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Water Assets Divestment Project Community Engagement - Confidential 
H2 

This is an update on a previously reported subject, concept or issue. 

 

Manager: Alexander Jock Berry, Manager Property and Commercial 

Report Author: Julian James, Commercial Officer 

Contact Number: 8301 7242 

Attachments: 1. Community Engagement Report 

 

1. Purpose 

This report presents in confidence, the results of community engagement 
undertaken during July – August 2018 as part of the City of Onkaparinga’s Water 
Assets Divestment project (Water Assets being the Community Wastewater 
Management System and Water business). 

Although the majority of this report is recommended to be made public following 
council’s consideration on 11 September, parts of this confidential Council report 
are recommended to remain confidential until Council has entered a contract for 
the sale (or otherwise) for the Water Assets or Council has resolved to retain the 
Water Assets. 

2. Recommendation(s) 

1. That: 

a. under the provisions of Section 90(2) of the Local Government Act 
1999 an order be made that the public, with the exception of staff on 

duty, be excluded from attendance at the meeting in order to consider 
this item in confidence. 

b. the Council is satisfied that it is necessary that the public, with the 
exception of staff on duty, be excluded to enable the Council to receive 

the report at the meeting on the following grounds: 

Section 90(3)(d) commercial information of a confidential nature (not 
being a trade secret) the disclosure of which:  

(i) could reasonably be expected to prejudice the commercial position 
of the person who supplied the information, or to confer a 

commercial advantage on a third party; and 

(ii) would, on balance, be contrary to the public interest; 

c. The Council is satisfied in considering the ‘public interest,’ that whilst 

disclosure would enhance: 

 the accountability of council or council staff in the performance of 

their official powers, duties and responsibilities; 

 the community’s ability to inform their own decisions; and 

 informed debate about issues and public participation in 

democracy,  

the public interest is outweighed by the following factors. 

 That disclosure would provide a commercial advantage to another 

party as it relates closely to a proposed Request for Tender and 

may influence market responses. 
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 That disclosure may have a detrimental effect on the efficient and 

effective conduct of government functions. 

d. accordingly, on this basis the principle that meetings of the Council 
should be conducted in a place open to the public has been outweighed 

by the need to keep the information or discussion confidential. 

2. That the Council: 

a. Notes the attached community engagement outcomes report and the 

early community sentiment which has been articulated around the 
possible divestment of the Water Business and Community 

Wastewater Management Scheme assets.  

b. Notes that if Council decides to pursue divestment further following 
the proposed Request for Tender, a community engagement program 

will be deployed at the direction of the Chief Executive Officer, to: 

(i) more completely inform the community of the implications of the 

divest versus retain decision; 

(ii) gauge community sentiment around the options available for the 
Water Assets; and 

(iii) gather community feedback to be presented back to Council to be 
considered as part of the ultimate decision to retain/divest the 

Water Assets. 

3. That the matter of the Water Assets Divestment Project Community 

Engagement report having been considered by the Council in confidence 

under sections 90(2) and 90(3)(d) of the Local Government Act 1999 that an 
order be made under the provisions of sections 91(7)and (9) of the Local 

Government Act 1999 that the Water Assets Divestment Project Community 
Engagement report and the minutes and the report of the Council relating to 

discussion of the subject matter be kept confidential until such time as 

council has considered this report and the  accompanying public report 
“Water Assets Divestment Project (11 September 2018)”. With the 

exception that:  

a. Attachment 1 “Community Engagement Report” -  From page 34 (from 

“Perspectives of potential buyers of assets sales”) up to and including 
page 41;  

b. Attachment 1 “Community Engagement Report” - From page 64 (from 

Q9 only) to up to and including page 76 (up to Q11 only); and 

c. In the body of the confidential Council report - Section 6 d (Figure 4 

and associated commentary). 

shall remain in confidence until such time as Council has entered a contract 

for the sale or otherwise for the Water Business and Community Wastewater 

Management Scheme assets or Council has resolved to retain these assets. 

4. That, pursuant to section 91(9)(a) of the Local Government Act 1999, 

Council delegates the duty to conduct an annual review of the confidentiality 
order to the Chief Executive Officer, or their sub-delegate. 

5. That, pursuant to section 91(9)(c) of the Local Government Act 1999, 

Council delegates the power to revoke the confidentiality order to the Chief 
Executive Officer, or their sub-delegate. 
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3. Background 

Project History 

As reported previously, Council has been considering the potential for a sale of its 
Water Assets, being the Community Wastewater Management Scheme (CWMS) & 
the Water Harvesting and Supply Business (WB) for some time.  

Key events in this timeline are: 

 In 2014 Council undertook an open Expression of Interest (EOI) process 
seeking offers from the market with an interest in owning and operating 
council’s CWMS. No suitable offers were identified at that time.  

 A number of confidential items have been presented to Council on this subject 
since that time but are not discussed in this report. These reports and the 
Council resolutions are available to Elected Members (Ems) on the EM website. 

 A second open EOI was called on the 6 April 2018 and closed 29 May 2018, 
while the results are confidential; we understand there may be a potential 
market for the Water Assets. 

 Early Community Engagement on the potential for divesting the Water Assets 
was undertaken during July and August 2018 to inform Elected Member 
decision making – the results of this engagement are discussed in this report. 

 A public report providing a further update on the project is being presented to 
Council to accompany this confidential report. The public report requests 
approval to progress to a Request for Tender (RFT) for the possible divestment 
of the Water Assets on the grounds that there is insufficient information to 
support the decision to either divest or retain these assets at this point in time.  

The RFT is expected to provide binding commercial offers for comparison with 
the case for council’s ongoing ownership of these assets and to enable further 
detailed community engagement on the matter. In particular the RFT would 
provide detailed and binding information on future customer pricing and the 
financial value of any offers for the purchase of the Water Assets. The 
comparison case of council ownership will lay out the risks and opportunities 
for EMs considered decision making. 

 

4. Confidentiality  

This report presents the results of our recent first stage community engagement 
and recommends that a confidentiality order is required for section 4(d) of this 
report and the related parts of the Community Engagement Report (Attachment 1). 
This order will remain in place until such time as Council has either: 

 entered a contract for the sale or otherwise for the Water Business and 
Community Wastewater Management Scheme assets; or  

 resolved to retain these assets.  

Maintaining confidentiality over these preliminary engagement results is intended to 
mitigate the risk that some elements of the early community feedback could 
negatively influence responses to the proposed RFT and later decision making. As 
the RFT is intended to gather more detailed and reliable information it is imperative 
that the integrity of the proposed tender process is maintained.  
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Because of this it has been necessary to keep all of the results of the community 
engagement confidential until such time as Council has considered the necessary 
information. Once this report and the associated public report have been 
considered, the community will have access to the reported information including 
the current status of this project, the set of recommendations/resolutions and the 
proposed RFT/project plan. This will ensure that: 

 the community can understand the full justification for the proposed RFT – 
IE it is not to push through the divestment of these assets but rather to 
gather sufficient information for Council to inform its community, generate 
discussion and reach a conclusion as to whether retaining or selling these 
assets provides the best outcome for both ratepayers generally and the 
customers of these systems. 

 all members of the community can access the community engagement 
information (as far as possible), ahead of the election.   

Transparency is essential to this project due to the potential for adverse 
community, media and political attention and a corresponding impact on decision 
making. The risk has been raised in the Prudential Reports prepared for this project 
(attached to the related public Council report) and can be summarised as: 

Council is about to enter an election period which has significant interest 
and uncertainty associated with it. In addition, the results of the 
engagement process indicate that there is a level of concern in the 
community about the potential sale these assets. In this context, this 
project could become an election issue.  
 
The risk is not that there will be public discussion about the project, but 
that there might be ill-informed discussion which could result in 
unnecessary community concern about the process which could reflect 
poorly on Council and/or hinder appropriate decision making. 

  

This risk can be mitigated through our sharing of project information with the 
community. It should be unnecessary for the project to become an election issue 
when the community are informed and understand there are further opportunities 
to voice an opinion.  

The current decision making is not about selling or retaining the Water Assets but 
continuing to explore what the best outcome may be for both customers and the 
community in general: 

 The current council is being presented with the limited information we have 
gathered to date and asked to approve a further approach to the market 
via RFT to gather better and more detailed information. 

 The incoming council will consider the RFT information against the case for 
continued council ownership of these assets with the insight provided by 
further and more informed community engagement (as per the project plan 
in the associated public report).  
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5. Community Engagement 

Public Community  Engagement and Information 

Following the completion of the 2018 EOI, it was determined that community 
engagement was required in line with the project’s community engagement plan.  

The purpose of this engagement was to gauge the early community sentiment 
around the possible divestment, understand community priorities between various 
potential outcomes and highlight the customer interests should a sale proceed. The 
engagement was also expected to provide the market with an indication of the 
factors influencing Council’s decision to retain or sell these assets.  

The engagement was undertaken between 9 July and 6 August 2018 with wide 
public coverage: 

 Public Notice in the Advertiser.  

 Paid advertisement in the Southern Times Messenger.  

 Detailed information on both assets and frequently asked questions published 
to council’s website (Community Engagement Status Board).  

 Letter mailed to all customers (residential and business) of both the CWMS and 
Water Business (residents and businesses).  

 Email to key stakeholders and community interest groups.  

 Email to Resident e-Panel members. 

People were directed from these sources to an online survey designed to gather 
views on the divestment from the perspective of CWMS/Water Business customers 
or as general City of Onkaparinga residents. Hard copy surveys were sent to 
ratepayers on request. 

The survey results were professionally analysed and the full report is provided for 
Elected Members (EMs) reference as Attachment 1. A high level summary of key 
survey responses is provided below and the detailed analysis can be found in the 
attached report. A number of emails and letters were received directly from 
residents which have been incorporated into the survey analysis and report. 

Community Response 

Overall, 473 People filled in survey with the split of interests in this group broadly 
being 49 per cent CWMS customers (approx. 231 customers) 51 per cent general 
residents – the number of responses was considered statistically valid overall. 

To ensure a statistically robust representation of the target population, which 
in this case was the city-wide population of 172,694 residents (based on 2018 
population forecasts) the City of Onkaparinga has determined that the 
required number of responses was 384. Reference: CoO Strategic Futures 
team. 

The survey results are strongly in favour of Council owning the assets and have 
identified a general concern across all respondents around perceived negative 
implications of privatisation. These sentiments will be rechecked following the 
proposed RFT and presented to Council in a final report seeking EMs direction on 
the outcomes of this project. 

  

To ensure a statistically robust representation of the target population, 
which in this case was the city-wide population of 172,694 residents (based 
on 2018 population forecasts) the City of Onkaparinga has determined that 
the required number of responses was 384. Reference: CoO Strategic 
Futures team. 
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Cautionary Note on Engagement Results 

At this early stage of this project we were unable to provide the community with 
detailed information on the options to retain or sell the Water Assets as we simply 
lacked the financial information to do so. We were unable to specify what the 
positive or negative implications of a sale might be or how this might compare to 
council’s ownership of the Water Assets over the long term as we don’t have 
binding market offers. This is not to say the community views are not valid, but at 
this point in time it is recommended that the engagement results are considered as 
important context that we will need to respond to and investigate further as we 
move forwards with the project.  

The accompanying public report on this project recommends that Council proceeds 
with the RFT in order to identify binding commercial offers and also prepares a 
detailed investigation into the implications of Council’s ongoing ownership of these 
assets (the retain scenario).  

If EMs in the new council ultimately decide to proceed toward a divestment, we 
recommend engaging further with our community using this additional information 
to inform discussion of the facts, risks and benefits of both the: retain and sell 
scenarios. Following this second round of engagement, Ems will be presented with 
an updated view of the community sentiment to inform their ultimate decision to 
retain or divest the Water Assets.  

 

6. Engagement Survey Results 

The following summarises the broad community sentiment as represented through 
the stage 1 survey results across the categories of Council Ownership, Council 
Investment, Support for Sale and Ranking of Priorities. The report provides a more 
detailed analysis (Attachment 1) including analysis of the respondents written 
responses as recorded under each section of the survey and a transcript of all 
written responses. 
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a. Figure 1:  Perspectives on Council’s Ownership

 
Figure 1 demonstrates a high degree of support for council as the appropriate 
organisation to own and manage the Water Assets - from both customer and 
general ratepayer perspectives. Written responses to the survey questions generally 
raised concerns over privatisation, customer pricing and stated that the assets were 
the responsibility of council to manage. 

 

b. Figure 2:  Investment in Assets 

 

Figure 2 identifies a high level of support for Council’s continued investment in both 
Water Assets. The associated commentary supported Council making these 
investments but not necessarily others and also raised concern about cost recovery. 
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Many agreed that investment in water infrastructure and waste water management 
is important for the future. 

 

c. Figure 3:  Support for Sale of Assets 

As Figure 3 demonstrates, respondents were largely opposed to a sale of these 
assets. Significantly more CWMS customers were against the sale compared to the 
general community. These responses appear to be largely driven by concern over 
negative outcomes of privatisation and the importance of the Water Assets to the 
Community.  

d. Figure 4:  Ranking of Priorities Should A Sale Proceed 

If Council does decide to proceed to divest these assets, Figure 5 outlines the 
relative importance respondents placed on 5 main outcomes the process could 
seek. Interestingly both customers and general residents ranked customer pricing 
as being the most important. Also of note is the priority given to investment in the 
systems, also interesting is that the written responses again were mainly supportive 
of Council making these investments with scepticism around privatisation and price 
impacts post sale. 

 

Further Community Engagement 

As discussed, the key learnings from the community engagement is that we need to 
engage with the community further and more deeply once we have better 
information around the available options. The community engagement results as 
presented are notable but are likely to be insufficient to inform a decision whether 
to retain or divest the Water Assets. Until we progress with the proposed RFT and 
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retain scenario, we will not be in a position to provide the community with a 
detailed understanding of the factors which should be considered in this decision. 

It is recommended that further community engagement should occur post RFT and 
before Council considers a final outcome for this project. This will be undertaken in 
accordance with Council’s Public Consultation policy and would proceed at the 
direction of the CEO.  

Communications 

Following Council’s consideration of this report and the accompanying public report 
on this project, we will undertake the following communications to inform the 
community on our progress with this project. 

 

If Council decides to proceed to RFT:  

We will advise the community that: 

 EMs have decided that a possible sale is worth considering further; 

 we are proceeding to RFT as we don’t have all the information to make a 
decision at this point in time (IE to retain or sell the assets); 

 We have heard what the community said and once we gather the necessary 
information they will be consulted again:  

 The community sentiments will be presented to the chamber again 
along with the tender response and the comparison case of retaining 
the businesses; 

 If the community still feel the answer is no sale the EM’s will be 
advised of this; and  

 Council will make the final decision. 

 

If Council decides not to proceed: 

We will advise the community that: 

 Council has decided to follow the early community sentiment on this project; 

 We will now review our operation of these businesses for the best future 
operating model, customer pricing and investment planning. 

 

Risks and Additional Issues for Consideration 

Risk and issues management is an ongoing and dynamic part of this project and the 
issues/risk management plan to date is attached to the associated public report for 
Council’s information. Additional discussion on some of the key issues related to 
community engagement is provided below. 

 

Table 4:  Key Considerations 

Process 
Implication 

Issue 

Early stage of 
Community 

Issue – stage 1 community engagement results not 
intended to provide sufficient information for the sell / 
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Engagement retain decision. 

 

It is suggested that further investigation is required to 
gather detailed and binding commercial information before 
it is known whether selling or retaining provides the best 
outcome for customers and the community.  

 

 

 

Commercial In 
Confidence 

Risk – parts of the engagement results are commercially 
sensitive and their release could impact on the integrity of 
the proposed tender process. 

 

As outlined in this report, some of the information contained 
in the stage 1 engagement results may negatively influence 
choices made by bidders to the Proposed RFT and must 
therefore remain in confidence until the process is 
complete.  

Second round 
of engagement  

Issue – council’s final decision to retain/divest these assets 
should consider updated community engagement results. 

 

Council’s ultimate decision on this project should be 
informed by binding offers from the market, a comparison 
to Council’s ongoing ownership of the assets and updated 
community engagement information.  It may be that the 
community has different views when all of the information is 
presented. 

The stage 2 community engagement must be designed to 
ensure the community is well informed on the key factors 
involved in retain/divest decision.   

EM’s also need to be satisfied that the engagement asks the 
right questions of the community, provides sufficient 
supporting information and has been able to mitigate the 
key community concerns through the negotiated 
commercial outcome before reaching a conclusion in this 
project. 

 

 

 

.   
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Attachment 1 - 
under separate cover 




