average of the connected drinking water and wastewater populations. The model does
not use actual household connection as identified in the RFI or use stormwater connections.
➢ Divided by a standard “household density” multiplier of 2.7.

© Morrison Low
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B
The process used by WICS to estimate future household charges (B) is the same as outlined above, using
estimated future revenue requirements and estimated future household connections (which allows for growth
in connections).
In order to determine the future household charge WICS have:
•

Calculated the future required investment in growth, level of service enhancement, and renewal of
assets:
➢ Growth investment is assumed to be the same as disclosed in each council’s RFI, with the
same annual average expenditure applied across the full 30 year period if a council only
disclosed 10 years of projected investment.
➢ Renewal investment is assumed to be 100% of the economic depreciation of assets. WICS
have undertaken their own calculation of economic depreciation based on assumed asset
values and lives.
➢ Level of service enhancement investment has been calculated using a standard approach
across the country that has regard to population, land area and density. It does not reflect
each council’s actual investment set out in the RFIs.

•

WICS have recalculated depreciation, this has increased council figures.

•

Determined the impact of new investment on operating expenditure. WICS has assumed that for
every $100 of capital investment there is $3 of additional operating costs. WICS have also included
additional depreciation and financing costs for new assets.

•

Determined the amount of new borrowings required to finance their modelled investment profile.

•

Determined the amount of revenue that needs to be collected to ensure that councils are able to
maintain a three waters debt to three waters revenue ratio of less than 250% over the modelling
period. This is the revenue number that is divided by WICS’ estimated future household connections
to reach the household charges at B above.

•

This revenue number typically results in operating surpluses being generated which are applied
toward debt reduction.

© Morrison Low
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This process is explained in Figure 2 below.
Figure 2 Household cost calculation

C
WICS have undertaken the same modelling to estimate the future household charges for rate payers of a
council area if water reform entities were formed. The result reported in each council’s dashboard (C)
matches the projected future household charges for all councils in Entity C (of which the Hawke’s Bay councils
are a part) in 2051.
We have now been provided with the economic models of the proposed water services entities and the
approach used to project future household charges for water services entities is closely aligned to that used to
project future household charges for individual councils. The key differences are:
•

Entities have been modelled with no limit on the debt to revenue ratios (or no discernible limit). This
means that WICS reports show the projected debt level for Entity C is allowed to nearly reach 800% of
revenue by 2051. This accounts for a substantial part of the difference between the projected three
waters rate for each council and Entity C in 2051.

•

Entities have been assumed to be able to generate efficiencies amounting to 45% by 2051. By way of
contrast, only Hastings District Council has been provided with any allowance for operating or capital
efficiencies without reform, and this is a modest 0.2%. This accounts for most of the remaining
difference between the projected three waters rates.

•

Finally, the entity will benefit from the scale of aggregation. That is, the total revenue needs will be
spread over a larger population base. The extent to which this scale benefit applies to a particular
council will vary depending on population and land area.

•

The total investment requirements for Entity C, including depreciation and renewals investment, has
been derived by adding the constituent parts of each council.

The various elements of the above approach are outlined in more detail in Section 2.

© Morrison Low
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1.4 Comparison of key data from WICS
The following section compares data from the WICS model to that within councils RFI.
Wairoa District Council

© Morrison Low
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The comparison highlights that WICS has modelled level of service and growth investment that is over six times larger than the investment requirements
identified by Wairoa in its completed RFI. For Wairoa, this is the most significant driver of the household charge calculations produced by WICS. The
assumption of staying below a three waters debt/revenue ratio of 250% also drives a significantly higher three waters household charge than if debt/revenue
was viewed at the total Council level.
Household Cost per Annum
WICS - Council

WICS – Entity C

Item

Comments on assumptions

Household Charge (uninflated)

2031

2051

2051

$8,801

$15,106

$1,260

•

Water Services Entity option shows a significantly lower charge
per household.

Investment
WICS - Council
Item

Total investment requirement

RFI (2031)
2031

2051

$159,260,947

$569,922,442

Comments on assumptions

$30,955,791
(G1.3+G1.6+G1.9) 1

•

WICS model projects significantly higher investment needs.

•

WICS model projects significantly higher LoS Enhancements and
Growth needs.

•

WICS show slightly higher Capital/Renewals requirements.

0F

Levels of Service Enhancement &
Growth

$127,971,667

$383,915,000

Total Renewals/Capital

$14,397,021

$43,191,062

1

$19,197,291
(G1.3+G1.6)

$11,758,500
(G1.9)

Reference to data in Council RFI spreadsheet
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Item

WICS - Council

RFI

Comments on assumptions

Asset Value (2020)

$106,440,371

$111,710,000 (High)

$93,100,000 (Low)
•

Higher asset values becomes more relevant over time.

•

Depreciation similar at start but becomes more material as
investment in assets increase.

•

Implied depreciation rate WICS = 1.35% increasing to 1.75% over
time. RFI = 1.42%.

(J1)

Depreciation (2020)

$1,439,702

$1,329,100

(Assumption C75)

(E1.25+E2.24+E2b.24)

Revenue
WICS - Council

WICS – Entity C

Item

Comments on assumptions
2021 2

2031

2051

Total debt

$10,000,000

$79,011,430

$221,590,245

Total Revenue

$4,000,000

$32,744,332

$88,468,414

Debt to Revenue

290%

241%

250%

Operating Surplus

N/A

$12,772,555

$21,236,105

1F

2

2031
$15,140.084
(F3.14)

$5,281,000
(F10.62)

287%

• WICS projects debt to be significantly higher than RFI.
• WICS projects revenue to be significantly higher than RFI.
• Charges increase to bring ratio back within 250% under the WICS model so
comparison not relevant.
• Only exists under WICS model.

From DIA dashboard
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Item

WICS - Council

Revenue from
household

70%

Connected
household
properties

2031

Development
Contribution

© Morrison Low

RFI
• 93%
(F10.4+F10.19+F10.54) / (F10.62-F10.61+F10.70)

• With Wairoa collecting a higher percentage of revenue from
households, the charges likely to be higher than reported by
WICS.

Wastewater = 1971 (A3.1)

• Number of connected properties is higher in the WICS model,
the charges are likely to be higher than reported by WICS.

Stormwater = 2033 (A3b.1)

• Not as material as other assumptions.

• Zero

• Not material.

Water = 1748 (A1.1+A1.4)

WICS assumes that development contributions,
when combined with revenue from commercial
and industrial users account for less than 30% of
total three waters revenue

Comments on assumptions

10

Napier City Council

© Morrison Low
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The comparison highlights that WICS has modelled level of service, growth investment and renewals to be significantly lower than the investment requirements
identified by Napier in its completed unconstrained RFI. Household charges in the WICS model are significantly influenced by projected levels of investment.
The assumption of staying below a three waters debt/revenue ratio of 250% also drives a significantly higher three waters household charge than if
debt/revenue was viewed at the total Council level.
Household Cost per Annum
WICS - Council

WICS – Entity C

Item

Comments on assumptions

Household Charge (uninflated)

2031

2051

2051

$1,793

$2,539

$1,260

•

Water Services Entity option shows a lower charge per household.

Investment
WICS - Council
Item

Total investment requirement

RFI (2031)
2031

2051

$391,374,668

$1,341,047,923

Comments on assumptions

$1,736,801,000
(G1.3+G1.6+G1.9) 3

•

WICS model projects significantly lower investment needs.

•

WICS model projects significantly lower LoS Enhancements and
Growth needs.

•

WICS show significantly lower Capital/Renewals requirements.

2F

Levels of Service Enhancement &
Growth

$231,838,778

$695,516,334

Total Renewals/Capital

$128,833,171

$368,799,513

3

$1,312,101,000
(G1.3+G1.6)

$424,699,000
(G1.9)

Reference to data in Council RFI spreadsheet
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Item

WICS - Council

RFI

Comments on assumptions

Asset Value

$936,249,789

$1,055,386,667 (High)

$703,591,431 (Low)
•

Higher asset values becomes more relevant over time.

•
•

WICS Depreciation higher.
Implied depreciation rate WICS = 1.35% increasing to 1.75% over
time. RFI = 1.32%.

(J1)

Depreciation

$12,893,317

$9,287,000

(Assumption C75)

(E1.25+E2.24+E2b.24)

Revenue
WICS - Council

RFI

Item

Comments on assumptions
2021 4

2031

2051

Total debt

$46,000,000

$182,349,918

$450,859,117

Total Revenue

$18,000,000

$75,399,831

$185,204,317

Debt to Revenue

261%

242%

243%

1654%

Operating Surplus

N/A

$20,572,156

$27,622,401

N/A

3F

4

2031
$385,278,000
(F3.14)

$23,287,000
(F10.62)

• WICS projects debt to be significantly lower.
• WICS projects revenue to be significantly higher.
• Charges increase to bring ratio back within 250% under the WICS model so
comparison not relevant.
• Only exists under WICS model.

From DIA dashboard
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Item
Revenue from
household
Connected
household
properties
Development
Contribution

© Morrison Low

WICS - Council
70%

RFI
• 62%
(F10.4+F10.19+F10.54) / (F10.62-F10.61+F10.70)

Water = 25,244 (A1.1+A1.4)
21,873

Wastewater = 24,073 (A3.1)
Stormwater = 25,980 (A3b.1)

WICS assumes that development contributions,
when combined with revenue from commercial
and industrial users account for less than 30% of
total three waters revenue

Development contributions in
2031 equate to 6% of total
three waters revenue

Comments on assumptions
• Napier collects a slightly lower percentage from household
charges than WICS models.
• Number of connected properties is less than in the WICS
model.
• Because of the approach taken by WICS to forecast the
investment it is difficult to estimate what proportion would be
funded from development contributions.

14

Central Hawkes Bay
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The comparison highlights that WICS has modelled level of service and growth investment that is over the investment requirements identified by Central
Hawkes Bay in its completed RFI. For Central Hawkes Bay, this is the most significant driver of the household charge calculations produced by WICS. The
assumption of staying below a three waters debt/revenue ratio of 250% also drives a significantly higher three waters household charge than if debt/revenue
was viewed at the total Council level.
Household Cost per Annum
WICS - Council

WICS – Entity C

Item

Comments on assumptions

Household Charge (uninflated)

2031

2051

2051

$6,521

$7,261

$1,260

•

Water Services Entity option shows a significantly lower charge per
household.

Investment
WICS - Council
Item

Total investment requirement

RFI (2031)
2031

2051

$276,001,415

$986,923,846

Comments on assumptions

$152,521,000
(G1.3+G1.6+G1.9) 5

•

WICS model projects significantly higher investment needs.

•

WICS model projects similar LoS Enhancements and Growth needs.

•

WICS show slightly lower Capital/Renewals requirements.

4F

Levels of Service Enhancement &
Growth

$220,721,667

$662,165,000

Total Renewals/Capital

$26,144,489

$78,433,466

5

$119,711,000
(G1.3+G1.6)

$32,810,000
(G1.9)

Reference to data in Council RFI spreadsheet
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Item

WICS - Council

Asset Value

$196,268,259

RFI

Comments on assumptions

$191,880,129 (Low)
$193,228,620 (High)

•

Higher asset values becomes more relevant over time.

•

Depreciation similar.

•

Implied depreciation rate WICS = 1.35% increasing to 1.75% over
time. RFI = 1.27%.

(J1)

Depreciation

$2,614,449

$2,431,117

(Assumption C75)

(E1.25+E2.24+E2b.24)

Revenue
WICS - Council

RFI

Item

Comments on assumptions
2021 6

2031

2051

Total debt

$25,000,000

$132,036,920

$379,239,897

Total Revenue

$8,000,000

$53,454,446

$152,872,038

Debt to Revenue

337%

247%

248%

Operating Surplus

N/A

$21,847,270

$33,439,638

5F

6

2031
$17,600,000
(F3.14)

$7,844,721
(F10.62)

224%

• WICS projects debt to be significantly higher.
• WICS projects revenue to be significantly higher.
• Charges increase to bring ratio back within 250% under the WICS model so
comparison not relevant.
• Only exists under WICS model.

From DIA dashboard
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Item
Revenue from
household
Connected
household
properties
Development
Contribution
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WICS - Council
70%

RFI
• 69%
(F10.4+F10.19+F10.54) / (F10.62-F10.61+F10.70)

Water = 3,714 (A1.1+A1.4)
3,504

Wastewater = 3,204 (A3.1)
Stormwater = 2,979 (A3b.1)

WICS assumes that development contributions,
when combined with revenue from commercial
and industrial users account for less than 30% of
total three waters revenue

Development contributions in
2031 equate to 7.7% of total
three waters revenue

Comments on assumptions
• WICS assumption aligned with CHB.
• Number of connected properties differs in the WICS model
compared to the actual connected properties.
• Because of the approach taken by WICS to forecast the
investment it is difficult to estimate what proportion would
be funded from development contributions.

18

Hasting District Council
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The comparison highlights that WICS has modelled level of service and growth investment that is over six times larger than the investment requirements
identified by Hastings in its completed RFI. For Hastings, this is the most significant driver of the household charge calculations produced by WICS. The
assumption of staying below a three waters debt/revenue ratio of 250% also drives a significantly higher three waters household charge than if debt/revenue
was viewed at the total Council level.
Household Cost per Annum
WICS - Council

WICS – Entity C

Item

Comments on assumptions

Household Charge (uninflated)

2031

2051

2051

$3,583

$4,531

$1,260

•

Water Services Entity option shows a significantly lower charge per
household.

Investment
WICS - Council
Item

Total investment requirement

RFI (2031)
2031

2051

$889,992,257

$3,125,729,607

Comments on assumptions

$13,209,000
(G1.3+G1.6+G1.9) 7

•

WICS model projects significantly higher investment needs.

•

WICS model projects significantly higher LoS Enhancements and
Growth needs.

•

WICS show higher Capital/Renewals requirements.

6F

Levels of Service Enhancement &
Growth

$633,887,157

$1,901,661,471

Total Renewals/Capital

$172,541,215

$517,353,645

7

$2,624,000
(G1.3+G1.6)

$10,585,000
(G1.9)

Reference to data in Council RFI spreadsheet
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Item

WICS - Council

RFI

Comments on assumptions

Asset Value

$1,260,007,715

$1,386,517,974 (High)

$1,000,484,880 (Low)
•

Higher asset values becomes more relevant over time.

•

WICS depreciation is 26% higher than RFI (and further increases in
later years).
Implied depreciation rate WICS = 1.35% increasing to 1.75% over
time. RFI = 1.36.

(J1)

Depreciation

$17,245,121

$13,636,000

(Assumption C75)

(E1.25+E2.24+E2b.24)

•

Revenue
WICS - Council

RFI

Item

Comments on assumptions
2021 8

2031

2051

Total debt

$140,000,000

$393,352,696

$1,083,822,655

Total Revenue

$24,000,000

$170,360,926

$438,889,637

Debt to Revenue

576%

230%

247%

Operating Surplus

N/A

$66,811,280

$84,605,869

7F

8

2031
$228,239,000
(F3.14)

$37,952,000
(F10.62)

601%

• WICS projects debt to be significantly higher.
• WICS projects revenue to be significantly higher.
• Charges increase to bring ratio back within 250% under the WICS model so
comparison not relevant.
• Only exists under WICS model.

From DIA dashboard
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Item
Revenue from
household
Connected
household
properties
Development
Contribution
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WICS - Council
70%

RFI
• 73%
(F10.4+F10.19+F10.54) / (F10.62-F10.61+F10.70)

Water = 23,899 (A1.1+A1.4)
22,816

Wastewater = 20,020 (A3.1)
Stormwater = 26,732 (A3b.1)

WICS assumes that development contributions,
when combined with revenue from commercial
and industrial users account for less than 30% of
total three waters revenue

Development contributions in
2031 equate to 8.7% of total three
waters revenue

Comments on assumptions
• WICS assumption aligned with Hastings.
• Number of connected properties differs in the WICS model
compared to the actual connected properties.
• Because of the approach taken by WICS to forecast the
investment it is difficult to estimate what proportion would be
funded from development contributions.

22

2

Water Industry Commission for Scotland Commentary

2.1 Investment Projections
Investment is the single biggest driver of cost in the WICS model. WICS estimates potential investment
requirement over 30 years for each council. This is considered for:
(a) Renewals (Replacement and Refurbishment);
(b) Levels of Service (Enhancement);
(c) Growth investment.
These three values are combined to determine a total investment programme for each council.

2.1.1 Renewals
In their various reports, WICS noted that based on a review of completed RFI’s and comparison to their
international benchmarks:
•

Asset values reported by New Zealand councils were typically low.

•

Useful lives appeared to be optimistic.

•

The split of asset value between short lived (less than 30 years) and long lived (estimated lives of
around 100 years) was more heavily weighted toward long lived assets.

•

Using the low range for asset values and the high range for asset lives (i.e. the two extremes)
disclosed in RFI would increase the risk that there is insufficient resources available for asset
replacement.

Based on their observations WICS therefore recalculated the depreciation for each council’s asset base,
assuming:
•
•
•
•
•

90% of existing assets are long life assets with an estimated life of 100 years.
10% of existing assets are short life assets with an estimated useful life of 30 years.
Long life assets were assumed to have a valuation at the mid-point of the low and high end
valuations disclosed in RFIs.
Short life assets were assumed to have a valuation at the upper range of the valuations disclosed in
RFIs.
New investment is assumed to comprise 60% short life assets and 40% long life assets to enable the
long/short life split of assets to eventually reach the international benchmark of 30% short life and
70% long life assets.

WICS has then modelled investment in renewals at 100% of depreciation throughout the modelling period.
There has been no adjustment to planned renewals investment to reflect that some investment in level of
service enhancement or growth is likely to also have a renewals component.
The modelled renewals investment is likely to differ substantially to renewals programmes that have been
calculated by each council.

© Morrison Low
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WICS have modelled an effective starting average depreciation rate of 1.35% of the revised asset value. This
depreciation rate increases over the modelling period to eventually reaching 1.75%. These depreciation
rates translate to an average useful life for three waters assets of 81 and 59 years, respectively.

Comments on the underlying assumptions
We note that WICS calculation of renewals expenditure and depreciation does not consider:
•

The relative age profile of each councils network, and each councils stage in the asset lifecycle.

•

The amount of investment in level of service enhancing infrastructure or growth infrastructure which
may also have a renewals component.

•

The actual split of long life and short life assets within each council, and the specific circumstances
that give rise to that split (e.g. water networks with large distribution zones and therefore a higher
proportion of reticulation assets which are typically long life, or the inclusion of stormwater assets
which typically have longer lives and do not form part of the Scottish water asset base).

We note that the depreciation rate of 1.35% is broadly within the high end of the range observed in New
Zealand already. However, the longer term depreciation rate of 1.75% is much higher than most councils in
New Zealand (although this is intended by WICS).
While the rate of depreciation may be consistent with the New Zealand average, the valuation of assets is
not. In our experience, councils typically value their assets at the low end of the valuation range provided in
their completed RFIs. This means WICS has typically increased the total depreciation charge above those
that are likely to be included in long term plans.
We are aware of a number of recent examples where councils that have had recent asset valuations have
experienced substantial uplifts in assets value. This may support WICS assumptions around asset valuations.

Potential impact of assumption
Overstatement of the renewals requirement will result in an overstatement of debt and revenue projections
for the entity.
This assumption is likely to affect the entity and council projections equally, so will likely have limited bearing
on the comparative outcomes of household charges. However, it will have a significant impact on the
projected household charges for councils in 2051 if reform does not occur.

2.1.2 Levels of Service and Growth Investment
The various reports produced by WICS outline three different approaches used to determine the future
required investment in level of service enhancement (and in some cases growth expenditure):
• based on relationships between historical enhancement and growth investment in the UK (same
approach as Phase 1 but updated using council RFI information).
• based on relationships between historical enhancement and growth in Scotland only (i.e. using the
same approach as in Phase 1 but with Scottish data only); and
• based on the observed gap in asset values per connected system between New Zealand and the
UK – this approach does not take into account growth.
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While the approaches differ in how they arrive at their estimates they deliver broadly consistent results in
terms of the magnitude of investment that is likely to be required over the next 30+ years. It indicates that in
order to meet quality and growth outcomes, spending will need to more than double from current levels
over the next 30 years.
WICS note these figures could ultimately be even higher, as they do not take account of investment
uncertainty associated with the need to provide for seismic resilience, climate change, or responding to
changing societal standards around environmental impacts (including iwi/Māori expectations).
It is unclear which of these approaches was used to identify the potential amount of level of service
enhancement investment needed. However, we understand that the outcome under all three approaches is
broadly similar.
WICS also applied two further adjustments:
•

it appears that planned investment in growth infrastructure was effectively removed from the
results in favour of using council’s own projections for investment in growth infrastructure. Where
councils only reported forecast investment for a 10 year period this was assumed to be
representative of the next 20 years as well.

•

applied a cap of NZ$70,000 per head for combined investment in level of service enhancement and
growth infrastructure across any council area, this limits the modelled potential exposure of most
rural councils.

WICS does disclose some of the formulas that it has used to identify potential investment requirements,
although without knowing the source of the variables used within the formulas we have been unable to
replicate the results. We note however that the formulas (at least at a national level) do include length of
waterways and coastline, so may make some attempt at incorporating relevant environmental factors.
However, at an individual council level, the investment numbers produced by WICS are based on population,
land area, and density alone and have no relationship to each council’s:
•

Type, quality, or number of water sources

•

Receiving environment for wastewater discharges

•

Current treatment approach

•

Current levels of service

•

Asset age

•

Asset performance

•

Asset condition

Comments on the underlying assumptions
Investment is the single biggest driver of cost in the WICS model. It is what drives the future borrowing
requirement, which in turn determines the amount of revenue that needs to be collected. That means that
if the future investment requirements in the WICS modelling are under or overstated the future household
costs are likely to be similarly impacted.
Despite this it is worth recognizing that predicting future investment requirements is notoriously difficult.
This is particularly true over long time frames, such as the 30 year period that has been modelled by WICS.
© Morrison Low
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While predicting investment over a 10 year period is more certain, even this is challenging, as demonstrated
by the long term plans of almost every council in New Zealand. Long term plans often have significant uplifts
in their ten year capital works programs despite being only 3-year cycles.
We have not attempted to make an alternative assessment of 30 year investment requirements, and
therefore have no view on whether the projected investment by WICS is appropriate. However, as it
appears that a different approach may have been used to determine investment at a national scale than that
used at a council level, even if the national, or regional investment projections are correct, the distribution of
where that investment falls in relation to each council may not be correct.

Potential impact of assumption
WICS have used the derived future investment numbers in the stand alone financial analysis provided to
councils as well as in the analysis completed for each water services entity. The higher numbers have a flow
on effect to a number of assumptions, most importantly, the future revenue required by councils. This is
then reflected in the calculated household charge.
We also note that for the purposes of their modelling WICS have assumed that this investment is evenly
spread across the modelling period, however it is likely that this will be weighted further toward future years
in practice. This results in a sharp increase in projected future household charges.
In the event that the future investment requirements are understated or overstated, there is likely to be a
consistent impact on both the council and entity household charge projections. While this assumption may
change the scale of the difference in projections it is unlikely to change the overall outcome of their analysis.

2.2 Revenue
Projected revenue is ultimately the main input into the WICS model that is used to determine household
charges. The way in which future revenue is projected is therefore critical.

2.2.1 Three water debt to revenue ratio
The total three waters revenue that is needed to be collected by councils in the WICS model has been
determined by reference to each council’s total borrowing.
Revenue projections have been calculated by identifying the amount of revenue needed to ensure that
each council maintains a three waters debt to revenue ratio below 250% over the entire modelling period.
Revenue increases are front-loaded in the WICS model, with revenue increases typically stabilizing to match
inflation over time (or at least reducing).
The WICS modelling results in forecast future revenue requirements which typically result in the council
generating a significant operating surplus for its three waters activity. This surplus is applied toward debt
management/repayment.
Water services entities appear to not have been subject to this restriction with Entity C’s debt to revenue
ratio reaching almost 800% by 2051. We understand that the Government has received advice to suggest
that a debt to revenue ratio of this magnitude would not adversely impact on water services entities’ credit
ratings.
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Comments on the underlying assumptions
We note that councils are not typically financed on an activity basis. That is, councils are not required to
maintain a three waters debt to three waters revenue ratio of 250%, and in fact a number of councils already
exceed this ratio when looking only at three waters debt to revenue.
Three waters typically makes up between 20 – 30% of a council’s total revenue, with most other activities
typically requiring only low levels of debt. While three waters charges may increase at a much higher rate
than other areas of council’s business, we would still anticipate that a three waters debt to revenue ratio of
around 500% would be within most council’s future borrowing capability.

Potential impact of assumption
The revenue numbers directly translate into household charges for councils and the water services entities.
As councils are likely to be able to borrow more than 250% of their three waters revenue, the projected
household charges are likely overstated.
Because no such cap has been applied to the water services entities, and we understand that there is official
advice to support water services entities maintaining large debt to revenue ratios, this assumption has
limited bearing on the projected household charges for the water services entity itself.
When viewed together, the application of this assumption by WICS is likely to overstate the size of the
difference in charges between council and the water services entity.

2.2.2 Revenue from Households
WICS has used the split of revenue between households and non-households of 70% as observed in the UK.
This has been applied to the total revenue figure above.
The 70% figure represents the total amount of three waters revenue derived from household water charges,
and effectively does not include any revenue from development contributions, grants and subsidies, or
commercial and industrial water use (or indeed irrigation/stock water schemes).

Comments on the underlying assumptions
In our view the assumption that 70% of revenue comes from household water charges appears to be fair at a
national or water services entity level. However, this assumption is less likely to be applicable at an
individual council level, noting that:
•

Councils that have high levels of urban growth may receive a substantial portion of water revenue
from development contributions, and in some cases this may account for the entire remaining 30%
(or more) on its own.

•

Highly rural councils may receive a large proportion of their three waters revenue from irrigation or
stock water schemes, meaning much less than 70% of total three waters revenue is derived from
households.

•

Some territorial authorities receive large amounts of three waters revenue from large water users.
This is particularly true in rural and provincial councils, which often have high water users in the
agricultural and horticultural industries.
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Potential impact of assumption
This assumption may impact on the size of the difference between the projected household charges under
the council and entity scenarios because it is likely to be more accurate at an entity level than it may be for
individual councils.
Councils which receive a lower proportion of their three waters revenue from households than is assumed in
the WICS analysis will have higher projected household charges under the WICS analysis than they may
otherwise have.
WICS analysis is also presented at a three waters level, which means it is difficult to see the impact for
customers which may only receive one or two of the services provided. This is likely to be particularly
relevant for councils with large rural areas.

2.2.3 Household connections
WICS have determined the number of household connections in their modelling by:
•

Averaging the connected water and wastewater populations from each council’s RFI.

•

Dividing the number by 2.7 (which is the average household density in New Zealand).

This value is used as the denominator in WICS’ projections of average household charges. The higher this
number is, the lower the projected household charge is.
WICS does not appear to have used any data regarding stormwater connections/charges within its analysis.

Comments on the underlying assumptions
Household density varies significantly between territorial authorities within New Zealand. This is particularly
prevalent in the comparison of rural and urban councils. According to Statistics New Zealand, in 2018 the
council with the highest occupancy rate has an average of 3.0 residents per household, compared to the
least dense council having an occupancy rate of 2.1.
We understand that there are now councils that have significantly lower occupancy rates than that (with
some reporting occupancy rates of less than 2 residents per household).

Potential impact of assumption
This assumption may result in a difference between the projected council and entity values (i.e. it will affect
the entity and council differently) because the household density number varies significantly between
council areas but is likely to be more accurate at an entity level.
For councils with low household density, it is likely that the application of this assumption will have resulted
in the WICS analysis overstating the potential household charges in 2051 for individual councils. The
projected household charges for the water services entity are less likely to be affected by the application of
this assumption.
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2.3 Capital and Operating Efficiencies
WICS looks separately at capital and operating efficiency expenditure. In both cases, WICS undertook
econometric modelling (using the reworked Ofwat 2004 and 2009 models) of the potential for operating
efficiency from each council using tools and techniques applied and fitted to UK water entities and tested
this against New Zealand.

2.3.1 Efficiencies
WICS have applied efficiencies adjustments in some cases for individual councils. These efficiencies have
been based on council size. The observed experience from United Kingdom demonstrates that only entities
of a scale of more than 60,000 connected citizens could be expected to achieve any reductions in operating
costs, even if they were subjected to robust governance and regulatory frameworks.
In the models provided, the scale efficiencies increase on a diminishing (logarithmic) basis above the
minimum size threshold. This means there is no inclusion for efficiency improvement for councils with less
than 60,000 population served. For councils above this threshold, efficiency gains are realisable (albeit at a
diminishing rate) up to a maximum of 800,000 population served, after which no further returns to scale
have been included in WICS modelling.
In determining the scale of efficiencies modelled for the Water Services Entities, WICS assesses the New
Zealand Three Waters sector to be in a broadly similar position as Scotland in 2002, in terms of relative
operating efficiency and levels of service. In just under two decades, Scottish Water has lowered its unit
costs by 45% and closed the levels of service gap on the best-performing water companies in the United
Kingdom.
WICS considers that New Zealand can achieve similar outcomes to Scottish Water i.e. a reduction of up to
45% over a longer period (30 years).

Comments on the underlying assumptions
We note that Entity C is projected to have around 960,000 customers on formation. This is comparable in
size (but much less densely populated) to Bristol Water and South Staffordshire Water, who were cited as
achieving efficiencies of 25% and 20% respectively in the WICS reports.

Potential impact of assumption
If modelled efficiencies from service delivery reform are overestimated, or underestimated, then this will
have a direct impact on the projected household charges for the water services entities. That is,
overestimation of the potential operating efficiencies will result in WICS’ projections of household charges
for water services entities being lower than they may otherwise be if those efficiency targets are unable to
be met.
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2.4 Sensitivity
WICS undertook detailed sensitivity analysis (Monte Carlo analysis) of their projected household charges to
demonstrate whether there are any instances where household charges would be lower under continued
council led service delivery versus the reform, scenario. Across the country, this analysis shows only a very
limited number of cases where household charges have any potential to be lower without reform than with
it. In these cases, WICS typically notes that the levels of service received by customers without reform would
be significantly lower than they would be under the reform scenario.
Importantly, while this sensitivity analysis does consider different levels of investment requirements, it does
not consider the impact of the debt to revenue assumption, or assumptions regarding the percentage of
revenue from households, or the number of connections. We have not attempted to recreate the sensitivity
analysis completed by WICS but would anticipate that correction of these assumptions prior to undertaking
the sensitivity analysis would result in more instances where future household charges crossover under the
reform and no reform scenarios.
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