IPART Submission — Central Coast Draft Report on Water Pricing

1.1

1.2

1.3

1.4

1.5

1.6

1.7

1.8

Bias in the Draft Report

Overall, the draft report is biased in the selection, presentation, and omission of
information. Statistics have been cherry picked to justify IPART’s approval of yet another
price hike. Information and statistics that would counter this narrative have been
omitted, despite being provided in submissions.

The draft report states that, in reaching a decision to approve Central Coast Council’s
proposed price hike, IPART relied on “independent” advice from ARUP and Houston
Kemp. ARUP, however, is hardly independent as a past and present client of Central
Coast Council. As a major contractor for water utilities and local government, ARUP
also benefits from higher capital expenditure in the water industry. It is therefore hardly
surprising that ARUP recommended even higher capital expenditure than that proposed
by Council itself. Allthis contributes to a perception that ARUP’s advice to IPART may
have been motivated by the financial interest of the ARUP Group.

Central Coast Council hired Frontier Economics, a known collaborator with ARUP Group
in Government contracts, to prepare its own pricing submission to IPART. This means a
pricing proposal in effect prepared by Frontier Economics was reviewed by a close
collaborator of Frontier Economics, namely ARUP Group. This raises questions of
independence between those involved in preparing the pricing submission, and those
involved in reviewing it.

Frontier Economics was also engaged by IPART itself to conduct an “independent”
review of Central Coast Council’s 2022-26 pricing submission. Frontier Economics has
therefore been involved both in preparing a Central Coast Council pricing submission to
IPART and also reviewing a Central Coast Council pricing submission on behalf of IPART.
In effect, playing the roles of both gamekeeper and poacher.

Frontier Economics would also have had the opportunity, whilst working for IPART, to
obtain information and build relationships within IPART that could then be leveraged to
“game the system” and influence decisions when preparing pricing submissions to
IPART by the same Council.

The cosy and overlapping relationships between applicant, pricing regulator, and their
mutual contractors undermines confidence in the independence of the on-going IPART
process.

Over two weeks ago | submitted a series of questions to IPART about these conflicts and
cosy relationships, asking for a response in sufficient time before the 1°* May deadline
for submissions so | could take account of that response in my submission. Itis nhow
3.15PM on 30 April and IPART has not replied. This is another example of IPART being
unresponsive to ratepayers/customers and is disappointing.

IPART should be transparent and disclose these conflicts of interest in its final report,
and how they have been managed.
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The Draft Report Fails to Address a Key Question Raised in Submissions

The draft report once again makes a naive assumption that higher prices are somehow
correlated with better performance by monopoly service providers. Indeed, IPART has
issued another customer survey on the draft report asking if customers want to pay an
additional 2.4% in return for “improved service.” How that “improved service” would be
measured is not mentioned. Nor is there any offer of a refund if it is once again not
delivered.

If IPART naively believes higher prices lead to better performance, then it needs to
address an important question raised in submissions that it has completely ignored in
this draft report. Namely, why hasn’t there been improved performance from the
price hike it approved four years ago - a massive 58% increase in just four years?

The draft report doesn’t even mention that prices have already risen (nominally) by 58%
in four years. And there is no acknowledgment that overall performance has not
improved over the determination period. Instead, performance data is cherry picked to
present a confused and mixed performance picture. Even a mixed performance picture,
however, does not represent the “markedly” improved performance customers were
promised by IPART four years ago.

In its 2022 Determination Report, IPART claimed not only that performance would
improve following its massive price hike, but that it would “markedly improve.”

IPART has set prices for 4 years from 1 July 2022

+ Finally, we have made it clear to CCC Water that we expectitto
performa nd be more accountable for its spending. We recommend a set of short-term
and long-term measures to drive these improvements, including that the NSW Government
provide us with the terms of reference to review the level of improvement after 2 years of the
determination period (from June 2024).

IPART needs to explain in the Final Report why its clear expectation as stated in that
Determination Report has not been met. It needs to do so because it should be
accountable to Central Coast ratepayers for its decisions, including the above
statement promising a markedly improved performance as justification for its 2022
decision.

Another reason IPART should explain this failure to “markedly” improve performance is
that itis using the same rationale to justify another price hike. Once again, the latest
draft report and follow up survey argues higher prices willimprove performance. IPART
cannot credibly make that argument again without addressing submissions asking
why it didn’t happen last time?

The Final Report therefore needs to properly address the issue, raised in submissions,
as to why IPART’s expectation that performance would “markedly improve” did not occur
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despite prices rising 58% in nominal terms after its last determination? And given that
performance hasn’t markedly improved after such a massive price hike, why does IPART
expect things to be different this time? Ratepayers deserve a proper explanation in the
Final Report.

The Draft Report is Selective in Suggesting a Mixed Performance Result — despite an
Overall Picture of Declining Performance Over the Four-Year Determination Period

In selectively presenting information to suggest a mixed performance result, the Draft
Report does at least acknowledge performance has not “markedly improved.” There is,
however, no specific statement in the draft report to that effect. IPART, it appears, after
promising performance would “markedly improve,” cannot bring itself to openly
concede this hasn’t happened never mind explain why not.

The draft report can, however, only arrive at a mixed performance result by cherry
picking a selection of performance results. Claims by Central Coast Council relating to
a small number of data points are emphasised in the draft report and given weight, but
there is no attempt to use a consistent methodology to arrive at a clear picture across all
data points over the four-year determination. The draft report therefore paints a
confused picture that avoids answering the key question: over the determination period,
has overall performance improved or not?

The most consistent methodology would be to review all Central Coast Council’s own
performance indicators plus the IPART customer satisfaction surveys (see section 4
below) over the whole determination period, and measure how many have improved and
how many have not. This approach would clearly show that most of the Council’s own
performance indicators have declined. This overall result is missing from the Draft
Report.

A number of declining performance indicators over the Determination period were
provided to IPART in submissions (see below), but many have been ignored in the draft
report. This needs to be rectified in the Final Report.
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2.4 Even a majority of Central Coast Council’s own performance indicators show no
improvement over the four-year period of the Determination, with most showing decline.
For example, the Central Coast Council’s 2024/25 Annual Performance Report
shows:

3,882 urgent issues reported by customers responded to within one day 90.1%
compared with 90.2% in 2020/21

Non urgent issues responded to within 5 days 3,800 (59.9%) compared with 5,262
(87.7%) in 2020/21

Water mains breaks per KM 14.62 compared with 11.6 in 2020/21

Number of unplanned water outages per 1000 properties 128 compared with 109 in
2020/21

Water losses from leakage 4.8 compared with 3.8 in 2020/21

Sewer main breaks and chokes per km 35.7 compared with 30 in 2020/21

Sewer overflows per km of main 28 compared with 29 in 2020/21

Number of sewer overflows reported to the environmental regulator per 100km
mains - 2.3 compared with 2.5 in 2020/21

Number of days beaches and lagoons not swimmable due to discharges 191
compared with 96 in 2021/22 (no data for 2020/21)

Volume of bio solids reused 27,148 compared with 27,944 in 2020/21

IPART Customer Satisfaction Results Shown in the Draft Report are Misleading
Because they are Out of Date and do not Cover the Whole Determination Period.

IPART’s own customer satisfaction survey results have not been objectively presented in

the draft report (see extract below).

IPART's Water utility customer satisfaction survey results (latest Q2 2025-26) show that customer
results have not varied substantially over the last 3 years. There have been declines in perception
of value for money since March 2023, however overall satisfaction and reputation have improved
slightly. Trust has been variable but is currently the same as March 2023.

The above extract from the draft report highlights survey results in the January 2026
Survey Report, which only covers the period March 2023 to November 2025 (two and a
Even this is out of date and has been superseded by the April 2026 Survey
Report covering the period May 2023 to February 2026 (for example see below latest
result for the “overall satisfaction” indicator). This updated Survey Report shows a
different picture to the one stated in the draft report —-all four indicators have

half years).

declined over the report period.
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If IPART intends to base its final Determination Report on the information in the latest
Survey Report, it should use the latest report April 2026 (which covers May 2023 to
February 2026), not the now out of date Survey Report (January 2026) used in the Draft
Report covering March 2023 to November 2025.

Alternatively, to get a picture over the full Determination Period, the Final Report could
include historic data which goes back to April 2021. To cover the whole Determination
Period, to gauge whether the price hike has improved customer satisfaction, results
between January 2022 (the quarter immediately before IPART’s last Determination
Report) and the latest quarter (February 2026) would be most apposite. January 2022 to
February 2026 also provides a four-year period coinciding with the Determination cycle.

Whether you look at the latest Survey Report (May 2023 to February 2026) or go back to
historic data to cover the four-year Determination cycle between January 2022 and
February 2026, there has been no improvement in overall customer satisfaction never
mind a “markedly” improved performance. Yet the Draft Report’s curious selection of
start and end dates from an out-of-date report confuses this overall picture.

The Draft Report also fails to mention (a glaring omission) one of the most consistent
conclusions from these Customer Satisfaction Reports. Namely, that Central Coast
Council has consistently been the worst performing water utility in the survey which
selects utilities that are comparable in characteristics. Why is this not mentioned in the
draft report? Itis relevant for two reasons.

First, it shows that measured against comparable peers Central Coast customers are
getting a bad deal. Second, it provides context on the direction of travel. When
customer satisfaction results are already rock bottom it is hard for them to deteriorate
further. Similarly, when results are excellent, it is hard to improve. In measuring
improvement over a period - this is important context. Yet the draft report chooses to
omit this important information that Central Coast is indeed rock bottom in these
surveys and should therefore be more likely to improve than deteriorate further.

The Draft Report Does Not Compare Central Coast Prices with Comparable Peers

In concluding that Central Coast prices are “middling” compared with other utilities, the
draft report fails to compare Central Coast with comparable utilities. Central Coast is
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the second largest water utility in NSW. It cannot be compared with far smaller utilities
that do not have the economies of scale.

Traditionally, Central Coast has been compared with Sydney Water and Hunter Water -
the three biggest utilities in NSW and our immediate neighbours in the region. Even
IPART has made this comparison in the past when seeking to show that Central Coast
prices were lower than these two utilities. Since IPART’s last Determination, however,
Central Coast prices have overtaken both Sydney and Hunter (despite providing a worse
service). So, IPART now changes its approach and considers this comparison less
important than a comparison with a “selection” of utilities (many of which are much
smaller than Central Coast). This is not an objective presentation of information.

Central Coast’s rising prices relevant to its closest peers is clearly relevant to this
review. Yet the draft report buries this comparison within a bigger bundle of less
relevant utilities. Again, this information was provided to IPART in submissions (see
below) but has been ignored. Another example of information being selected and
omitted to justify a decision.

Typical Water Sewerage Bill ($)
Based on residential customer using 170kl water per year
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Lack of Transparency re Real Percentage Price Hike Determination to
Determination

The draft report is not transparent about the real percentage increase approved by IPART
for this determination compared with the last determination.

The 2025/26 price (this year) was artificially inflated by the effect of phasing (glide path)
in the last determination. Comparing next year’s bill with this artificially inflated final
year bill (2025/26) from the last determination has the effect of lowering the percentage
increase next year. The real percentage increase in rates revenue and what people
actually pay determination to determination, is much higher than the 11.9% figure
quoted in the draft report — and IPART knows it.
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Nowhere in the draft report does IPART specifically state that the real percentage
increase in what people pay determination to determination is much higher than the
11.9% increase in average bill compared with the artificially inflated 2025/26 bill.

IPART does, however, make a misleading claim about the effect of phasing (glide path) in
the last Determination:

A ‘glide’ price path in the last determination lowers bill impacts for customers

In its 2022 determination, CCC Water proposed a 37% increase in typical bills over a 4-year
period. Our decision was to set prices so that the typical bill increased by 28% over 4 years.®* We
used a 'glide’ price path where bills increased each year, rather than a 'step’ price path where the
entire increase was in the first year. This was to minimise bill shock for customers and smooth out
the increase over the determination period given the large increase in prices

For comparison, the bill increase in 2026-27 would have been 16% if we had used a ‘step’ price
path instead in the 2022 determination period, compared to the 8.7% increase under our draft
decision

The is misleading for several reasons. First, itis completely inaccurate to say the glide
path in the last determination has lowered the billimpact in this one. Even if we assume
the typical bill IPART has set for the current determination ($1,695 including inflation for
170kl use) would have been the same regardless of glide path last time, the impactin
terms of actual price is the same regardless of previous glide path. Itis $1,695 inc. CPI
either way.

All the glide path does is to hide the size of the real increase in that IPART wants people
to think they are paying 8.7% + CPI more when in fact they are paying 16% +CPI more
compared with the last determination.

IPART needs to be transparent in the final report that the real increase is actually 16% +
CPl in bills compared with what IPART approved four years ago. Once again, | remind
IPART | was given assurance this would be the case when | queried four years ago that
phasing would create a “higher jumping off point” into the next Determination thereby
artificially reducing the perceived percentage price increase in 2026.

Second, if the glide path had been different and an average bill of $1,695 represented a
16%+CPl increase on current bills rather than 8.7% + CPI, it is quite possible that
Central Coast Council would never have applied for such a large increase. Thisis
because elected Councillors would have been under pressure from electors to minimise
the percentage increase. Politicians always have an eye to the headline - and they would
have been worried about media headlines: “16% plus CPl.” That is another reason
IPART simply cannot say the glide path has lowered bill impacts this time. Central Coast
Council might have applied for a lower average bill next year if a different glide path had
been selected last time.

Third, IPART is not being transparent about the real percentage increase determination
to determination. Itis hiding behind 8.7% + CPI which is an artificially reduced
percentage increase compared with what was approved last Determination.
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Rather than being objective and transparent, the Draft Report is engaging in propaganda
presenting the information as some sort of “triumph of the previous glide path
minimising impacts on customers” - when in fact the glide path merely hides the size of
the real percentage increase that IPART has approved.

Nowhere is it actually stated in the draft report that the real price increase
determination to determination is 16% + CPl. Nowhere is the percentage increase
in Central Coast rates revenue determination to determination stated. Why not?

The wording used is little more than propaganda and sadly a further reflection on the
lack of objectivity, transparency, and independence within the IPART process.

Whilst | have no objection to the 11.9% increase 2026/27 compared with 2025/26
(artificially inflated final bill from the last determination) being stated as it is also
relevant to customers, the real percentage increase determination to determination
should also be fairly and objectively included. It provides important context and
transparency about the true size of the increase in payments and revenue approved by
IPART compared with the last Determination.

There needs to be a fairer representation of the percentage increase in the final report.

Customer Engagement

Section 9.3 on Customer Engagement and the hand-picked so called “Peoples’ Panel”
summarises the claims by Central Coast Council (and could almost have been written
by them), whilst completely ignoring the complaints | made about the biased and
manipulative nature of that process in my previous submission. It seems it is easier for
IPART to simply believe what Council says on such matters whilst ignoring strong,
detailed and informative evidence to the contrary from their customers. | would urge
IPART to read my previous submission section 6 and detailed annex before repeating
Council’s claims as if they are fact. As a minimum, IPART should acknowledge the facts
are in dispute.

Ratepayer Submissions Ignored in Tick Box Consultation

As shown in numerous examples above, important analyses and information provided
by ratepayers have been ignored in the draft report. Our submissions (made in our own
time) have been treated in patronising fashion throughout the draft report as mere
opinions that do not require a response: “many stakeholders raised concerns about...;
“a number of submissions highlighted...” “two submissions suggested that....” “most
submissions said the proposed price rise was too high...” etc, etc, etc. This is merely a
descriptive summary of the opinions received. It does not do justice to some of the
research and analyses included in those submissions which IPART ignores.

Where are the responses, analyses, rebuttals or explanations as to why IPART obviously
disagrees with the arguments and supporting analyses of most of its stakeholders? In
typical tick box fashion, IPART is merely seeking to demonstrate it has received and read
feedback. There is no evidence it has taken any of this feedback seriously.
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In contrast, the submission from Central Coast Council, and the opinions of IPART
advisor ARUP (also a contractor of Central Coast Council) are treated far more seriously
and covered in far more detail in the draft report.

The draft report provides further evidence that IPART is only really interested in the views
of the monopolies it regulates, and other interested parties in industry and Government,
not the views and detailed analyses of their customers. Itis almost comical that IPART
should repeat the mantra many times in the draft report that it has sought to “balance
customer affordability with the need to maintain infrastructure and deliver services”
when in fact it has rubber-stamped Central Coast Council’s application in full and
completely ignored the majority feedback of customers. Where is the balance in that?



