Alliance Party Response to the Independent Water Review Panel – August 2007

Alliance welcomes the opportunity to contribute to this review. However, given the timing of invitations for submissions during the summer and also the short period available for comment, this response is inevitably brief.

Most people in Northern Ireland realise that the public finances in Northern Ireland are coming under more and more pressure, with Westminster placing greater pressure for reform and growing demands for fresh investment in a range of public services.

However, people have every right to be angry about the introduction of punitive water charges and also the abuse of the regional rate. Both of these are backdoor stealth taxes that are not fair and impose huge burdens on both households and businesses alike.

Furthermore, both of these taxes are based around the value of property. This is a blunt measure of ability to pay as compared to income tax.

With respect to water and sewerage, it is clear that significant sums are also required for investment in the physical infrastructure, as well as social capital, to support these reforms.

However, water reform has been mishandled and misrepresented by both the Northern Ireland Executive and direct rule ministers. The SDLP, UUP, Sinn Fein and the DUP were all part of the Executive that severed the link between our regional rate and water payments. The proposed ‘tap tax’ is unfair and will lead to some of the most vulnerable being unable to afford a basic human necessity.

Future consumers should not be required to pay for making good the water and sewage infrastructure. False comparisons have been between what households in Northern Ireland and Great Britain pay.

Alliance does not believe that water and sewage services should be self-financing and is opposed to privatisation. Alliance maintains that the infrastructure problems should be funded from general revenue

If the European Union requires a separate charge for water that takes into account consumption and encourage conservation, Alliance believes that the regional rate should be reduced by the amount to be raised for water charges. It is wrong for people to be asked to pay twice for water

Alliance also maintains that water charges should not be based on property, and instead there should be a system linked to ability to pay and which also encourages conservation.

Finally, it is often perceived that water charges are yet another means by which the Executive can balance the books.

In the absence of reform, it remains unclear how the Executive can meet the escalating costs of deferring water charges. Current budgetary projections are based on the imposition of water charges, with income rising to over £270 within three years. The cost of the current one-year deferral of water charges has been met from the contribution of additional money from Westminster. However, there are no plans or ideas within the Executive on how costs of deferral of water charges in future years can be addressed.

Therefore, Alliance would stress that this review cannot effectively make recommendations in isolation of the broader issue relating to the level of public expenditure in Northern Ireland, and what steps are being taken to manage this.

Alliance would highlight the considerable costs that are involved in managing a divided society. We estimate that these amount to approximately £1bn each year. These costs relate to the direct costs of dealing with division, and also the indirect costs involved with duplication in the delivery of goods, facilities and services. This expenditure carries considerable opportunity costs relating to investment in quality shared public services for all, and also avoiding the pressure on the public purse that leads to punitive water charges and the pressure on the regional rate. While it would take a number of years to re-orientate the delivery of public services consistent with a shared society, a start does need to be made as soon as possible. It is with considerable disappointment and concern that Alliance sees the Executive drag its feet over even the publication of research commissioned by OFMDFM through Deloittes into the costs of division, never mind taking the conclusions of such research into account within the forthcoming Programme for Government and Comprehensive Spending Review.
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