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Dear Sir

On behalf of the Murrumbidgee Country Club I would like to register our interest in participating in the investigation. 

The social impact of increasing Water Abstraction Fees will greatly contribute to the closing of Murrumbidgee Country Club. 

The magnitude of a 150% increase in these charges cannot be absorbed into the operating revenues of this club.

Attached is relevant information and copies of various submissions already made to the Act Government on this matter.

I am available for further comment and information if required.

Yours faithfully

Warren James

General Manager

31st July 2003

Murrumbidgee Country Club is still in its development stage and like the rest of Canberra is still feeling the effects from the continuing drought and the January fires.

The recent ACT Budget Papers show an increase in “Water Abstraction Charges” of 150% over the next two years. This will result in an increase of over $28,000 with a total annual payment of $48,000 on usage of our allocated water.

The way we read the Budget Papers (copy attached) Water Abstraction Fees will increase from 10c to 20c in 2004 and to 25c in 2005. This water bears the Act Government no cost and in fact if we did not use it to irrigate the Golf Course it would flow into the Murrumbidgee River System and end up in New South Wales. 

There is a huge variation in what the Canberra golf clubs pay for water. Some pay virtually nothing while Murrumbidgee will be soon looking at nearly $1000 a week for water pumped out of its own dams. 

Golf clubs in Canberra must be considered as tourist attractions but when we look at what is happening with opposition golf clubs across the border we are severely disadvantaged. 

Golf Clubs in New South Wales pay nothing for dam water while a club on the Murrumbidgee River System would pay a similar amount annually to what we will be paying weekly. This puts us a long way behind before we start, particularly when one New South Wales golf club is in direct competition and nearly adjoins the perimeters of the Tuggeranong Valley.

Our expenditure has been carefully contained while still trying to go forward with the necessary development of this facility. If we are to reduce expenditure any further it will greatly reduce the quality of what we have to offer. Naturally this will have a downward spiral effect, the less you offer the less you get.

The club has just completed its fourth consecutive year of a financial trading loss; this cannot be allowed to continue. The Directors of the company are obligated to do everything reasonable with in their powers to correct the current position, it has become very difficult. 

Mr Simon Corbell

Minister for Planning

ACT Legislative Assembly

GPO Box 1020

CANBERRA   ACT  2601

Cc
Mr Jon Stanhope


Mr John Hargreaves


Karin McDonald


Steve Pratt


Brendan Smyth

Dear Minister

I refer to two recent letters that were sent to the respective ministers concerning the short term viability and the long term future of the Murrumbidgee Country Club. To date we have not received a reply to either.

As the result of on going discussions, taking advice and reviewing what has transpired over the last six weeks we now believe it relevant to submit another letter.

1st Letter  21st May 2003 -

Mr Simon Corbell, Minister for Planning :- 

This letter outlined the financial plight of the club and asked for a meeting to discuss a development project that would secure the future of Murrumbidgee Country Club, a major public sporting and social activity facility in Canberra and in particular the Tuggeranong Valley. (Copy attached)

Even though we are a registered club the course play host to over 20,000 rounds of golf annually by non members and visitors. 

Under advice and to secure long term income we believed that the Aged Care Facility was the best option and gave us the best financial return. We now believe that this may not be as easy as first thought, can cause problems of its own and may not be the best or only avenue to pursue. 

We are very open to suggestions and advice from all interested parties including the Government and its various departments. The section of land indicated on the original submissions is not necessarily the only land option available and this is also open to discussion and suggestion.

2nd Letter 4th June 2003 – 

Mr Bill Wood , Minister for Urban Services (on forwarded to Mr Jon Stanhope) :-

This letter also outlined the financial position of the club and asked for a review of Water Charges under current legislation. (Copy attached)

Murrumbidgee Country Club is still in its development stage and like the rest of Canberra is still feeling the effects from the continuing drought and the January fires.

The recent ACT Budget Papers show an increase in “Water Abstraction Charges” of 150% over the next two years. This will result in an increase of over $28,000 with a total annual payment of $48,000 on usage of our allocated water. 

There is a huge variation in what the Canberra golf clubs pay for water. Some pay virtually nothing while Murrumbidgee will be soon looking at nearly $1000 a week for water pumped out of its own dams. 

Golf clubs in Canberra must be considered as tourist attractions but when we look at what is happening with opposition golf clubs across the border we are severely disadvantaged. 

Golf Clubs in New South Wales pay nothing for dam water while a club on the Murrumbidgee River System would pay a similar amount annually to what we will be paying weekly. This puts us a long way behind before we start, particularly when one New South Wales golf club is in direct competition and nearly adjoins the perimeters of the Tuggeranong Valley.

While waiting for replies to the above submissions we have continued discussions with various groups and individuals including a joint meeting with two MLA’s John Hargreaves and Brendan Smyth. The five MLA’s representing the Tuggeranong Valley were invited but only two accepted and attended.

Our expenditure has been carefully contained while still trying to go forward with the necessary development of this facility. If we are to reduce expenditure any further it will greatly reduce the quality of what we have to offer. Naturally this will have a downward spiral effect, the less you offer the less you get.

The club has just completed its fourth consecutive year of a financial trading loss; this cannot be allowed to continue. The Directors of the company are obligated to do everything reasonable with in their powers to correct the current position, it has become very difficult. 

With the above in mind I ask that we urgently be granted a meeting and the opportunity to put forward our case for a plan that will not only ensure our survival but allow us to continue the development of what can become a really great golf course and associated facility that will be a large asset to Canberra and in particular the people of the Tuggeranong Valley.

Yours faithfully

Warren James

General Manager

21st July 2003

Mr Bill Wood

Minister for Urban Services

Act Legislative Assembly

GPO Box 1020

CANBERRA  ACT  2601

NOTE -- This letter was on forwarded by Mr Wood to the office of Mr Jon Stanhope

Cc
Environment ACT


Level 2, South Wing


Macarthur House


Canberra ACT 2900

WATER MANAGEMENT REVIEW 2003

Dear Minister

Purpose

The purpose of this letter is to seek a review of water abstraction charges made on the Murrumbidgee Country Club under current legislation.

Background

2.
The Murrumbidgee Country Club (MCC) maintains an 18 hole golf course on Kambah Pool Road. Water and its management are crucial to its operation. The current drought, water restrictions and bush fires have severely tested the ability of the club to maintain the course within its resources. The budget announcement of 100% increase in water abstraction charges from 1 January 2004 is likely to send this club further into debt from which it may not recover. An urgent review of the club’s position with respect to water charges is therefore sought.

Issues

3.
The factors affecting water management at MCC are:

· MCC relies on water harvested in its dams for irrigating the course;

· The drought and water restrictions look like being an ongoing factor; 

· Within the last 10 years MCC has only had to purchase water twice, 1994 and 2003;

· MCC has desilted two of the three dams but more needs to be done to increase and maintain its water holding capacity;

· The annual cost of water abstraction is in the order of $17,000 – this will become $34,000 from 1 January 2004. Increasing membership fees to cover this increase is not an option as last year there was a 20% drop-off in membership renewals; and

· The cost of desilting these dams, $15,000 spent this year, should be compensated by the ACT Government given the dams act as silt traps protecting the Murrumbidgee River from suburban runoff.

4.
Water Management has been addressed by MCC through its Drought Management Strategy November 2002 - attached as Attachment A. This strategy was developed using a Water Management Report done by Carey Reynolds October 2002. This has been further refined by a review done in December 2002 - attached as Attachment B. Course irrigation problems were addressed in the Golf Course Development Proposals dated September 2002 - irrigation excerpt attached as Attachment C. The thrust of these papers are to:

· Improve and maintain the existing dams; 

· Progressively replace the irrigation system (within resources); 

· Replace the entire irrigation system (if resources become available); and

· Adopt a water conservation strategy.

Water management plans are being developed and will be provided to the ACT Water Strategy as input.

5.
Water restrictions have been implemented as required in line with mandatory water restrictions imposed on the ACT and Queanbeyan. Currently they are at stage 2 a 25% reduction in usage. If restrictions go to Stage 3 (45% reduction) or beyond then the club must expect to lose the fairways depending on weather conditions.

6.
Purchase of water cost the club $39,000 in 2003 so far (of this $20,000 is yet to be billed). This expenditure was not budgeted for and was recovered in part by a levy on members. It should be noted that this levy was not universally accepted by the members – some are still being chased despite suspension of their playing rights. A permanent connection from the water main to the dam was made to facilitate this supply. This cost the club $12,000. Previous emergency supplies taken from a standpipe in 1994 resulted in a loss through evaporation. This was caused by the water flowing overland some distance before reaching the dam.

7.
 Desilting dams has become a standard budget item to ensure that water storage capacity is maintained. The main dam was desilted in 1994 and cost the club $92,000. The top dam was desilted in 2003. This cost $15,000. The bottom dam needs desilting as the water overflow pipe which used to be head high is now almost level with the silt. The main dam is currently almost empty and could be desilted again. The cost of desilting these dams is dependent on resources raised by the club. If a knock for knock arrangement could be entered into with Environment ACT this would offset abstraction charges by the cost of desilting. This would lessen the impact of already strained club financial resources and recognise the importance of these dams in protecting the Murrumbidgee River. It is recommended that this arrangement be agreed to and the attached invoice for water abstraction charges Attachment D, be offset by the paid invoice for desilting in 2003 Attachment E.

8.
Water abstraction charges increases from 1 January 2004 will put the club into financial difficulty. These charges are based on the water pumped from the dams onto the course. Water purchased for the dam has abstraction charges already added to it. See invoice at Attachment F. Therefore, it appears the club is paying abstraction charges twice for this water. As this water is lumped together with the club’s normal usage it is not easily determined how much is involved. Based on average usage in the attached figures, it is estimated that water purchased in 2003 and billed so far totals $ 16,989. The related abstraction charge is $1,750. It is recommended that credit for this payment be assessed in the club’s annual abstraction charge liability on the basis that only one abstraction charge should be applied to the same litre of water. 

9.
Increased Water Abstraction Charges.  MCC is paying water abstraction charges for water drawn from its own dams. Given that MCC provides a community service in providing a sporting facility accessible to the public and protects the Murrumbidgee River from pollution, it is recommended that rather than contribute to financial difficulty of the club, the Government recognise this contribution in the form of financial assistance. It is recommended that MCC be exempt further increases in abstraction charges until the current financial difficulty is overcome. The duration of this could be mutually agreed. 

Conclusion

10.
MCC is trying to be a good corporate citizen by both paying its way and conserving water which is fundamental to maintaining a viable golf course. A review of how water abstraction charges impact on MCC is sought to recognise the contribution MCC is making to the protection of the Murrumbidgee River and its efforts to conserve water. 

Recommendations

11.
It is recommended that the following be agreed:

· That a knock for knock arrangement be entered into and the attached invoice for water abstraction charges be offset by the attached paid invoice for desilting in 2003.

· That credit for abstraction charges already paid for purchased water is assessed in the club’s annual abstraction charge liability on the basis that only one abstraction charge should be applied to the same litre of water. 

· That MCC be exempt further increases in abstraction charges until the current financial difficulty is overcome.

12. Your earliest consideration of this request and response is sought.

Yours faithfully

Warren James

General Manager

4 June 2003

Attachments:

A. MCC Drought Management Strategy November 2002

B. Review of strategy December 2002

C. MCC Golf Course Development Proposals September 2002

D. ACT Environment Water Abstraction Charges Invoice May 2003

E. MCC Desilting Invoice Paid January 2003.

F. ACTEW Water & Sewerage charges Invoices  


