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Hunter Water has followed an extensive, comprehensive and authentic engagement 
process with the public to inform the development of its 2025-2030 pricing proposal. 

After selecting the topic areas which needed to be discussed using universal and 
inclusive techniques, the experiences that the public wanted were valued using a bill 
simulation tool. A representative deliberative forum community panel was 
established to recommend a set of solutions on behalf of the whole community. The 
panel met for five-and-a-half days and made a total of 13 recommendations in March 
2024. 

Since receiving the panel’s recommendations, Hunter Water has been developing its 
draft pricing proposal to meet its commitment to the panel to “incorporate your 
recommendations to the maximum extent possible, and provide reasons where we 
are unable to do so”. 

A close the loop day was organised as a chance for the panel to understand how their 
recommendations have been incorporated into the draft pricing proposal. The panel 
then had the opportunity to confirm, or dispute, that Hunter Water had acted in good 
faith, and met its original promise to the community. 

The close the loop event took place on Saturday, 7th September 2024. Sixteen 
members of the community panel came together in person to close the loop on the 
deliberative forum topic areas of Hot Spots, Water Conservation, and Carbon 
Reduction.

Participants had been provided with pre-reading in advance of the session and this 
information was presented on the day by Hunter Water subject matter experts. 
Participants were able to ask questions and discuss any elements of the 
documentation they wished to. The participants are now highly informed and 
engaged stakeholders in Hunter Water’s plans, as evidenced by the complexity of the

questions that were asked. 

The participants avoided the temptation to re-litigate the panel’s recommendations, 
instead focusing on whether those recommendations were evident in the pricing 
proposal. After the discussion, a vote was taken to confirm whether Hunter Water had 
met its promise to “incorporate your recommendations to the maximum extent 
possible, and provide reasons where we are unable to do so”. The participants were 
unanimous that Hunter Water had met its promise on all three topics. 

One participant had some qualifications on the topic of Hot Spots, and another 
participant had some qualifying questions relating to Carbon Reduction. Both 
participants still agreed that Hunter Water had met its promise. 

At the end of the session, participants were asked to share one word to describe their 
experience of being on the community panel. The words included: grateful, 
challenging, fun, stickers, intriguing, interesting, perspiration, informative, 
encouraged, positive, informative, hopeful, enlightening, challenging, and valuable. 

There are three parts to this report. The first chapter describes the content of the 
session, the second chapter describes the findings in detail, and the report concludes 
with a set of appendices which provide a written record of the materials used. 
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All 28 members of the community panel were invited to attend the close the loop 
event. Twenty-three participants confirmed they were available to attend, but seven 
apologies were received in the lead up to and on the day of the event, eventuating in 
16 participants attending on the day. 

The event took place in person over a half-day on Saturday 7th September, facilitated 
by Insync. Presentations were provided by the following Hunter Water subject matter 
experts: 

• Darren Cleary – Managing Director

• David Derkenne – Group Manager, Sustainability and Waterways

• Robert Main – Group Manager, Planning and Engineering

• Emma Turner – Senior Economist.

The event was also observed by the project team and members of Hunter Water’s 
pricing proposal Customer Engagement Advisory Panel (CEAP). 

At the start of the session, an Acknowledgement of Country and formal welcome was 
provided by Managing Director, Darren Cleary. Darren introduced Insync and handed 
over to the lead facilitator to introduce the agenda and task for the day. 

The facilitator explained to the panel that they would be asked to assess the extent to 
which Hunter Water’s promise to “incorporate your recommendations to the 
maximum extent possible, and provide reasons where we are unable to do so” had 
been met. 

He also explained that Hunter Water had committed to “Consult” with participants on 
the close the loop topics (IAP2, 2024) and that Hunter Water was seeking feedback, 

listening to the panel’s thoughts, acknowledging concerns, but not re-litigating the 
panel’s recommendations. 

Following this, Darren talked the panel through the process by which their 
recommendations were incorporated into the pricing proposal. This also included an 
update on the engagement on price structures, whereby the panel had raised a desire 
to participate in price structures, and Hunter Water had responded with additional 
customer research on that topic. 

Darren went on to remind the group about Hunter Water’s transparency on the base 
bill impact, and the reasons why this was unavoidable (i.e. including the costs 
associated with delivering the Belmont desalination plant, legal compliance, and 
inflationary impacts).

In the interests of full disclosure, Darren showed the panel how the future costs and 
bill impacts would look.

The impact of the panel’s decisions on customer bills was detailed, and broken down 
by the three topic areas the panel had considered. 

On Hot Spots, Hunter Water was able to deliver the outcomes the panel wanted with 
a revenue requirement increase of $2.7 million, well under the panel’s authorisation 
of up to $4 million. 

https://iap2.org.au/resources/spectrum/
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On Water Conservation, the recommendation of up to $5 million was met, with $3.8 
million being added to the revenue requirement to deliver the panel’s 
recommendations. 

On Carbon Reduction, the panel recommended that $1 million or less should be 
added to the revenue requirement. To meet the panel’s other recommendations on 
Carbon Reduction, Hunter Water explained that the full $1 million would be added to 
the revenue requirement.  

Though pricing structures were not an area of Collaboration, the Managing Director 
was able to report that the community’s preference for more variable bills had been 
met. 

Participants asked questions about how the Consumer Price Index (CPI) is treated, 
water efficiency for tenants, why wastewater charges are fixed, and how capital 
expenditure and operational expenditure flow through to revenue requirements.

The three topics were explained by the Hunter Water subject matter experts and 
participants were asked to cast their votes. At the conclusion of the meeting, the 
Managing Director explained the pricing proposal submission process to the group. 
Hunter Water committed to keeping the group informed of the progress of the pricing 
proposal, and to establish an ongoing Customer Committee to monitor Hunter 
Water’s progress on implementing its plans. 

The event concluded by asking panel members to describe their experience of the 
panel in a single word. The words included: grateful, challenging, fun, stickers, 
intriguing, interesting, perspiration, informative, encouraged, positive, informative, 
hopeful, enlightening, challenging, and valuable. 

Figure 1 – Close the loop agenda
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At the outset of the deliberative forum, Hunter Water promised to 

“incorporate your recommendations to the maximum extent 

possible, and provide reasons where we are unable to do so”. On 

balance, has Hunter Water kept its promise? (n=16)

Yes

Yes, with qualifications

No

Chart 1 – Hot Spots votesThe facilitator reminded the panel about their recommendations related to Hot 
Spots. Hunter Water’s subject matter expert for Hot Spots, Rob Main, then presented 
an overview of Hunter Water’s response to the panel’s recommendations (see 
Appendix A). 

Participants asked questions about:

• the number of hot spot customers that would be rectified, 
• whether more hot spots would arise in the next four years, 
• whether trade waste contamination was part of the hot spot issue, and 
• whether options for hydroelectricity from wastewater were considered.

Participants were asked to vote on whether Hunter Water had met the Collaboration 
promise. All but one participant voted “Yes” (see Chart 1). 

The person who responded “Yes, with qualifications” reported that in their view, the 
questions asked of the panel on the topic of Hot Spots were too general. They 
challenged the “philosophical basis of the questions”. 

They also said they agreed that Hunter Water had met its promise, but wanted to 
qualify their agreement (and did so by placing their vote closer to the green side of 
the yellow traffic light on the poster, see Appendix B)

Lastly, panel members also acknowledged that Hunter Water was delivering the 
outcomes they recommended at a lower cost than the maximum revenue 
requirement detailed in their original recommendations.
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At the outset of the deliberative forum, Hunter Water promised to 

“incorporate your recommendations to the maximum extent 

possible, and provide reasons where we are unable to do so”. On 

balance, has Hunter Water kept its promise? (n=16)

Yes

Yes, with qualifications

No

Chart 2 – Water Conservation votesThe facilitator reminded the panel of the questions they were asked on the topic of Water 
Conservation. Hunter Water’s subject matter expert for Water Conservation, David 
Derkenne, then presented an overview of Hunter Water’s response to the 
recommendations (see Appendix A). The panel had asked Hunter Water to prioritise saving 
water in its own systems because those savings were in its control, and Hunter Water 
pursued that approach. The panel had not supported the idea of all customers subsidising 
industrial customers’ recycled water, and that recommendation was also followed.

Participants asked questions about:

• whether the asset replacement program was continuing, 
• the system used to prioritise leaks, 
• how the panel’s recommendations changed Hunter Water’s plans, and 
• the cost of recycled water compared to fresh water. 

Participants also made comments about the extent to which low-income households 
would be supported (noting the need to publicise support programs), as well as the 
number of estates putting in third pipe systems.

David confirmed that Hunter Water’s plans had changed in response to the panel’s 
recommendations. Investments have increased for leakage and helping customers save 
water. In the current price period, there is also expenditure on watering parks with 
recycled water. However, support for that program is being withdrawn because of the 
panel’s recommendations. 

Participants voted on whether Hunter Water had kept its promise. The panel was 
unanimous that Hunter Water had kept its Collaboration promise (see Chart 2). 

Panel members also acknowledged that Hunter Water was delivering the outcomes they 
recommended at a lower cost than the maximum revenue requirement detailed in their 
original recommendations.
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The facilitator reminded panel members of their recommendations on the topic of 
Carbon Reduction. Hunter Water’s subject matter expert for Carbon Reduction, David 
Derkenne, presented an overview of Hunter Water’s response (see Appendix A). The 
panel’s recommendations included a desire for renewable energy and tree planting, 
as well as a preference for emissions reduction over carbon credits.

On the matter of investment, the panel’s recommended revenue requirement 
permitted a further reduction in emissions from 75% to 80% by supplying renewable 
power to the Belmont desalination plant.  

David agreed that responding to climate challenges should not distract Hunter Water 
from its core focus on water and wastewater services. He also noted that Hunter 
Water had committed to going back to the community on this topic in advance of the 
next pricing proposal. 

Participants asked questions about:

• whether Hunter Water would give any unused funds back to customers if it was 
able to meet its targets for a lower cost, 

• fugitive emissions from wastewater treatment plants, 
• renewable energy generation at Hunter Water facilities, and 
• opportunities for floating solar panels on drinking water storages. 

The panel voted on the extent to which Hunter Water had met the Collaboration 
promise. All but one participant voted “Yes” (see Chart 3). 

The qualification was that “Carbon is a difficult issue. I recognise the efforts of Hunter 
Water, but the carbon market could be ‘played’, and the targets may be too high”. 
Another member voted “Yes” but wanted to clarify that they thought “80% was too 
high to achieve efficiently” because of the increasing marginal cost of carbon 
abatement. 
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At the outset of the deliberative forum, Hunter Water promised to 

“incorporate your recommendations to the maximum extent 

possible, and provide reasons where we are unable to do so”. On 

balance, has Hunter Water kept its promise? (n=16)
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Yes, with qualifications

No

Chart 3 – Carbon Reduction votes
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• Appendix B: Activity notes

• Appendix C: Post-event survey results
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Activity notes
Participants were asked whether Hunter Water had kept its promise to “incorporate your recommendations to the maximum extent possible, and provide 
reasons where we are unable to do so”. The photos below show the votes allocated for each topic area. 
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Participants were sent a survey to complete after the event. They were asked to 
respond to the statements on a 7-point scale from 1=Strongly disagree to 7=Strongly 
agree. The results of the survey are shown below (see Figure 2) and are shown as 
percentage favourable scores, i.e. the proportion of respondents who selected either 
a six or seven. 

Post-event survey results
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Figure 2 – Post-event survey results

The results show that all but one respondent agreed they had the opportunity to ask 
questions, as well as share their thoughts and opinions. The results also show that 
almost all respondents agreed there was enough time for discussion, and that the 
information presented was useful. 



Post-event survey results
The survey also asked whether being part of the community panel changed 
participants’ likelihood of being involved in government decisions that might affect 
them.

The results show that three-quarters of respondents agreed they would be more 
likely to be involved in government decisions, and one-quarter of respondents 
reported no change from being on the community panel.
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Chart 4 – Post-event survey results
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How has being part of the Hunter Water community panel 
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