March 2024

Response to “Consultation on
Water and Sewerage Charges -
Options for Revenue Raising”



Introduction

1. NIPSA is the largest Trade Union in Northern Ireland representing over 43,000
members, employed across the whole of the public service, in organisations such
as the Northern Ireland Civil Service and its Agencies, Local Government,
Education, Health and Social Care, the Northern Ireland Housing Executive as well
as a host of Non-Departmental Public Bodies (NDBPs). NIPSA also represents a

significant number of members in the community and voluntary sector.

2. InSeptember 2023 Chris Heaton-Harris, the Secretary of State for Northern Ireland
wrote to NI Departments’ Permanent Secretaries to “launch public consultations
on measures to support budget sustainability and raise additional revenue, under
his powers in the NI Interim Arrangements Act consultations.”! A few weeks later
the Department of Finance provided an accompanying document and opened a
consultation on the “Financial context for revenue raising consultations.”? This is
the NIPSA response to the former as it relates to the “Consultation on Water and

sewerage charges — options for revenue raising” .3

3. These reviews, of possible revenue raising measures, pre-date the publication of
the “financial package”* (the full details of which are still a matter of negotiation
between the Executive and the Treasury) that is to accompany the restoration of
devolution, that will in turn inform the full budget that the new Executive will set.
As a consequence, consultees are being invited to comment on the specifics of
altering certain potential strands of the Executive’s future budget — with no
knowledge of the proportion this might represent of its quantum, its priorities etc.
Notwithstanding the speed with which the Executive will need to act — this gives

the process a certain abstract quality.

1 https://www.finance-ni.gov.uk/articles/revenue-raising-ni-consultations

2 https://www.finance-
ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/consultations/dfp/Financial%20context%20for%20revenue%20raising%20consultatio
ns%20-%2 Oapproved-published.pdf p.2, 11/10/23.

3 https://www.infrastructure-ni.gov.uk/consultations/water-and-sewerage-charges-options-revenue-raising

4 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-67968994 15/1/24.
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Revenue raising as a reversal of local democracy

4. Compounding the confusion and questionable purpose of this particular
consultation is that there have been explicit statements from newly-appointed
Devolved Ministers including the First Minister® that water charges will not be
introduced. This is not the first time this consultation process has played fast and
loose with local democracy. For example, an earlier consultation on the question
of reversing the abolition of Hospital Car Parking Charges involved revoking
legislation (before it has even been implemented) that was agreed by the
Assembly. Instead of respecting this position, a politician (the Secretary of State
for Northern Ireland) for whom not a single vote was cast in Northern Ireland
sought to reverse this democratic decision, in this case without even carrying out

the obligation to fulfil the required timescale for such a consultation.

5. This consultation also makes clear that a decision (not to introduce water charging)
was one taken by the Assembly and a series of Executives: “the NI Executive took
the decision to defer the introduction of additional household payments in 2010.
This decision to defer domestic water charges has continued to be agreed by
subsequent Executives, with the latest being in 2021, when it was agreed and
legislated to extend this period until 31 March 2027”.% Instead of respecting these
decisions, the consultation process on this issue launched by the Secretary of
State, not only undermines them but frames it by ‘debating’ a journey that has a
foregone destination i.e. a charging regime. This is exemplified by the fact that

we are asked to examine:

potential water and sewerage charging revenue raising options which could
be introduced in Northern Ireland, with a focus on those areas which would
offer greatest value in helping to address the unsustainability of public
finances. It sets out and seeks views on the main pathways through which
water and sewerage charging could be introduced...”’ [and] how charging
might be billed and collected. It also asks about three other revenue raising

options: the removal of the domestic allowance for non-domestic customers;

5 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-68273812 12/2/24
& The Water and Sewerage Services (Northern Ireland) Order 2006 (legislation.gov.uk)
7 https://www.infrastructure-ni.gov.uk/consultations/water-and-sewerage-charges-options-revenue-raising p.3.
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charging customers for domestic septic tank desludging; and recovering the

cost of roads drainage from all customers” &

6. This process therefore - entirely framed on inviting views clarifying “potential options
in support of a conversation on how water and sewerage charging could be
introduced in Northern Ireland”? is not a debate about whether charging at all is the

correct approach. In short it is a consultation on “how would we?” not “should we?”

7. In this way, because we are ignoring the fundamental question of how best a public

How will those on low

” (ll

utility should be centrally funded, discussion of “mitigations
incomes and/or those in vulnerable groups be protected?”)!? is scant consolation.
This issue should not be debated at an individual level. Furthermore, the discussion
about “double billing” in this context ignores that it is all double billing if a taxpayer
(including the farcical proposition of even “roads drainage” being met from
domestic/non-domestic water bills) is charged for utilities for which they and their

predecessors have paid, as they earned, all their lives.

8. Similarly, an “Equality Impact Assessment” tokenistically carried out within these
limited parameters does not address the key fact that “water charges are a deeply
regressive form of taxation and any attempts to make them more progressive or to
add an environmental dimension to them introduces massive complications.!! Even
more broadly, we believe a “Human Rights Impact Assessment” should start from the
fundamental position that the provision of the highest water/sanitation standards is
a human right. Furthermore, this utility should be free at the point of use and

delivery.

9. Allied to provision on this basis is the part it plays within wider social policy and public
health goals that cannot be delivered by one department alone. For example, as the
Bengoa report — sometimes held up as holy writ for reform in some circles - makes
explicit public health extends far beyond what an individual Department is asked to

do. In this context, the responsibility of the Dept. for Infrastructure is this regard is

8 https://www.infrastructure-ni.gov.uk/consultations/water-and-sewerage-charges-options-revenue-raising p.3.
® Ibid. p.8

10 1bid. p.16

11 https://www.nerinstitute.net/blog/we-need-change-westminster-we-solve-northern-irelands-troubled-public-
finances 8/6/23.
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vital as “only about 20% of health outcomes are related to clinical care: 10% is related
to physical environment (air and water quality, built environment, etc.); 40% is
related to socio-economic factors (education, employment, social support,

community safety); and 30% related to behaviours”).12

10. This is why it is not good enough to passively refer to “ageing” water infrastructure
without stating that this has been allowed to age, and it is the previous negligence

of central government’s underfunding that needs to be rectified.

State responsibility and the “no money” lie

11. This brings us back to the fundamental point about what should Governments be
expected to provide for the general population. While this consultation is correct
to state that “water is a precious asset and having access to good water and
wastewater infrastructure is essential for citizens across Northern Ireland”!3 the
guestion of citizenship in its truest sense is best served by a properly funded, truly
publicly owned utility under enhanced, publicly accountable forms of scrutiny.
This would also include the (multi-departmental) necessity of the addressing the

ownership and pollution crisis in relation to Lough Neagh.

12. Such an approach, of course, would immediately confront the myth that “we” do
not have the money to do this as there is a “black hole” in public finances that now
“has to be filled.” As well as not accepting the democratic affront of a water
charges policy (that is consistently opposed by the electorate here however re-
packaged) we do not accept the framing of its “necessity” on the illusion of the UK
Treasury not having enough money. This was/is the economic illiteracy of
discussing a sovereign state with its own currency as if it is a household on a fixed
budget. It is a deliberate, reactionary deceit founded on the “there is no money”
lie, giving a pretext for the re-introduction of austerity and presenting political

choices around it as unavoidable/non-ideological when they are quite the reverse.

12 https://www.health-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/publications/health/expert-panel-full-report.pdf p. 15.
p g p pert-p port.par p
13 https://www.infrastructure-ni.gov.uk/consultations/water-and-sewerage-charges-options-revenue-raising p.7.
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The “Cost” of water in a wider funding context

13. The consultation outlines how:

NI Water provides 605 million litres of drinking water every day to
approximately 829,000 households and businesses and recycles wastewater
from homes and businesses before safely returning it to the environment, so
that our planet’s wildlife habitats and ecosystems can flourish. It costs around
£680 million each year for NI Water to deliver these services in Northern

Ireland.”14

14. To put such a sum in context the recent UK Budget (March 2024) gifted the private
sector in Canary Wharf £242 from "levelling up" to build 8,000 homes in the
“Canary Wharf/Barking Riverside” area®. From where and for whom did the “no
money” Treasury and its political masters (drawn from a Cabinet of landlords) find
this bounty? More generally, in terms of where money is no object we note: the
amount the UK government wasted on PPE contracts (“the Covid pandemic
[spawning] one of the greatest wastes of public money, running to many billions
of pounds, in modern British history”),® the £11bn then Chancellor Rishi Sunak
wasted by not insuring against interest rate rises on the Government’s Qualitative
Easing debt,'” the belated and limited action in relation to the non-dom. tax
avoidance that currently costs the Exchequer over £3bn a year or former Health
Secretary Hancock in April 2020 writing off hospital debt for 100 hospitals in
England/Wales'® equivalent to nearly thirteen and a half billion pounds. The latter
figure of course is larger than the full annual Treasury subvention to Northern
Ireland.”® This emphasises the key point — while we can discuss revenue raising

within a local (devolved) context but ultimately “debates about the proper funding

14 1bid.

15 https://www.itv.com/news/2024-03-06/outrage-as-canary-wharf-gets-242m-for-levelling-up-in-the-budget
6/3/24.

16 Private Eye Issue No. 29/10/21-11/11/21.

17 https://www.thequardian.com/politics/2022/jun/10/rishi-sunak-wasted-11bn-by-paying-too-much-interest-on-
uk-debt 10/6/22

18 https://www.gov.uk/government/news/nhs-to-benefit-from-13-4-billion-debt-write-off 2/4/20.

19 See NIPSA https://nipsa.org.uk/publications/O40313.pdf. p. 20. While the source of political contention about
how this is most appropriately measured, it is estimated at between (£9-£10 billion). It was “calculated” at £9.2
billion in 2013/4 according to Fact Check NI https://factcheckni.org/fact-checks/how-dependent-is-stormont-on-
westminster-subvention/
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of NI public services are a discussion best directed at UK revenue and expenditure

levels.”20

15. The belated emergence of a “financial package” from Westminster emphasised
how the economic picture that is presented is framed in a manner that
deliberately pushes us toward certain political outcomes. In this way, we were/are
invited to comment on a supposedly immovable economic framework that, when
it suits them, Governments can alter at the stroke of a pen. This is compounded
by being patronised about our begging bowl mentality?! and urged to copy the
privatisation route for public services that for decades has failed the people of
England and Wales.

16. The sudden “discovery” of money to deal with the political crisis alluded to above,
therefore reinforces the key point on the financial context for revenue raising:

There are no such things as fiscal rules. There are instead fiscal
choices...politicians create what they described as fiscal rules to justify the
fiscal choices that they have made with regard to the macroeconomic options
that are available to them...any politician has the right to suggest that they
think such choices are a reasonable course of action for the government of
which they are a part to follow, but this does not make them rules that must
be followed. Nor are there any such rules that are imposed upon them: they
are always a matter of choice. Fiscal rules should be seen as a consequence
as a narrative that reinforces particular economic choices within the chosen
economic framework that a government chooses to follow. They are in this
context particularly popular with politicians of neoclassical or neoliberal
persuasion because both argue that it is appropriate to restrict the amount of
expenditure that a government might undertake, which restriction is a
preference of those who follow those narratives. This does not, however,
make them an economic necessity. They are always a choice.??

20 Ibid.

2L NIO Minister Steve Baker MP : “If I may say so I think we’ve heard two competing visions for Northern Ireland:
a vision of Northern Ireland standing with its hand out to the Republic of Ireland for subsidy and a vision of Northern
Ireland standing with its hand out to Great Britain for subsidy.https://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/northern-
ireland/steve-baker-criticises-ni-politicians-for-seeking-subsidies-from-irish-and-uk-
governments/al793215764.html 11/7/23.

22 Fiscal rules, fiscal space and fiscal choice: the mumbo jumbo that disguises a Chancellor who has no idea what

they are doing 14/3/23.
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Conclusion

17. The most important question about this and all the consultations on revenue

18.

raising is where they now sit in the new Executive’s plans. While many issues at
the close of this consultation (13/3/24) are unclear — one is not. This is that the
electorate have consistently rejected the idea of water charges and successive
Executives have been pushed to accept and legislated (until 2027) to accept this
view. On this basis, the Secretary of State of Northern Ireland should not have
started this consultation — whether devolved government was restored or not. In
the context of a restored Executive, this consultation process should conclude with

a re-affirmation of this democratic expression.

Finally as we stated in our response to the NI Affairs Committee’s examination of
“the funding and delivery of public services in Northern Ireland”?® good or better
“housekeeping” via local revenue raising can only scratch the surface of Northern
Ireland’s key strategic problems. While we can discuss devolved financial
management, ultimately “debates about the proper funding of NI public services
are a discussion best directed at UK revenue and expenditure levels.”?* The key
debate on funding, therefore, is not one on how “efficiently” our finances (at
local/devolved government level might be administered), it is about how we
establish a new relationship between the NI Executive and the Treasury in order
to rebuild a post-conflict society. Central to this (with the water/sewerage system
and other utilities key components) will be the UK Treasury belatedly providing

the resources that offer reparation for its decades of infrastructural negligence.

23 https://committees.parliament.uk/work/7313/the-funding-and-delivery-of-public-services-in-northern-ireland/

24 https://www.nerinstitute.net/sites/default/files/research/2020/N1%20Fiscal %20WP%2026-08.pdf p.17.
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