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Abstract

All the water that will ever be is, right now.
National Geographic, October 1993

This thesis provides a sociological investigation of the key processes and issues underpinning the
control, management and provision of drinking water in Tasmania. Drinking water is an
increasingly important social issue, not only because it is a fundamental human need, but also
because the quality and quantity of drinking water resources are declining within Australia and
worldwide. This study examines how governments and policy makers are responding to drinking
water issues and the social, political and economic conditions, under which these responses are

taking place.

The research draws on semi-structured interviews with drinking water managers, providers and
regulators to describe and explore how drinking water is governed in the state of Tasmania. A
thematic analysis of the data was conducted which enabled a probing interpretation of drinking
water governance and the processes of management, provision and public health regulation. Key
texts relating to drinking water (legislation, policies; media documentation) were also used to

inform the research and to contextualise the study from a national and international perspective.

This study found that the management, control and regulation of drinking water in Tasmania
particularly in regards to the protection of public health, is surrounded by contention, ambiguity and
tension. The findings suggest that the institutional judgements and decisions pertaining to the.
management and regulation of safe drinking water is problematic, and that interpretations and
constructions of risk are vastly different among managers and regulators of drinking water. The
localised effects of national economic reform and global neo-liberal policy are also shown to be

impacting on the equitable provision of safe and plentiful drinking water in this state.

The thesis builds on and adds to environmental sociology by drawing on risk and political economy
perspectives to explore the key processes supporting the governance of drinking water. It concludes
withr a discussion of different strategies for managing safe drinking water and points to the need for

further sociological investigation into water issues as a social problem.
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Glossary

Australian Drinking Water Guidelines (ADWG) is the current version of the Australian
Drinking Water Guidelines published by the National Health and Medical Research

Council/ Natural Resource Management Ministerial Council.

Bulk Water Authority: is an authority established for the purpose of supplying drinking
water. In Tasmania there are three Water Authorities licensed to divert water, rivers and
streams for on-selling to councils. Bulk water is essentially wholesale water supply, rather
than the retail water supply that councils reticulate to water consumers in their

municipality.
Council: (see definition of Local Government)

Drinking Water: denotes water that is intended primarily for human consumption and
includes water supplied by reticulated systems. In Australia, potable or ‘safe’ drinking
water refers to water that complies with the health guideline values in the Australian

Drinking Water Guidelines and Public Health Act Tasmania (1997).

Drinking water supply system: includes every part of water supply from the point of
collection to the consumer. Water supply systems can include catchments, source waters,

storage reservoirs, intakes, treatment systems, service reservoirs, and distribution systems

and operational maintenance.

Environmental Health: comprises those aspects of human health, including quality of life, .
that are determined by physical, chemical, biological, social and psychological factors in
the environment. It also refers to the theory and practice of assessing, correcting,
controlling and preventing those factors in the environment that can potentially affect

adversely the health of present and future generations (World Health Organisation 2002).

Governance: in this thesis denotes the processes of managing, providing, controlling and

regulating drinking water in Tasmania.
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Integrated Catchment Management: an ongoing process whereby various parties and
stakeholders interested in water catchment areas are bought together typically through land
and water management plans to achieve transparency in activities affecting the catchment
and in improving drinking water quality. Ideally, the process involves the community and

spheres of government, as well as private stakeholders.

Industrial Forestry: large-scale clearing of forests to establish monoculture plantations
that use a range of management practices, including fertilisers, pesticides and high-intensity

burning.

Local Government/Councils: is one of the three spheres of government in Australia
(along with federal and state) that services the needs of local communities. Local
government makes decisions on local, town or city matters and collects rates from land-
owners. The money from these taxes, together with grants from state and federal
government, pays for local government services. Constitutional responsibility for local
government lies with the State Government of Tasmania; the roles and responsibilities of
local government differ from state to state. The generic areas that local government is

responsible for in Australia include:

- infrastructure and property services (roads, footpaths waste)

- provision of recreational facilities (parks, sports fields, halls, camping)
- water and sewerage services

- planning and development approval

- community services, such as child care, aged care and welfare services

- health services, such as water and food inspection, immunisation services.
it
Private water source: refers to any water used or supplied for human consumption, other
than water supplied by a council or other public authority established to supply water.

Regulation: a principle, rule, or law designed to control or govern conduct.

Threat to public health: any event or circumstance that is likely to:

(a) damage, injure or compromise public health, or
(b) prevent or restrict the improvement of public health.
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Water Authority/Provider: refers in Tasmania to a:

(a) council which supplies drinking water, or

(b) bulk water authority:

Water Catchment: is an area or region of land from which run-off water drains into a
river, river system or other body of water. A water catchment area is one of the primary
considerations in the planning of a reservoir for water-supply purposes and the protection

of water supplies from contamination.

Water Resources: all water available for human use, namely domestic, agricultural and

industry uses.

Water Resource Management: the management and protection of surface water and

groundwater used for domestic and non-domestic uses.
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Acronyms

ABS Australia}l Bureau of Statistics ;
ADWG Australian Drinking Water Guidelines
AIHW Australian Instifute of Health and Welfare
ARIA Accessibility Remoteness Index of Australia
COAG Council of Australian Governments
CRC Co-o\peratiyé Research Centre for Water Quality z;nd Treatment
CSIRO Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation
DHHSL Department of Health and Human Services (TAS)
DPIWE Department of Primary Industries, Water (TAS)
EPA Environmental Protection Agency (US)
GATS General Agreement on Trade and Services
GBE Government Business Enterprise’
GPOC Gené:ral Pricing Oversight Commission
IMF International Menetary Fund |
ITWMI International Water Management Institute
NAFTA North American Free Trade Agreement
NCP National Competftion Policy
NHMRC National Heaklthband Medical Research Couricil
NWQMS National Water Quality Management Strategy
PHA Public Health Act 1997 (TAS)
TDWQG Tasmanian Drinking Water Quality Guidelines
UN United Nations | ’ |
UNCED United Nations Conference on Environment and Development
US SDWA  United States Safe Drinking Water Act .
WHO World Health Organisation
World Trade Organisation

WTO
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Water is someti\mes sharp and sometimes strong, sometimes acid and
sometimes bitter, sometimes sweet and sometimes thick or thin; sometimes it
is seen bringing hurt or pestilence, sometimes health giving, sometimes

poisonous.

It suffers change into as many natures as are the different places through
which it passes. And as the mirror changes with the colour of its subject, so it
alters with the nature of the place, becoming noisome, laxative, astringent,
sulphurous, salty, incarnadined, mournful, raging, angry, red, yellow, green,

black, blue, greasy, fat or slim.

Sometimes it starts a conflagration, sometimes it extinguishes one; is warm
and is cold, carries away or sets down, hollows out or builds up, tears or
establishes, fills or empties, raises itself or burrows down, épeeds or is stiil; is
the cause at times of life or death, or increase or privation, nourishes at times
and other does the contrary; at times has é tang, at times is without savour,

sometimes submerging the valleys with great floods.

In time and with water, everything changes.

Leonardo da Vinci
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Preface

Before I unwind the wider orientations of my study, I would like to begin with some anecdotes that
started me on this journey.

A great mentor of mine once said that ‘good’ sociology is about making sense of the things
that we take for granted, which involves challenging ‘what is’ and replacing it with ‘what ought to
be’. I have often thought about this and, as my research proceeded, I have slowly realised that with
inspiration the simplest daily practices can become the most important enqhiries.

My interest in drinking water started from the most necessary but nonchalant of life’s
routines — the habitual turn of a tap. My mother would boil our tap water daily before we were
‘able’ to drink it. In hindsight, it looked and tasted objectionable, but there was no other choice;
buying bottled water every day was not an option that my parents could entertain, even when the
government deemed the water we were provided with as ‘microbiologically unfit for consumption’.
As water restrictions tightened and the price of water increased, my family and many others were
confronted with water quality issues on one hand and water quantity worries on the other.

At present many Tasmanian municipalities are unable to access a drinking water supply,
safe from chemical and microbiological contaminants. How is it possible that families like mine,
living less than 30 kilometres from one of Tasmania’s largest cities, are being supplied with
drinking water that does not meet national guidelines for safety? Just how and why is the most basic
human need being denied by governments and accepted by citizens? And how can my own
sociological knowledge inform such matters?

These are just some of the (often frustrating) questions that I have grappled with over the
course of my doctorate and that have formed the foundations of this dissertation. If good sociology
is about linking wider social forces and structures with individual lives, the value of studying fresh
water — the arbiter of life and death for every human being on earth — is paramount.

This thesis interrogates how fresh drinking water is regulated, managed and provided in my
own backyard — the island state of Tasmania. I hope that my contribution will reinforce my
mentor’s, and now my belief, that what we drink and the conditions under which we drink, deserve

the close attention of sociologists.

xvi



1 Introduction

Civilization has been a permanent dialogue between human beings and water.
Paolo Lugari

The passing of the millennium prompted many predictions and debates about life in the
twenty-first century. Never before in our history had concerns for planet earth and the
environment been so high on the global public agenda. AnXieties and uncertainty about our
environment have not faded or disappeared. Rather, commentary about the environment has
increased as activists, for example, David Suzuki (2002, 2008) and Al Gore (2006),
continue to raise awareness of the growing environmental issues that are affecting our
individual and collective existence.

At the centre of many environmental concerns and debates is the issue of fresh
wa;ter. Global demands for safe and plentiful drinking water, the cornerstone to human
development and the heart of human health and wellbeing, have never been more pressing
or more pertinent at global, national and local levels (Aegisson 2002; Archer 2001; Barlow
& Clarke 2003; Barlow 2007; Beltran 2002; Boyd 2003; Castro 2007; Christensen 2002;
Fuilerton 2001; Gleick 2002; Hall 1999; Laifungbam 2003; Narrain 2000; Olmstead 2003;
Pauw 2003; Postel 2000; Ravindran 2003; Rothenberger et al. 2001; Swyngedouw 2004;
Snider 2004; White 2007). )

Despite its essential nature, fresh water is in limited supply. Freshwater makes up

less than three per cent of the earth’s total water supplies and more than two thirds of these

are inaccessible, because they are either locked in ice caps and snow or in deep water



aquifers (Gleick 2003; Global Environment Outlook 2007).! While the earth’s natural
supply of fresh water is claimed to be virtually the same as in prehistoric times, the uée of
renewable water resources has grown sixfold since the twentieth century (Gleick 2001).
Globally 1.2 billion People currently lack access to safe and affordable water (World Health
Organisation 2004). The impact of continuing human activity, unprecedented population
growth, industrial development and climate change have intensified claims that the demand
- for fresh water is currently outpacing the availability of global water resources (Aegisson
2002; Barlow & Clarke 2003; Laifungbam 2003; Postel 1998, 2000). If the current demand
for fresh water persists, severe water shortages will affect over ﬁfty per cent of the world’s
population over the next several decades (Alcamo 1997, 2000; Seckler et al. 1998;
Shiklomanov 1998). |

Although water issues are global, some countries are more severely affected than
others. Some areas of the world are particularly susceptible to fresh water shortages due to
temporal and geographic variations (CSIRO 2006; Cooperative Research Centre for Water
Quality and Treatment 2002; Tietenberg 1994). At present, eighty countries worldwide face
severe water shortages and many more countries face moderate to high water stress (Gleick
2002). These areas include North America, the Middle East, Latin America, Southern Asia
and some parts of Africa. However, countries such as Australia are also experiencing
severe water shortages.

Australia has only one per cent of the total fresh water carried by all the world’s

rivers and also has variable rainfall (CSIRO 2006). In addition, extreme weather cycles,

! An aquifer is an underground layer of water-bearing permeable rock or unconsolidated materials, such as
gravel, sand or clay from which groundwater can be extracted using a water well. Aquifers can occur at
various depths. Those closer to the surface are not only more likely to be exploited for water supply and
irrigation, but also deep water aquifers are often inaccessible.

2



accentuated by Pacific Ocean weather cycies such as El Nifio,? have caused severe droughts
in many parts of the country. For example, the water catchments supplying Australia’s
largest cities of Melbourne and Sydney have recently been meésured as having the lowest
levels ever recorded (CSIRO 2006; Taylor 2005). Also, analysts have been consistently
identifying the Murray—Darling Basin in the south-east agricultural hub of Australia as a
key area of considerable water scarcity problems (Cooperative Research Centre for Water
Quality and Treatment 2002; Fullerton 2001). ’

The quality and quantity of fresh water resources are ultimately concerned with
issues of management and control. Without effective and equitable management of water
resources our natural and social landscape will be undeniably transformed and the
conditions for human life and wellbeing will be irrevocably changed.

In Australia we are facing a watershed. In her book, Watershed: deciding our water
Sfuture (2001), Australian environmental joqrnalist, Ticky Fullerton, draws attention to
water-related issues affecting the fabric of Australian life and livelihood, including drought,
land degradation, unsafe supply and the embracing of economic rationalist water policies
by our government. However, Fullerton (2001) goes on to argue that not all the states and
territories of Australia are the same. In reference to the island state of Tasmania, she says
that ‘there is nowhere in Australia greener’ (Fullerton 2001, p. 114). This is a common
perception. On closer examination, the quality and quantity of Tasmania’s fresh water
resources raise many social concerns that require immediate attention and response. Many

Tasmanian communities are unable to access drinking water that meets national health

2 EI Nifio is a term used to describe large climatic disturbances rooted 1n the tropical Pacific Ocean and occurring every
three to seven years. El Nifio events are characterised by temperature increases of a few degrees Celsius at the ocean’s
surface and have a strong impact on the continents in the tropical Pacific Ocean, such as South America, Asia and
Australia. A consequence of such warming is the long-term perturbation of the weather systems over the lands around,
notably heavy rains in usually dry areas and drought in normally wet regions (Trenberth 1997; Earth and Space Research
2008).

3



guidelines (Bleaney 2904; Tasmanian Department of Health and Human Services 2006;
Whelan and Willis 2007). Minimal catchment management, competing land and water uses,
limited water supply infrastructure and resourcing, and problematic legislative frameworks
are contributing to problems with drinking water provision and management in Tasmania.

Water management reforlms and institutional decisions will need to be made in the
next decade to determine whether Tasmanians, and all Australians, have access to safe and
su_fﬁcient drinking water resources in the future.

In drafting the Constitution of Australia (1900), natural resource policy and
management became the responsibility of the states and territories. The constitutional \
division of power led to water resources being left within the jurisdiction of each state and
territory of Australia (McKay 2005, p. 41). A patchwork of laws and policies has resulted
in responsibility for the control, management and provision of fregh water being spread
across all levels of Commonwealth, state and local government. Responsibility for drinking
water regulation and management ig particularly disjointed.

In response, thé Australian Government has increasingly intervened in water policy
and reform through agreements with state and territory governments. Three key water
reform bodies now drive changes in the control and management of fresh water resources,
in!cluding drinking water. These are: the Council of Australian Governments (COAG); the
National Water Commission (NWC); and the National Health and Medical Research
Council (NHMRC). These bodies have initiated a number of water reforms over the past
decade. Reforms have mainly been competition promotion and fiscal water reform policies.
Examples include: the increased pricing of water and full-cost recovery; urban water

reforms and the corporatisation and de-bureaucratisation of government-owned water



supplies; water markets and trading;.water access entitlements and trading; as well as the
promotion of private sector participation in the specific parts of water management (McKay
2005, p. 46). In addition, emphasis has been placed on reforms that increase the integrated
management of water for environmental and public benefit outcomes that build community
partnerships around water resources, as well as increased knowledge and capacity building
about water management, and practices at a local level (Australian Government National
Water Commission 2007). Despite the implementation of uniform water reforms in
Australia having made significant changes, in most Australian states (McKay 2005) some
reforms have not been fully achieved, or they need to go further (Fitzpatrick 2001).
Achieving these reform policies is complicated by the processes and systems underpinning
the management, provision and regulation of drinking water in Australia.

There is a great deal of social, economic and political diversity by which drinking
water resources are controlled, managed and provided. Demographic factors, limited and
ageing water supply infrastructure, inadequate staffing and expertise, discrete legal
systems, separate quality standards, industry’s increased land and water use, and a spectrum
of contextually diverse factors affect the implementation and effect of water management
reforms at national, state and local levels (Archer 2001; Fullerton 2001; McKay 2005;
Moeller 2001). Federal government—driven advocacy for increased community consultation
and participation in the management of water resources, for example, has not been visible
in states such as Tasmania. In part, this is due to differing interpretations and debates
surrounding water management practices in the state. There are social concerns with water
reforms throughout Australia, particularly in how socially equitable these policies are when

examined at the local level (Archer 2000; Moeller 2001; Sheil 2000). There is also social



concern over drinking water being treated by policy makers and those with power over
fresh water supplies predominantly as an economic resource and not as a public good
(Barlow & Clarke 2003; Beder 1997, 1998; McKay 2005).

A global review of water-related policies and debates surrounding the control and
management of drinking water resources shows two dominant but polarised persp;:ctives.
These are economic approaches and rights based approaches to the management and
provision of drinking water. Economic approaches, which are visible in current Australian
reforms, advocate the fiscal management and valuing of drinking water resources (Moeller
2001; National Competition Council 1999; Sheil 2000). Rights based approaches, most
visible in the work of social and environmental activists, argue that the economic treatment
of drinking water does not reflect the social, cultural and moral value of water as a public
good (Barlow & Clarke 2002; Gleick 2002; Hussey 2007; Narrain 2000; Smith 2002; Van
Rooyen 1997). These conflicting perspectives have serious implications for the future
management and control of drinking water, because they sit at opposite ends of the water
management spectrum. Recently, there has been some reconciliation of these issues with
increased moves towards more integrated and holistic approaches to the management of
drinking water that reflect competing economic, political, cultural, environmental and
social demands for water (Boyd 2003; Castro 2007) . However, in many cases these have
been slow to be translated into policy and practice in countries like Australia.

Without integrated and holistic drinking water management practices, the individual
and collective health and livelihood of citizens and consumers may be at‘ risk, however it is
likely given current ideological and political approaches to drinking water that this may be

slow to be achieved. The dominance of economic approaches with limited regard for public



interest and health raises significant sociological issues associated with the safety and
quality of drinking water supplies, as well as the availability and accessibility of water
resources for human consumi)tion and use. Waterirelated contaminations in advanced
nations, such as Canada, Japan, Sweden, and the United States of America (USA) (Hrudey
& Hrudey 2004; Snider 2004) and within Australia have drawn attention to the public
health risks associated with the inadequate and to some extent fiscal and de-regulatory
approaches to drinking water management and provision. These events that led to
widespread illness and, in some cases, the deaths of water consumers, have caused many
communities, policy makers and transdisciplinary commentators to question the quality,
safety and protection of the drinking water flowing from their taps.

The provision of drinking water is often a taken-for-granted part of social life. As
citizens and consumers, we are reliant on ‘expert’ institutions such as ;governments to warn
of pofential health risks associated with our environment, and with the water that we drink.
In recent years, an ever-growing literature and commentary have called for a more critical
and transparent understanding, review and analysis of the inherent practices, regimes and
policies that surround the control and management of drinking water in many parts of the
globe (Archer 1996; Blakeney 2000; Cameron 1996; Christensen 2002; Cox et al. 2002;
Hawkins et al. 2000; Hill et al. 2008; McKay and Moeller 2001; Marsden 2003; Mills
1998; Parvis 2001; Pontius 2002; Roth et al. 2004; Snider 2003; Whelan and White 2005).
In practice, however, a public review of water management processes is often constrained
by a real and perceived lack of transparency, accountability and reporting on the part of
water providers and managers, particularly those in the private sectors. The processes and

practices underpinning the management of environmental risks and resources, such as



drinking water, are often poorly communicated to the ‘lay’ public (Brown 1992; Cameron
1996; Qarson 1962; Flynn 1994; Imin 2001; Julian 2004; Percival 1992; Petersen & |
Lupton 1996; Roth et al. 2004). Without this information the issue of expertise in the
- management of drinking water becomes paramount to how, water consumers and citizens
understand and interpret the water being provided to them; this includes decisions about the
protection of their health. | |
'The fundamental role of drinking water to collective livelihood 1'nakes it a central
concern to sociological inquiry. Revealing the processes and issues that underpin how
drinking water is controlled, managed, provided and regulated is a key way in which it may
be possible to éenerate deeper understanding of water as a,politiéal, ecoﬁomic and social
resource and problem. It is that goal whi;:h this thesis works towards. As such, the secti(;n
below will define the research problem, purpose and the research questions, and will
provide an overview of an interpretive and social constructionist apprqaqh to drinking water

governance. Finally, the study design will be introduced and the structure of the thesis

outlined.
1.1 The research problem and rationale

Poor quality and insufficient fresh drinking water is impacting on the heaith and welfare of -
Ausltralians, however there is very limited social research about this issue (Archer 2001;
McKayr and Moeller 2001; Fullerton 2001). Specifically, there is little known about the way
managers and providers of drinlzing water deal with and interpret water management and
regulation practices at the local levél.

Drinkihg water is commonly defined as water that is intended for human

consumption and domestic uses (Cooperative Research Centre for Water Quality and
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Treatment 2002). In Australia thé National Health and Medical Research Council
(NHMRC) defines safe drinking water through the Australian Drinking Water Guidelines
(ADWG). These guidelines, a key reference for drinking water policy makers, providers

and regulators in Australia, state that:

Drinking water should be safe to drink for people in most stages of normal life,
including children over six months of age and the very old. It should contain no
harmful concentrations of chemicals or pathogenic microorganisms, and ideally it
should be aesthetically pleasing in regard to appearance, taste and odour. (ADWG:
2006.)

Even though the supply of drinking water accounts for less.than one per cent of fresh water
used globally, the supply of untreated drinking water constitutes one of the world’s greatest
environmental and public health threats (United Nations 2003, 2005; World Health
Organisation 2003). The World Health Organisation (2003) reports that more than three
million people die each year due to the consumption of contaminated drinking water. An
additional 1.1 billion people are estimated to be unable to access drinking water supplies
and 3.3 billion lack basic sanitation serviées (United Nations Development Program 2002).
In developing nations in particular, it is reported that eighty per cent of illnesses and disease
would be preventable through the‘provisi‘on of adequate drinking water supplies and
sanitation (United Nations Development Progrz;m 2002).‘ The effect of poor quality
drinking water on lesser developed nations and communities is given particular emphasis
by many commentators (Barlow & Clarke 2003; Beltran 2002; Clonen 2001; Laifungbam
2003; Narrain 2000; Pauw 2003; Roddick & Biggs 2004; Whelan & White 2005). For
instance, Sheila O.Imstead (2003, p. 1) in her study on poor communities and municipal
water supply argues that ‘it is hard to imagine a more pressing environmental health
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proble;n or one that more strongly diminishes the length and quality of human productivity .
in the developing world’.

The issue of water quality, and quantity, is subsequently emerging as a global health
concern. In recent decades concern over the effect of indﬁstry on fresh water quality has
been increasingly documented. The work (;f Rachel Carson (1962) is one of the earliest and
most notable works linking lthe sustained effects of industrial activity on the quality of the

| environment and water resources. Internationally, a diversity of epidemiologicai studies has
since highlighted the links between industry and water contamination (Freedman 2000;
Russell et al 1987; Leeuwen et al. 1999; Mills 1998; Munger et al. 1997; Ruiecki, De Roos
& Lee 2004; Smith et al 2000).

Potential health and environmental impacts of pesticide use continue to raise public‘
health concerns among both the lay public and scientific and medical experts. There is
uncertainty over the specific effects of short-term and prolonged exﬁosure to industrial
chemicals, such as pesticides, in drinking water supplies. Nevertheless, medical and
scientific studies have consistently established links between pesticide exposure and forms
of cancer, birth defects, developmental abnormalities, neurological problems and decreased
immune function (Boyd 2003; Leeuwen et al. 1999; McConnell et al 1999; Mills 1998;
Munger et al. 1997; Ruiecki, De Roos & Lee 2004; Smith et gl 2000; Trautmann et al
2008). The presence of pesticides in drinking water supplies/is therefore a concern for
public heal;ch officials and drinking water managers responsible for minimising risks
stemminé from drinking water sources.

Concerns for the health and safety of the public are further exacerbated by nation

specific evidence pointing to the potentially destructive links between fresh water quality
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and industrial activity. In Canada alone, the discharge of toxic chemicals and by-products
into rivers, lakes and streams, the frequent detection of pesticide residue and ongoing faecal
contamination from factory livestock operations are well documented examples of the
effect of industry on the quality of fresh water resources (Boyd 2003; Christensen 2002). In
Australia the works of Archer (1996; 2001) highlight the detrimental effects of sustained
and unregulated industrial activity on fresh water supplies. In the state of Tasmania a
growing amount of social concern and debate has centred on the potential effects of
industry practices, such as large-scale clear-felling, a;ld the application of pesticides in
drinking water catchment areas (Cameron 1996; Bleaney 2004, 2007; Rosser 2005).

A growing demand for water quantity on one hand and the repercussions of this
demand and activity on water quality on the other have continued to raise concerns among
a variety of commentators. Water activists such as Barlow and Clarke (2003) assert that this
is not a unique situation for specific countries. The ‘twin realities of water scarcity and
water pollution’ are having a ‘devastating impact on the quality of life of billions of the
world’s citizens’ (Barlow & Clarke 2003; p. 3). These claims suggest, however, that the
ongoing sustainability of available fresh water resources Worldwide depends on the
efficient, fair allocation and management of fresh water resources (Boyd 2003; Tietenberg
1994). Evidence to the contrary indicates that many parts of the world are failing to balance
competing demands for fresh water supplies and that governments are failing to respond
adequately in protecting fresh water supplies from overuse and contamination (Beltran
2002; Laifungbam 2003; Narrain 2000; Van Rooyen 1997; Whelan 2005). Of particular
concern to this research is the issue of drinking water, especially the laws, policies and

institutions that are responsible for managing these resources.
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It is time that serious questions are raised about the management, provision and
control of drinking water for human consumption and domestic uses. While the provision
of unsafe drinking water is a phenomenon experienced most gravely by those in lesser
developed nations, it is not purely confined to such countries. Protracted social inequalities

| affecting access to drinking water are also seen to be stemming from ‘the inefficiency,
ineffectiveness and inefficacy characterising water management’ i‘n developed countries
(Castro 2007, p. 98). The past decade, for example, has seen mounting cross-cultural social
and environmental harms associated with the production, consumption and management of
drinking water supplies in more advanced nations (White 2001). Hrude3; and Hfudey (2004,
p. 83) extensively document over sixty examples of failures in drinking water safety in a -
number of de\;el()ped nations, including Canada, Japan, the United Kingdom, Sweden,

1

" 'Norway, Finland, Italy and the USA over the past three decades. These events demonstrate
significant inadequacies and problems stemming from the management and regulation of
drinking water in so call\e/d ‘advanced’ and ‘developed’ nations.

One of the most 'critica} examples of inade;]uate drinking water management and
regulation was in Canada in 2000. In Walkerton, Ontario the contamination of the town’s
water supply and failure of the relevant public health authorities to detect the contaminatipn
resulted in the deaths of seven residents, and the poisoning of thousands more in the
township (Boyd 2003; Hrudey & Hrudey 2004; Snider 2003, 2004). Less than a year later -
in another Canédian province, between five and seven thousand residents of North |

Battleford in Saskatchewan suffered gastroenteritis as a result of Cryptosporidium parvum

contaminating the drinking water supply of the community (Hrudey & Hrudey 2004).3

* Cryptosporidium parvum is a waterborne protozoan parasite that when ingested can cause gastro-intestinal
illness and severe flu-like symptoms.
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More than.a decade before, over 100 deaths and 403,000 illnesses were reported in
Milwaukee, Wisconsin (USA) following..the contamination of the public water supply with
Cryptosporidium in 1993 (Craun et al 2002).

These adverse public health events are a strong catalyst for a growing amount of
cross-disciplinary co;nmentary and concern surrounding the policies, regimes and practices
underpinning the management, provision and regulation of drinking water supf)lies. A large
amount of the research and documentation on drinking water policy and management .
practices has emerged from Canada (Bar!ow & Clarke 2003; Boyd 2003; Hrudey & Hrudey
2004; Snider 2002, 2003, 2004). Much of this commentary has highlighted the significant
problems and inequities surfounding how drinking water is being experienced by
communities and citizens. For example, Boyd (2003, p. 16) reports that ‘hundregls of
Canadian c;>mmulnities are being supplied with unsafe drinking water’ and that rural and
.abqriginal ’communities are particularly at risk of contamination and poor public health
outcomes (Boyd 2003). These trends demonstrate and draw much needed attention to the
fact that advanced nations are not impervious to the consequences of i)oorly managed and
regulated drinking water.

Iﬁ the past decade, events in Australia have highlighted that it too is ‘not immune to
issues relating io poor drinking water management and regulation. When three million
people in Sydney were forced to boil their.drinking water affer_ the detection of harmful
levels of microbiological contaminants in the. water supply of Ausfralia’s largest city,
national concern over the quality and management of drinking vlvater Waé heightened (Cox
et al. 2003; Hawkins et al. 2000; White 1998). The problems did not stop there. Archer

(1996, 2001) has continued to document widespread problems with the quality, safety and
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management of drinking water supplies across Australian states and territories. In many
cases though a comprehensive picture of the ‘real’ extent’ of drinking wa;ter problems is
hampered by a lack of official documentation, which is largely facilitated by the lack of a
national database and a patchwork of public health policies and reporting standards (Archer
2001; Moeller 2001). The accurate reporting of drinking water related illnesses and
problems is therefore difficult to assess within Australia (Moeller 2001). The health and
regulatory issues associated with drinking water quality management, provision and control
may be greater than what is documented in published literature and government reports.
Regardless of the recorded impact, issues associated with poor drinking water quality and
management practices have undeniable implications for the social health and wellbeing of
Australians. The evident risks associated with managing and providing drinkiqg water have
been an impetus for water reforms in advanced nations in the past decade. Many Canadian
municipal providers responsible for the management and provision of drinking water to
communities have ‘been confronted with the need to radically reform their water a-md water
supply systems due to perceived poor levels of performance’ (Bakker & Cameron 2002, p.
15). Issues such as: ageing infrastructure; declining quality and quantity of water resources;
population growth and demands; limited financial resources for water improvements; and
increasingly stringent water quality standards are key issues impacting on the poor
management and supply of drinking water in many parts of Canada and also the world
(Bakker and Cameron 2002: 15). They have also led to calls for more integrated approaches
to managing safer drinking water (Boyd 2003; Hrudey & Hrudey 2004). Increasingly, water
management policy is used in public health literature to refer to ways in which the safety

and quality of drinking water can be managed more effectively and in which the risks posed
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by drinking water can be managed more éomprehensively (Hrudey & Hrudey 2004). The
governance of drinking water with respect to public health and safety is exemplified in the
work of Bakker and Cameron (2002, p. 53), who examine the role of governance in the
municipal restructuring of water services in Canada and acknowledge that governance
failures are increasingly recognised to be ‘contributing factors in poor and/or declining
standards of management and water quality in many jurisdictions’.

Integrated aﬁproaches to drinking water governance draw attention to what is
effective governance and the processes needed to underpin the management, regulation and
provision of safe drinking water. A key part of an integrated approach is the
acknowledgement that a technically or legally ‘safe’ water supply does not always mean
that it is risk free.* Commentators who advocate an integrated approach to d'rinking water
management argue that the governance of drinking water in all parts of the world need to
take into account 2.1 number of critical factors that can influence the quality and safety (;f
drinking water. In an extensive review of water policy literature (Falkenmark 2004; Global
Water Partnership 2000; Global Development Research Centre 2008; Ontario Ministry of
the Attorney General, Walkerton Inquiry 2002; United Nations Development Program
2002) five key principles of effective or ‘integrated’ water governance can be identified.
These are: the protection of public health and safety; accountability for stewardship and
performance; transparency; participation and equity; and efficiency and cleffectiveness
(Bakker & Cameron 2002,.p. 7).

The importance of an integrated approach to water governance is being translated
into regulatory design .in some nations. In Canada, for example, the Walkerton tragedy

provoked calls for the regulation and management of drinking water to be based on

* The notion of risk and its relevance in this study will be discussed in the next chapter.
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integrated processes. In particular, the Report of the Expert Panel on Safe Drinking Water

Jor First Nations (2006), the Walkerton Commission of Inquiry Reports (2002), as well as

the works of Boyd (2003), Snider (2003) and Hrudey and Hrudey (2004), are

comprehensive examples of the growing literature surrounding the regulatory strategies for

preserving and protecting water quality through the integration of principles of effective

water governance. These works similarly highlight key principles of effective water supply

systems in order to protect public health and ensure safe drinking water. The principles are:

a)

b)

d)

Protection of drinking water sources, such as catchments, from contamination,
including contamination from industries.

Adequate treatment of drinking water via processes, such as chlorination and
filtration, to disinfect source water is also viewed as a fundamental part of
managing and maintaining a clean, safe and reliable drinking water supply.
A safe distribution system as critical part to drinking water management and
delivery. Safe distribution systems include water supply infrastructure, such as
pipes and treatment facilities that are well maintained and adequately reéourced
by staffing and economic investment (Boyd 2003). Competent, well-trained
water management personnel are also essential to the safety of drinking water
distribution systems.

Comprehensive testing of drinking water, which enables water contamination to
be identified, communicated to the public and ideally remedied before people
become ill (Boyd 2003). .
Public Notice and Reporting, to improve public awareness about drinking water
issues. This may include general information about testing regimes and resufts,
operational performance and plans for timely public disclosure in the event that
something should go wrong. -
Adequate Resources, signiﬁcaﬁt and incremental financial resources are
required to manage and provide safe drinking water, including the costs of
operating, maintaining and upgrading water treatment and reticulation systems
(Boyd 2003).

16



g) Adequate policy and legislative frameworks need to be enacted by government
that take an integrated approach to drinking water; that is, transparent and
accountable regulatory frameworks for all aspects of drinking water ‘
management and provision, including staff training, infrastructure upgrades,
adequate moﬁitoring and compliance and the management of source water and
catchments. '

h) Finally, public inVolVEment and awareness of water-related issues in local and
national communities is an important stage in the management and monitoring
of clean, safe and reliable drinking water. Involving the public is increasingly
argued to improve community and individual awareness of drinking water
quality and quantity. Increasing public awareness and participation enables
people to have an element of control o;ler their own environment and the

activities and issues that have the capacity to affect it.

It is time to generate deep sociological understanding regarding who has access to drinking
water resources, how they are managed and provided and under what conditions. Along
with quality issues, securing sufficient and safe water resources for consumptive uses has
become one of the most significant challenges of the twenty-first centﬁry (Hussey 2007).
As a result, there are innumerable political, ideological and practical positions responding

* to declining fresh water availability, quality and management. A key part of understanding
drinking water issues at a local, na‘tional and“‘even global level is to concede that, to a large
extent, the main causes for this state of affairs are neither technical nor ‘natural’, but are of
a social and political nature (Castro 2007, p. 98)‘. It is therefore necessary to generate new
sociological knowledge that ibcates the social, economic and political structures and
processes that are contributing to and undefpinning the management and governance of
drinking water resources in states like Tasmania. However, there is an acknowlédged

\ . . o 1.
‘theoretical vacuum’ surrounding how environmental issues such as drinking water should
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be theorised, studied and generally understood sociologically (Hannigan 1995, 2008).
These issues are further complicated by the fact that current approaches to and
understandings of effective water management and control are contested.

A review of drinking water related literature shows a vast amount of commentary
surrounding the issue. The many political, ideological and practical positions that give
response to drinking water are too extensive and diverse to be covered in this study.
However, it is possible to identify the key cross-disciplinary perspectives on drinking water
management, provision and control in the literature. These are economic, risk and rights
based perspec'tives of drinking water management, which are presented in chapter two.
These perspectives each vary in their social implications, but might assist in understanding
and contextualising the issues and processes underpinning the management, provision and
regulation of drinking water in Tasmania.

In summarising this section, one main and one secondary research problem can be
identified.

First, issues associated with poor drinking water quality appear to be impacting on
the health and welfare of Australians, and yet there is little known sociologically about how
managers and provides of drinking water interpret these issues.

Second, there is a pressing need for greater integrated and comprehensive
approaches to the management, provision and regulation of drinkinlg water in Tasmania.

A lack of sociological research focusing on these issues invites empirical
investigation. As such, the focus of this research is to generate new sociological knowlédge
and understanding of drinking water provision, management and regulation in the state of

Tasmania.
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" 1.2 Research purpose and research questions

This section outlines the purpose of the study and the key research questions. The purpose

of this study is to:

describe the ways in which drinking water is governed (regulated, managed and
provided) in Tasmania;
Lidentify and generate deep understandings of the issues and processes
underpinning and impacting on the governance of safe drinking water in
Tasmania;

interpret how managers and providers of drinking water understand these issues,
and

describe the main barriers to the provision of safe drinking water in Tasmania.

In order to achieve the purposes of the research, four research questions were developed to

drive the methodological design and focus of the study. These were:

How is drinking water managed, provided and regulated in the state of
Tasmania?

What are the key conditions, processes and issues underpinning and impacting
on the management, provision and regulation of a safe and plentiful supply of
drinking water in the state of Tasmania?

How do managers, providers and regulators understand, interpret and respond to .

these issues?

The following section provides‘ an overview of the methodological design and framework

of this study before moving to an overview of the structure of the thesis.
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1.3 Study design

This thesis presents a sociological investigation of drinking water management, provision
and regulation in the Australian state of Tasmania. The starting premise is that fresh
drinking water is a fundamental part of our collective s;)cial existence, and the conditions
underpinning how drinking water is managed as a social issue are not well understood. As
such, this research departs from the common realist understandiflg of water as an |
environmental entity to take instead a social constructionist approach. Realists typically
understand and frame environmental resources, like water, as objects that exist outside
society, that posse§s independent powérs and that can be managed purely by objective
means l(IrWin 2001). Therefore, realists effectively deny the separate existence of the
natural world from the social world and so it is argued that realists miss ‘one of the most
important aspects of environmental debate’ (Irwin 2001, p. 16); namely, the ways in which
- particular environmental issues and practices become prominent and are constructed as
- social issues and problems. The thesis does not serve to offer a critiqué of compaer(;n of
realiét and social constructionist approaches to drinking water governance, but rather
supports Hannigan (2006) and White’s (2008) view that drinki1L1g water is undeniaBly areal
and existing social isisue;, however that is made ‘knowable’ through ‘dynamic social
processes of definition, negotiation and legitimation’ such: as regulatory decision making
and policy (Hannigan 2006: 3 1).
A social constructionist approach to the sociological study of drinking water is used,
in this thesis to draw attention to the key institutions, processes and practices being used to

manage and regulate water resources in Tasmania. Although water as a natural entity can

be understood as an object, drinking water can also be understood as a social construct.
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Berger and Luckmann (1996) define social constructs as ‘any phenomenon invented or
constructed by participants in a particular culture or society, existing because people agree
to behave as if it exists’. In this sense, drinking water is not just a ‘given’ part of the social
w;)'rld, but is actively created, interpreted, constructed and contested within institutional
practices and forms of expertise (Irwin 2001, p. 2). This study is therefore concerned with
the social and institutior;al processes that make drinking water ‘knowable’ and how issues
and knowledge associated‘ with drinking water’in Tasmania are conceptualised, constrained,
contested and channelled ‘thr;)ugh existing structures of economic and political power’
(Hannigan 1995, p. 40).

Using an interpretive and qualitative framework, this study uses semi-structured
in’,cerviews and a review of policy and legislative documents to describe, analyse and

<

interpret how Tasmanian managers, regulators and providers of drinking water understand
and construct issues and processes surrounding water governance. In doing so, this research ‘
aims to reveal the ‘political and discursive struggles’ (Freudenburg & Pastor 1992, p. 398)
underpinning how drinking water is controlled and managed in Tasmania. In analysing the
data, an iterative thematic analyéis was used. A full discussion of the methods of data

collection and analysis is provided in chapter four.

1.3.1 Operationalising drinking water governance

This section theorises the processes of water management, provision and regulation as the
concept of governance. In addressing the research focus and questions it was necessary to
conceptualise the notion of drinking water governance and to clarify its meaning within the

context of the study. The following section defines drinking water governance and provides .
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a discussion of the key approaches and contestations surrounding the concept of water
governance stemming from a review of drinking water related literature.

’fhe concept of water governance is a multidimensional issue that provokes a
number of interpretations and interdisciplinary approaches. Despite contested definitions of
water governance, thére is wide consensus in water management literature that ‘good
governance is necessary for effective water drinking management’ (Bakker & Cameron
2002, p. 53). The common use of the term ‘governance’ in Water—rel'ated\literature seems to
suggest a shared understanding of the meaning of governance (Bakker and Cameron 2002;
Castro 2007), but at closer examination its meaning is a contested and ambiguous term,
because governance is subject to underlying confrontations between rival aild sometimes
incompatible intellectual and political traditions. The contradictions between competing
in;cellectual and political frameworké underscore much of the institutional and political
transformation-happening in the field of water policy and managemeInt (Castro 2007, p.
102).

Different traditions in the governance of drinking water, which largely reveal
tensions between water as a common good and water as an economic resource, are centred
on market principles (Castro 2007). More recently there have been calls for a more holistic
approach to drinking water managerﬂent. Therefore, it is. important for this research to
operationalise the term ‘governance’ in a way that encapsulates the complexity and
multidimensional nature of the notion of water management practices. Hanf and Jansen
(1998, p. 3) define governance as ‘the shaping and sustaining of arrangement of authority
and [;ower within which actors make decisions and frame pblicies that are binding on

individual and elected actors within different territorial bounds’. Drawing on this definition,
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governance incorporates an understanding of the economic, social and political Lot
relationships ‘between ’a society and its government or between an organisation and its
governing entity’ (Bakker & Cameron 2002, p. 37).

A sociological framework demands that water management processes and
governance need to be understood not as a technical, objective or neutral process and
depoliticised, but rather as a highly political and social construction (Castro 2007, p. 101).
This involves recognising drinking water governance as a ‘complex process of democratic
dialogue, negotiation, and citizen participation that includes the discussion about what
objectives must be pursued by society’ (Caétro 2007, p. 103). This study, then, identifies
drinking water governance as a socially constructed process and operationalises it as the
social, economic political and l‘egal structures and processes that contribute to the
management, regulation and provision of drinking water in Tasmania. A sociological
perspective is useful for enabling researc;hers to examine ways in which claims about the
environment and drinking water are constructed and contested by different stakeholders and
groups in order to advance particular social, political and economic agendas. The social
constructionist approach is not solely the domaiﬁ of envirqnmental inquiry (Hannigan
2006). The social sciences, humanities and health science disciplines ha‘w/e a long history of
using social constructionism to make sense of aspects of social life that are overlooked and
taken for 'granted. There is, for example, a common perception that governments
responsible for the provision of essential services such as drinking water are providing safe
drinking water in abundance to the commtlmities that they serve. Social theorists have Welll
documented the way unspoken and taken-for-granted assumptions enable more powerful

institutions to sustain their dominance. By making these hidden dimensions.of drinking -
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-water governance more visible it will be possible to open new opportunities for sociological
enquiry.

Acknowledging drinking water governance as a social and politically constructed
process is useful for understanding issues relating to drinking water governance and
provision in Tasmania. Some commentators argue that sociological approaches are useful
~ for understanding why certain conditions are perceived as problematic (Berger & Luckman
1966; Hannigan 1995, 2008). Understanding how various groups and individuals construct
issues of drinking water quality and safety will allow for some interpretation of how those
who formulate these constructions advance their own agendas. Institutions such as
governments and science have been identified as the major ‘claims makers’ (Hannigan
1995) in the process-of governing and managing environmental resources like drinking
water. Other voices are less audible-in a review of the literature. By using a sociologic‘al
lens to examine how state and local gov‘emment officials understand their responsibilities
for the provision and management of drinking v:/ater in Tasmania, it will be possible to
understand how drinking water as an environmental issue is constructed and contested at
the local level. By linking these accounts to broade; published literature and polic?i

documents this study seeks to make a cross-diséiplinary contribution to understanding”

issues of drinking water governance and regulation.
1.4 Thesis structure’

The previous section introduced the étudy of drinking water and discussed some of the key
global trends about drinking water. It points to the need for greater sociological
understanding of the conditions under which drinking water is controlled, managed and

provided at many levels and has pointed to the state of Tasmania as the focus of this study.
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The remainder of the thesis is pr‘esented iﬁ seven chapters, which are outlined in the next
se;ction. -

Chapter two introduces the key issues and thgoretical perspectives in the study of
drinking water within the wider discipline of environmental sociology. It outlines how
theoretical perspe'ctives of risk and political economy can be used to assist in interpreting

7 issues associated with the management, regulation and provision of drinking water in
Tasmania, and draws attention to the issues of power affecting how gové@ents make
decisions about the regulation of'drinking water and hov‘vthey frame risks.

Chaptef three places the study of drinking water governance in the reéearch context.
The first part of the chapter describes the key policies and issues ;umounding drinking
water at the'Australian or national level, including frameworks relating to the management
of drinking water quality and quantity. The second part of the chapter narrows the focus to
the state of Tasmania. Key policies, documients and legislation underpinning hiow drinkinlg
water is managed, provided and regulated are describedt This provides a political context
from which the findings of the study can be situated and better understood.

Chapter four explores the methodological basis of the research, including the
research content and the qﬁalitative and interpretive framework used. The cha.pter also
describes the primary data sources and the methods used for data collection and an.;alysis. It
concludeé with a discussion of how rigour was achieved in the research.

‘Chapter five presents the findings of the thesis and reveals how managers and
providers of drinking water understand and interpret the governance of drinking water in

Tasmania. The findings reveal that the processes and practices underpinning the regulation

and management of drinking water in Tasmania, such as water sampling, water testing and
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definitions and judgements of safety are highly contested between managers and regulators
of drinking water. The findings suggest that the governance of drinking water is based on
competing claims about safety and public health and that there is considerable anxiety and
ambiguity over the effectiveness of public health drinking regulations. The chapter also
suggests that there are a number of significant barriers affecting the provision of safe
drinking water in Tasmania, particularly in rural and regional parts of Tasmania. These
include ageing and inadequate water supply infrastructure, the impact of industries like
forestry and agric;ﬂture on water quality, limited catchment management and monitoring,
and poor levels of staffing and expertise. The chapter also reveals how drinking water in
Tasmania is being increasingly managed through corporate bodies and increasingly valued
through economic pricing. The findings show that access to drinking water is now based on
an ability to pay, which has led to concerns over the capacity of all citizens in Tasmania to
access a safe drinking and plentiful water supply.

Chapter six discusses and interprets the findings of the study. The chapter argues
how tensions and contestations over drinking regulation and management are centred on the
notion of risk and its definition, assessment, and management. It shows that Tasmanian
government regulators are seen to be engaging in the compartmentalisation of risk and that
current regulatory frameworks in the state ignore critical components of managing risk and
protecting public health, such as catchment and source water security. The discussion
argues that there is an urgent need for a more integrated approach to the regulation and
management of drinking water supplies in Tasmania, including the more stringent
monitoring of industry activities such as forestr3; and agriculture within water catchments.

The chapter also shows that there is a clear social distribution of risk associated with
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+ drinking w:ater provision, and that citizens, particularl§ in rural and less urban parts-of ...
Tasmania, are most likely to experience poor quality drinking water and are being forced to
‘manage this public health risk themselves. The chapter also reveals and discusses how neo-
liberal economic rationalist approaches to managing drinking water can be seen
increasingly in Tasmania. Specifically, the findings show that the processes of
corporatisation and commodification of drinking water is affecting how drinking water is
being valued less as a public good and social right and more as an economic good, and that
some communities and citizens-are unable to afford drinking water tariffs. The findings
suggest that neo-liberal economic reforms are seen by many-local government providers as -
the inevitable solution to*water provision problems because there has been a critical lack of
incremental assistance and funding by the state and Commonwealth govemmeﬁts to |
support the provision of safe drinking water by non-corporatised providers.

Chapter seven presents the summary of the thesis and is the conclusion. It highlights
how the research aims were met and how the research questions were answered. The
chapter proposes different strgtegies and recommendations for managing safe drinking
* water in Tasmania. That is, the need for'more integrated ai)proaéhes to drinking water
management and the introduction of catchment management schemes; the need to consider
issues of social equity and social justice in the provision gf drinking water supplies; and
that there should be better frameworks for dialogue between government officials charged
with responsibility for drinking water policy and those managers and providers at the local
level of provision and management. The chapter concludes by highlighting the broader -
implications of the study’s findings for drinking water policy and points to the key areas . -

and future directions for water-related sociological research.
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1.5 Chapter sunimary -

Equitable access to ééfe aﬁd plentiful drinking water is a critical sécial issue. Until recently
‘turning the tap’ has be;n a nonchalant part of social life for many citizens, particularly
those in advanced nations. In the; past decade, however, a number of critical events
associated ;zvith the provision, management and regulation of unsafe drinking water in
‘advanced’ nations have shown that accessing safe and plentiful drinking water is a global
problem being experienced by those who least expected to be affected by contaminated
water.

The quality an'd qu;'clntity of fresh water resourc‘:es is ultimately dependent on issues
of management and control. Therefore, it is time to generate deep understanding regarding
who has access to drinking water resources, how they are managed and provided and under
what conditions. This can be achieved using sociological inquiry. This study draws on both
a broad range of secondary sources and interviews with managers, providers and regulators
of drinking water in Tasmania to examine the key social processes and structures that are
underpinning the governance of drinking water as a social resource. Tt aims to generate
deep qualitative understandings of the issues that impact on drinking water provision and
access and how those responsible for drinking water interpret these issues.

The next chapter will describe and consider the key issues and theoretical

perspectives regarding drinking water as an environmental issue.

~
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2 Australian drinking water: current issues and policy

I love a sunburnt country,
A land of sweeping plains,
Of rugged mountain ranges,
Of droughts and flooding rains.
Dorothea Mackellar (1904)

2.1 Introdqction
The previous chapter intljoduced this study and provided an overview of the key debates on
drinking water as a social issue. It pointed to the increasing need for more inteérated and
holistic approaches to the governance of drinking water resources at global, national and
local levels. It also highlighted the heightened push for drinking water regimes, practices

| and policies to be more.transparent and better understood by diverse social groups. By
highlighting the way water-related issues are global in scope, it is possible to recognise the
diversity of environmental, political, social and demographic contexts in which drinking
water resources are governed. This chapter narrows the focus by situating this study within
the local research context of both Australia and Tasmania. It discusses, from a broad
national perspective, the key issues and policies surrounding the qualit}c and quantity of
Australian fresh water resources. The discussion will then be narrowed to the context of

this study, the state of Tasmania. An analysis of the major policies and trends relating to

fresh drinking water resources in Tasmania will also be provided.

2.2 Australian drinking water quality issues
This section examines how drinking water quality is governed (managed, regulated and
provided) in Australia. It gives an overview of the key policies, trends and issues impacting

on the quality and quantity of fresh water and drinking water resources. Of key importance 4
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to this study and to address the research aims is an understanding of the political and social
context, through which the governance of drinking water in Australia and Tasmania takes
place, and the principal issues surrounding these processes.

In Australia approximately 96 per cent of all Australian dwellings are connected to
a reticulated water supply (Cooperative Resea}*ch Centre for Water Quality and Treatment
2002). Moeller (2001, p. 126) argues that this high provision of reticulated water raises two
critical social issues in Australia. First, people generally have no choice in their water
provider because water supplies are natural monopolies. The risk associated with
consuming drinking water is therefore not voluntary. Second, large numbers of people are
potentially at risk from drinking supplied water. These two factors impose a ‘moral
binding’ (Moeller 2001, p. 127) on the duty of government regulators and the water
supplier to provide the best socially achievable water quality. Therefore, the ability of
drinking water to be managed effectively and controlled equitably is of key importance to
society.

The importance of a clean, safe and reliable drinking water supply to human health
is well documented (Archer 2001; Blakeney 2000; Clonen 2001; Hrudey & Hrudey 2004,
Laifungbam 2003; McKay & Moeller 2001; Radcliff 2003; White 2002; World Health
Organisation 2007). A core part of suf)plying drinking water is to protect consumers from
disease and illness that may stem from the environment from which water is drawn and in
which it is managed (Archer 2001; Hrudey & Hrudey 2004; Moeller 2001). In recent
decades, water—relaied fatalities' in countries such as Canada, Japan, the USA (Archer 2001;
Blakeney‘2000; Christensen 2002; Hrudey & Hrudey 2004; Snider 2003, 2004) h_ave

dramatically highlighted the critical importance of adequately managing and monitoring
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drinking water supplies. Such eventsf have raised widespread debate over the effectiveness
of governments and authorities in governing dtjinking water supplies and have also
proﬁpted a closer examination of the regimes and responsibilities that underpin the
processes of drinking water governance in many parts of the world (Beder 2001; Blakeney
2000; Ca§tro 2007; Gleick 2002; Hill et al. 2008; Hrudey & Hrudey 2004; Olmstead 2003;
Sheil 2002; Whelan and White 2005).

In Australia there has also been ongoing interdisciplinary delibération and
discussion over the control,.manag:ament and regulation of drinking water in many parts of
the country (Archer 1996; éox et al. 2003; Fullerton 200; Hussey 2007; McKay & Moeller
2001; White 1998). Responsibility for Australia’s drinking water regulation, management
and supply is highly disjointed, because the control, management and provision of drinking
water suppulies‘ are spread across all levels of Commonwealth, state and local government.
In most states and territorieé of ‘Australia, including Tasmania, both local government and

corporatised bulk water authorities are responsible for managing and reticulating drinking

water.

i

The Idisjointed nature of responsibility for drinking water in many parts of Australia
is further complicated by similar issues surroupding regulation. Unlike most developed
nations, Austraiia has no uniform or mandatory approach to protecting and regulating the
quality of drinking4 water (Archer 2001; McKay & Moeller 2001; Radcliff 2003). In Europe
anq the USA, for example, ‘mandatory standards are integral parts of overall drinking water
programs’; most have been in place for decades (Moeller 2001, p. 6). In the USA water

— standards have been implemented under the bar\mer of the US Safe Drinking Water Act (US

SDWA) to specifically address issues such as: ‘deficiencies in surveillance and reporting;

'
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the re-emergence of waterborne disease; new chemic.;als tflat have entered the environment
and poor compliance’ (Moeller 2001, p. 26).

In Australia there is no ‘Safe Drinking Water Act’ or uniform legal deﬁniti())n of
drinking water. Rather, water regulation is a matter for each state and territory (Archer
2001; Moeller 2001). Australian water providers use voluntary guidglines with different
quality requirements as a means to benchmark water quality. Instead of legislation, most
urban.water providers in Australia are regulated by other means; for exampfe, ‘operating
licenses, charters, customer contracts, and memoranda of understanding’ (CRC for Water
Quality 2005, p. 55). Tasmania is one of the few states that have made moves to legislate
water quality standards:

- The only consistent inﬂueﬁce in water management in Australian states and
territories is that the majority of the regulatory frameworks draw on the National ﬁealth
and Medical Research Council’s (NHMRC) Australian Drinking Water Guidelines

(ADWG). The ADWG (2006, p. 3) define safe drinking water as:

.. . water, which, on the current state of knowledge, is safe to drink over a lifetime;
that is, it constitutes no significant risk to health . . . Ideally, drinking water should
be clear, colourless, and well aerated, with no unpalatable taste or odour, and it
should contain no suspended matter, harmful chemical substances, or pathogenic

micro-organisms.

Although such definitions provided by the ADWG represent an authoritative Australian
reference on‘ drinking water q’uality and managément, these guidelines do not constitute
enforceable standards on water providers. Rather they are a basis for negotiating the quality
of drinking water supplies throughout the country and for identifying acceptable water
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quality through community consuitation (National Health and Medical Research Council
2004, p. 1).

The lack of uniform drinking water quality standards across Aust;'alia is
problematic, given that different levels of accountability and definitions of safety exist
between states and territories. This makes a co-ordinated or integrated national approach to
drinking water problematic. Increasing problems with the quality of water supplies in many
parts of Australia are also creating ongoing issues for those responsible for the governance
of drinking water quality in many parts of the country (Archer 2001; Birnbauer 2003; Cox
2003; Hall 1999; White 1998). For example, commentators like McKay and Moeller (2001)
argue that risks associated with drinking water in Australia are of a dimension discernible
to warrant mandatory regulations.

The main risks relate t(; the contamination of source water and of unsafe distribution
systems.” In Table 1, Moeller (2001, p. 122) documents key contaminants in Australian
drinking water and source supplies and their capacity to adversely affect human health and

wéllbeing.

> Source Water is defined in this study as the fresh water supply, for example a catchment from which
drinking water is drawn for treatment and reticulation. The protection of source water is consistently argued to
be one of the most important elements of maintaining drinking water quality and safety (Boyd 2003; Hrudey
& Hrudey 2004).
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Table 1: Key drinking water contaminants in Australia

Category of Definition Key Effect on human  Evidence of contamination
contamination contaminants health in Australia
Microbiological Waterborne Protozoa: Giardia  Short and Long 1998 Contamination of
pathogenic cryptosporidium Term Sydney’s drinking water
bacteria and e.g. Diarrhoea, supply - )
viruses and Bacteria: nausea, intestinal
protozoa Legionella, damage/disease,
Salmonella, renal failure,
Campylobacter gastroenteritis i
Aquatic biota Living Cyanebacteria: Production of World’s worst reported case
organisms blue-green alga neurotoxins: of Cyanobacterial blooms in
headaches, 1991 affected over 1000
skin and eye kilometres of the Murray—
irritation, Darling Basin. Key water
acute supply for the city of
gastroenteritis Adelaide
Inorganic Metals and lead All carcinogens Lead levels found to be over
chemicals other substances nitrate with adverse 10 times above ADWG
' cyanide cumulative affects  standards in Northern Shire
fluoride of NSW
uranium Leadisa
cumulative poison  Accentuated by household
that can severely plumbing and fittings, as
affect the central well as contamination of
nervous system bulk water supplies
Nitrate can cause In 2004, Uranium levels in
symptoms of chest  indigenous drinking water
pain, fatigue supplies of communities
such Jabiru in the Kakadu,
Uranium ingested ~ Northern Territory found to
through drinking be 108 ppb (5 times EPA
water has been standards). Occurred
linked to cancer, following 150,000 litres of |
kidney disease, uranium contaminated water '
organ damage and  spilled from the Ranger
significant damage mine site into nearby potable
to the immune and  water supplies over 3
digestive systems.  kilometres away.
*Organic Chemicals Large number Carcinogenic Estimated that NSW Chief Health Office
of chemicals Trihalomethanes THMs may be report the detection of a
Including (THMs), a increasing total wide variety of pesticides in
agricultural and  disinfection by cancer death in rural water supplies
industrial product resulting Australia from 160
pesticides from reaction of per 100,000 Townships in North East

chlorine with
organic matter

population to 162.

Pesticides such as
atrazine have also
been shown to
cause nausea,
vomiting, as well

Tasmania report elevated
levels of lymphoma and
symptoms of nausea and
headaches following
contamination of water
supply with atrazine from
forestry activity

as increased risk of ‘

cancer.
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It is further argued that a lgck of mandatory standards.and reporting structures in Australia
inhibit understanding and knowledge of the extent of drinking water contaminations and
risks (Archer 2001; McKay & Moeller 2001). In particular, the risks from and issues of the
quality and governance of drinking water supplies in rural parts of Australia are not well
documented (Archer 2001, 1996; Fuilerton 2001; Whelan & Willis 2007).

Rural Australia is particularly prone to water-related problems.® Despite
approximately thirty per cent of Australians living in rural and remote aréas, a clean, safe
and reliable supply of drinking water is not always assured (CSIRO 2006; Fullerton 2001;
McDonald 2005, McKay & Moeller 2001; Whelan & Willis 2007). Evidence of the
problems facing rural Australia was highlighted by a report from the Australian Institute of
Health and Welfare (2001), which found that, although samples from major metropolitan
water suppliers had 98 per cent compliance with Australian guidelines, in non-metropolitan
and rural areas, compliance fell to 85 and 43 per cent respectively (Moeller 2001: 3).
Furthermore, recent surveys of Australian water systems, particularly those in rural and

remote parts of Australia show that:

. . . many are not meeting basic water quality criteria, and many communities are
not receiving regular monitoring or testing as required by government authorised

Australian drinking water guidelines. (McKay & Moeller 2001, p. 1.)

¢ Definitions of rurality are diverse and somewhat problematic (ARIA 2006; Institute for Rural & Regional -
Research 2004; Whelan & Willis 2007; Witham 2003). There is little consensus on the exact meaning of
rurality, for example the Australian Bureau of Statistics (2000) defines rural localities broadly ‘as clusters of
between 200 and 999 people’. The Accessibility Remoteness Index of Australia (ARTA) is a widespread
classification system used to define population areas within Australia. This is used to measure geographical
distances which ‘impose restrictions on the accessibility’ of services, goods, resources (ARIA 2006, p. 1).
ARIA classifies populations of over 25,000 as large rural centres, populations of 10,000-25,000 as small rural
centres, populations of less than 10,000 as other rural areas and populations of less than 3000 are classified as
remote.
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Providing a safe-drinking; water supply to many smaller communities in more rural and
remote areas of Australia is subsequently perceived as a ‘major challenge’ by governments
and organisations charged with responsibility for improving the provision of safe drinking

p

water (CRC for Water Quality and Treatment 2002, p. 2). This problem has been
exacerbated in recent years by tfle declining availability of water resources and the tensions
between demands for fresh water by a variety of stakeholders, including water providers,
agriculture, industry and environmentalists.

‘ The effect of inappropriate or unregulated use of water resources on public health
and water supply has considerable ramifications for the provision and management of safe

drinking water in all parts of Australia. Because many parts of Tasmania are classified as

rural and remote, water management practices in this state are of particular concern.
2.3 Australian water supply issues

Together with the quality and safety of drinking water supPlies, the reliability and quantity
of fresh water resources are an important part of drinking water governance. This section
examines the key policies, trends and issues impacting on the qu.antity of fresh drinl%ing
water resources in Australia and Tasmania.

The ménagement and regulation of drinking water resources reflect how water is
valued socially, politically and economically. In recent decades in Australia the critical
importance of water resources to social and economic de\;elopment has been heightened by
unprecedented drought; and increasing population growth and urban expansion. Such issues
have; led to sub\stantiél policy reforms at national, state and local'levels in how water

quantity is controlled, managed and regulated, particulatly by economic means. An
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t
examination of these policies is important to understanding the current use and

management issues facing water providers in the state of Tasmania.

2.3.1 Background to Australian fresh water resources

Australia is often described as being the driest continent on earth. Australia has only one
per cent of the water carried by the world’s rivers and is in the grips of one of the worst
droughts in the nation’s history (Australian Bufeau of Meteorology 2008; Karf)ly, Risbey &
Reynolds 2003): The availability aﬁd reliability of fresh water is, of course, dépendent on
rainfall. In Australia, however, rainfall is highly variable resulting in extreme conditions
such as droughts and flooding that are accentuated by Pacific Ocean weather cycles like El
- Nifio. Only 12 per cent of Australia’s highly variable rainfall results in run-off into streams
and rivers. The rest is losf through evaporation (Cooperative Research Centre for Water
Quality and Treatment 2002, p. 5). So it is important to understand who are the largest
users of fresh water resources.

The largest use of fresh water in Australia is for agricultural pufposgs. Irrigation
accounts for approximately 70 per cent of total water use in Australia. This has increased
over 65 per cent since 1985 (Australian Bureau of Statistics Water Account 2006) and
heightened water usage is largely due to the growth of irrigation-intense agriculture,
particularly in Ne\;v South Wales and Queensland, where the areas of irrigated land have
doubled (Oz Water 2006; p. 3). Water services are the next biggest users of fresh water,
accouhting for eight per cent of total water use in Australia, followed by industries such as
electricity and gas production, mining and manufacturing. Eight per cent of total Australian

water use is urban supply for household use. However, per capita, Australia has one of the
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largest consumptions of water in the world behind the USA and Canada (Toth 2007). While
two-thirds of all the people on earth use less than 60 litres of water a day, ‘the average
Australian uses more than twice that amount during a single shower’ (National Health and
Medical Research Council; Water Made Clear 2004, p. 26).

The location of households has important consequences for the demand and
availai)ility of water resources in Australia. Most of Australia’s population of 20 million is
concentrated on the southern and eastern seaboards of the country; that is, in Victoria, New
South Wales, Queensland and South Australia. Critically, population growth in these areas
is expected to increase by five million in the next fifty years, raising significant issues
associated with increasing future demand for fresh water resources.

At present, many fresh drinking wat;er resources are already strained (Archer 2001;
Fullerton 2001; McKay & Moeller 2001; White 1998). It is argued that land overuse,
ecological damage and the present (and future) concerted demands of population growth
have already seriously compromised catchment areas supplying water to Australia’s largest
cities (Moeller 2001). This has heightened the need to analyse issues relating to the
management and regulation of fresh water resources in Australia in ensuring environmental
sustainability, enabling equitable access and in juggling competing demands for the
resource.

In the past decade significant reforms in the area of fresh water management and
policy have occurred in response to declining water availability and increasing water needs.

These reforms and relevant key issues will be discussed in the following section.
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2.3.2 Key Australian fresh water reforms and policies

In the Constitution of the Commonwealth of Australia (1899), natural resource policy and
\
management was made the responsibility of the states and territories. Water, as a primary

natural resource, is specifically mentioned in the constitution:

The Commonwealth shall not, by any law or regulation of trade and commerce, abridge the
right of the State or of the residents therein to the reasonable use of the waters or rivers . . .

(s.100)

Although water is assigned a key focus in the founding laws of Australian history, the
constitutional vestment of water policy and management in the states and territories has
been argued to ‘in effect limit the role of the Commonwealth’ in relation to issues like
water (Cooperative Research Centre for Water Quality and Treatment 2002, p. 1). In recent
years, however, the Australian Government has increasingly made moves to drive national
water policy and reform through agreements with state and territory governments. Two
main initiaﬁves can be identified: the Council of Australian Governments Water Reform
Framework and National Competitiqn Policy. Each of these has had a considerable effect
on the control, management and regulation of fresh water resources at national, state and

local levels.

2.3.2.1 The Council of Australian Government National Water Reform Framework

During 1994, in response to concern about the state of many of Australia's river systems,
the Council of Australian Governments (COAG) developed a national policy for the

efficient and sustainable reform of Australia’s rural and urban water industries.
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COAG’s primary stakeholders are the Prime Minister of Australia, Premiers and
Chief Ministers of the states and territ‘ories of Australia, and the national president of the
Local Government Association of Australia. These stakeholders acknowledged that the
management and regulation of Australia’s fresh water resources were in critical need of
reform and agreed to implement a ‘strategic framework to achieve an efficient and
sustainable water industry’. This reform is known as the COAG Water Reform Framework
(1994), which sought to establish integrated and consistent approaches to water resource
management throughout Australia, largely via institutional reforms that encouraged the
economic and commercial incentives into the management of water resources. As a
strategic framework, the COAG agreement set out a map of the economic, social and
environmental objectives to initiate water ref/orm that is to be undertaken by state and
territory governments (MacDonald 2004, p. 8). The critical areas of the 1994 Natiohal\

Water Reform Package are:

All water pricing is to be based on the principles of full cost recovery; new
investments in irrigation schemes or extensions to existing schemes are to.be
undertaken only after appraisal indicates it is economically and ecologically
sustainable; States and Territory governments, through relevant agencies, are to

implement comprehensive systems of water allocations or entitlements;

Trading, including cross border sales, of water allocations and entitlements within the social
or physical or ecological constraints of catchments; an integrated management approach to
water resource management; the separation, as far as possible, of resource management and
regulatory roles of government from water service provision; greater responsibility at the
local level for the management of water resources; and greater public education about water
use and consultation in the implementation of water reforms. (Department of Agriculture

Forestry and Fisheries 2007)

40 \



.The implementation and process of COAG national water reforms have proven to be
challenging. For example, the unique institutional and natural characteristics of each state
and territory have made it difficult to make uniform changes at a national level (Archer
2001; MacDonald 2004; Moeller 2001). However, the adoption of National Competition
Policy by all governments has been critical in helping to establish the aims of the COAG

Water Reforms.

2.3.2.2 National Competition Policy

In 1992 the Council of Australian Governments initiated the Hilmer Inquiry to investigate
‘a consistent national economic regulatory framework’ that recognised the importance‘of
nationwide business sector competition as a spur to enhanced productivity and increased
living standards’ (Kain 1994; p. 1). The Hilmer Inquiry stemmed from the push to improve
the productivity of Australia’s national economy, largely by promoting greater efficiency
and competition among businesses, particularly Government Business Enterprises (GBEs)
and natural monopolies, such as water, electricity, public transport and health provision.
Such microeconomic reforms were based on the general presumption that such spurs to
economic efficiency ‘can contribute to economic growth and the sustenance of the nation’s
level of material well-being’ (Kain 1995, p. 1).

Findings of the Hilmer Inquiry were released in 1993. The report strongly
-advocated the formation of National Competition Policy in A;Jstralia. The report’s main
recommendations included the universal application of the Australian Government’s Trade
Practices Act 1974 to private and public businesses; the structural reform of public
monopolies; and establishment of state-based pricing of public sector monopolies

(Tasmanian Department of Treasury and Finance 2007). In February 1994 the Council of
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Australian Governments endorsed the principles of the report to coincide with COAG’s
framework for national water reform. |

In the following year Nati01;a1 Competition Policy was adopted by all governments
in Australia. According to advocates of this form of fiscal reform (National Competition
Policy Progress Report 2005; Tasmanian Department of Treasury and Finance 2007) the
generic benefits to society of National Competition Policy are the following propositions:
‘beneﬁts to consumers through lower prices, more product choice and better service;
benefits to businesses through cheaper inputs; better service from input suppliers; greater
choice of suppliers and access to improved technology; benefits to governments through
increased revenue from expanding the economy; lower expenditure and improvements in
government services; and benefits to the economy as a whole through lower inflation,
increased growth, improved international competitiveness, greater investment, a greater
choice of jobs and standards of living (National Competition Policy 2002; Kain 1995).

In respect of the provision of drin.king water, National Competition Policy can be
seen to be strongly aligned with the COAG National Water Reform Agenda, supporting
significant changes in the management and regulation of Australia’s fresh water resources.
The National Competition Policy aims to make the water industry more competitive and
commercial and consequently to ‘align the industry to the highest market value’ (Moeller
2001, p. 23).

National Competition Policy encourages and subjects drinking water authorities to
open competition, which is argued to promote economic efficiency. This is often achieved
through the full cost recovery pricing of water and the corporatisation of drinking water

authorities (National Competition Council 1_999). Advocates of fiscal federalism and
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.competition promotion further argue that National Competition Policy water.reforms are-
aimed at ‘promoting good water management practices that make good business sense’ and
;re based on the premise that Australia’s water resources (rivers, aquifers, catchments) do
not stop at state and territory boundaries, But rather development and activity in one state
can have impacts in other states (National Competition Council 2006, p. 1; Oz Water 2006,
p- 2). in implementing COAG and National Competition Policy water reforms, including
the introduction of two-part bulk water pricing, state and 'territory governments have
received over $1.5 billion in competition policy payments (National Competition Policy
Progress Report 2005). <

The introduction and ir;lplementation of National Competition Policy and the
COAG National Water Reform Framework have permanently changed the nature of how
fresh drinking water resources are distributed and consumed by the bulk of the Australian
population. The corporatisation of water supply organisations and bodies has been a key
process in the economic reform of national water\resources. ) |

Corporatisation can be broadly defined as ‘the placing of selected publicly-owned

| enterpriseS'iﬁto a position analogous to that of the private sector while retaining 6wﬁershi};>’
(Tasmanian Depértment‘of Treasury and Finance 2007, p. 34). In 1998 the New Soqth
Wales GO\‘/emment of Nick Greiner was th'g first to corpofatisé drinking water in Australia.
Corporatisation has since been entrenched in national pélicies, éuch as the 1995 Council of
Australian Government Water Reforms and National Competition Policy. Most
government authorities providing urban water services in Australia have been subject to

these structural economic reforms. For example, all major water authorities across

|
Australia, including Tasmania’s three major suppliers, have been corporatised or are
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operating in accordance with commércial princii;les in an effort to increase competition,
maintain financial accountability and introduce pricing initiatives such as full cost recovery
(Independent Commiﬁee of Inquiry into Competition Policy in Australia 1993; Moeller |
2001). The inquiry into the Impact of Competition Policy Reforms in Rural and Regional
Australia (1999) hailed the moves as a means to enhance the efficiency of government
business enterprises ‘for the benefit of social welfare and other social goals such as the
empowerment of consumers’ (Moeller 2001, p. 22). Yet the processes of fiscal water
reform in Australia have not come without significant social criticism (Beder 1997; Sheil
2000). For example, an emphasis on economic efﬁciency and the pursuit of economic
interests has been described as inherently at odds with the public interest and interferes with
the human right to drinking water in many pérts of the globe (Barlow & Clarke 2003; Beder
1997; Beltran 2002; Daly and Cobb 1989; Hall 1999; Laifungbam 2003'; Mflrsden 2003;
Olmstead 2003; Pauw 2003; Ravindran 2003; Snic_l‘er 2,004; Sheil 2000; Whelan & White
2005).

Regional and rural states like Tasmania have been implementing COAG National
Water Reforms and National Competition Policy obligations over the past eight years. The
following section provides an overview of the key water supply arrangements in Tasmania

and the impact of national reforms on the provision and governance of drinking water at

state and local levels.

2.4 Drinking water quality governance in Tasmania

Tasmania is an island state with diverse geographical, demographic and environmental

characteristics. At present over one third of Tasmania’s total population (n=482,500) live in

44



‘other rural’ and ‘remote areas’ according to ARIA classification.” These rural and remote
areas are some distance from Tasmania’s two main population centres (Hobart, the capital
city and Launceston, the next largest population centre, classified as a regional centre).
Responsibilities for the governance of drinking water quality in Tasmania rest with various
state and local organisations.

In respect of drinking water supply and services, water is provided from two main
types of providers. Three large bulk water authorities (Hobart Water Authority, Esk Water
and Cradle Coast) supply drinking water to metropolitan and regional population clusters in
the South, North and North West of the state. In the remaining areas of Tasmania, local
municipal councils have responsibility for the collection, treatment and reticulation of
drinking water. Many of the areas are in rural and remote areas of the state. Of the total 89
drinking water supply systems in Tasmania, 59 are in remote and other rural areas of the

state and are managed solely by local municipal councils.

N
2.4.1 The Public Health Act 1997

The quality and safety of drinking water in Tasmania is governed by public health
re;gulations. The key provisions for the protection of public health are detailed in the Public
Health Act 1997 (PHA 1997). The Public Health Act was passed as legislation in January
1998 and designed ‘to protect and promote the health of communities in the State and
reduce the incidence of preventable illnesses’ (PHA 1997, p. 2). The Public Health Act
1997 makes provisions for the protection of many aspects of public health, including food
and hygiene practices, immunisation and tobacco labelling. Section 128 prescribes

partic;ular guidelines for drinking water quality in Tasmania. The key aim of the Public

7 See footnotes on page 30 for details of the ARIA classification system.
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Health Act 1997 Drinking Water Guidelines is to ‘protect public health and establish best
practice frameworks for drinking water quality improvement’ (Department of Health and

Human Services 2005, p. 4). Under the Public Health Act (1997):

P

All water suppliers of public reticulated drinking water supply systems must meet
the requirements of The Public Health Act 1997 Drinking Water Quality Guidelines

to ensure the water is safe to use, or that consumers are advised if it is not regarded

-

as potable.

The ‘best practice frameworks’ referred to in.the PHA 1997 araw on guideline values
provided in the Australian Drinking Water Guidelines (ADWG). Tasmania is the only state
in Australia to have made parts of the ADWG legally enforceable standards. According to
the Australian Productivity Commission’s Arrangements for Drinking Water Standards

(2000, p.1) legally enforceable standards are defined as:

... quantifiable characteristics of the environment against which environmental
quality can be assessed. These generally have the force of the law and must be

complied with or else penalties are applied.

Under the Public Health Act 1997, the Tasmanian Department of Health and Human
Services and the Director of Public Health oversee the responsibilities and performances of
drinking water suppliers (bulk water authorities and local councils). The Director of Public
Health is specifically charged with ensuring that water suppliers in Tasmania are managing
drinking water in a manner that does not pose a threat to public health-and so are complying

with the requirements of the drinking water guidelines.
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Water suppliers in Tasmania are legally required under the PHA Drinking Water
Guidelines (s.128, rr. 7.1-11.3) to sample and test drinking water at an accredited
laboratory for E.coli (Escherichia coli); to report annually to the Director on the number of
water supplies under each council’s control; report on tests and analyses performed; and
report on water sampling frequency and compliance of water samples with established
water quality guidelines. In addition, bulk watér authorities are required to develop and
implement a Drinking Water Quality Management Plan which should provide a diagram of
the water supply systems, barriers to contamination, assessment of the water supply, details
o% proposed improvements and accident protocols; and to develop, review and implement
water management plans for catchments, including consultation with the community.

The PHA Drinking Water Guidelines also require water suppliers to notify the
Director of Public Health if drinking water is to become a threat to public health (PHA
1997:s. 128, rr 9.1-10.4). Notification of a threat to public health requires immediate
contact with the Director of Public Health explaining the circumstances and consequent
actions being undertaken to combat the threat to public health; and written confirmation by
letter, email or facsimile within 24 hours of fhe initial phone call, formally advising the
Director of the circumstances and action being undertaken.

" There are potential penalties should these standards be violated. Failure to comply
with an order from the Director of Public Health may result in significant fines for water
suppliers in Tasmania, where, however, these potential fines cannot exceed $100,000 (PHA
1997: s. 129, r. 2.0). Monetary penalties are the only form of regulatory action existing for
non-compliance V\;ith regulatory standards in Tasmania. It is yet to .be documented whether

these regulations exist as a deterrent to non-compliant water management practices.
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However, since the Public Health Act 1997 was legislated, there have been no monetary
penalties issued to \;vater providérs in Tasmania that have been reported by the Director of
Public Health (based on the Annual Report into the Quality of Drinking Water in
Tasmania 1998-2005).

In the event that the Director of Public Health, or drinking water supplier in
consultation with the Director, has ‘determined that there has been, or there is likely to be a
threat to public health’ (P}.L'} 1997:s. 128, r. 10.1) a ‘boil water alert’ should be issued by a
drinking water supplier. This involves notification to water consumers that they should boil
their dririking water before consumption in order to eliminate waterborne pathogens.

Microbiologically unsafe drinking water violates Tasmanian public health policy.
However, the issue of non-compliance with the Public Health Act 1997 is far frorr}
straightférward. In summarising and clarifying this section on water quality governance in
Tasmania, Figure 1 illustrates how drinking water is governed in the state of Tasmania. It
indicates the key processes and relatiohships that underpin governance, such as regulatory
and legislative bodies and documents, authorities and organisations responsible for drinking
water provision and the ways that they interrelate. The following section provides an
overview of the key issues ‘surrounding the availability and ﬁanagement of drinking water
in Australia and concludes with a specific discussion of the governance of drinking water

quantity in Tasmania.
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Figure 1: Governance of drinking water quality in Tasmania
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The introduction of the COAG National Water Reforms and Na:cional Competition Policy
has had significant implications for all levels of government involved in t};e provision of
drinking water. As discussed in more detail in the following sections, all three bulk
drinking water authorities in Tasmania have now been corporatised under the COAG and
National Competition Policy reforms. The key water authorities in Tasmania and their

operating arrangements, including ownership by local governments, are shown in Table 2.
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Table 2: Bulk water authority arrangements in Tasmania

Water Service area Water service Established/Authority details
authority arrangement
Cradle North West Collects, treats and Established in 1999 and operates as a
Coast Tasmania distributes bulk jointly owned authority of Circular Head
Water drinking water to Council, Waratah/ Wynyard Council,
Authority council in North West  Central Coast Council, Devonport Council,
Tasmania Latrobe Council and Kentish Council
Esk Water  Northern Collects, conserves, Formed in 1997 and operates as a jointly
Authority Tasmania treats and sells bulk owned authority of the Launceston City,
water to local councils  Georgetown and West Tamar Councils
(Launceston o4 industries in the
Tamar Launceston/ Tamar
Valley) Valley Region
Hobart Southern Collects, conserves, Formed in 1997, is a joint authority of 8 .
Water Tasmania, treats and sells bulk councils including Hobart City Council,
Authority including water to local Glenorchy City Council, Clarence City
Hobart government councils Council, Kingborough Council, Brighton

Council, Derwent Valley Council, Sorell
Council and Southern Midlands Council

In addition to Tasmania’s three bulk water authorities, there are 29 local governments in

Tasmania, each having responsibilities for water reticulation and also water quality within
their respective municipalities. The majority (n=20) of these councils buy drinking water
from bulk water authorities; the water is then distributed to consumers in their individual
municipalities. Under the joint authority model of corporatisation, each of the water
authorities in Tasmania is owned by a number of councils. Under this arrangement,
councils have less direct involvement in the management of business activity argued to

assist in ‘increasing the efficiency and effectiveness of local government services’
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(Tasmanian Department of Treasure and Finance 2007, p. 1). Each water authority in
Tasmania operates as a separate business, managed by a commercially focused board of
representatives, which directs and oversees the perférmar_lce of the business and is
accountable (Tasmanian Department of Treasury and Finance 2007). Under this model, the
councils as owners are paid dividends for tﬁeir investment in the joint authority.

All water providers in Tasmania, including local government suppliers and water
authorities, have been required to report on and implement reforms in the pricing of urban
water, which includes the adoption of water pricing regimes that achieve full cost recovery.
This has involved the introduction of two-part pricing and water meters in most, but not all,
parts of the state. The most recent (2004) investigation into bulk water pficing and full cost
recovery in Tasmania recommended substantial increases in the price of water
(Government Prices Oversight Commission 2\004). As part of national COAG reforms, the
Government Prices Oversight Commission found that neither the state’s bulk water
authorities nor some local government councils were charging enough for water to get a
commercial rate .of return. To achieve full cost recovery and thus fulfil the natjonal water
reform obligations, revenue would need to be increased substantially. For example, the Esk
Water Authority reportedly needed to increase revenue by 25 per cent, Hobart Water
Authority by 15 per cent and Cradle Coast Water Authority by 11 per cent (Tasmanian
Department of Treasury and Finance 2007).

Future plans for tﬁe further corporatisation of drinking water supplies in Tasmania
are currently being investigated by the Tasmanian Department of Treasury and Finance

(2007) under the banner of economic reform.
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2.5 Chapter summary

\

This chapter has situated the study of drinking water in Tasmania within a national and
local research context. It has provided an overview of the key water quality and quantity
issues from a broad national Aus.tralian perspective before focusing the discussion on the

N )
Tasmanian context of drinking water governance and the processes of regulation,
management and provision. The next chapter introduces the concept of risk and plélces this
study of drinking water governance in risk theory and environmental sociology. It discusses
the key ‘expert’ institutions charged with responsibility for the management of
environmental conditio'né like drinking water and points to some of the key processes and
tensions underpinning environmental governance. The chapter concludes with a discussion

of political economy approaches to drinking water and examines the global trends of neo-

liberalism and capitalism surrounding drinking water governance.
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3 Drinking water: theoretical issues and approaches

It is vital to all our futures that we lose no opportunity to acquire the approprlate knowledge

about ourselves and our relationship to the planet.
Howard Newby (1 991 )

3.1 Introduction

This chapter introduces the key issues and theoretical perspectives in the study of drinking
watelr and locates the research' within the wider sociological ‘sub discipline’ of
environmental sociology. The chapter argues that there is no solid consensus on which to
base a theoretical and conceptual approach to the study of environmental issues such as
drinking water (Cable & Cable 1995; Irwin 2001) an(i so it is necessary to draw from a
diversity of sociological perspectives pertaining to the environment. This chapter outlines
how theoretical perspectives of risk and political economy can be used to help interpret
issues and processes underpinning the management, regulation and provision of drinking
water in Tasmania. It draws attention to the issues of power supporting how governments
make decisions about the regulation of drinking water, how they frame environmental risks

and how they control, value and rationalise drinking water resources.
3.2 Drinking water and environmental sociology

In his controversial lecture in 1991 to the British Sc;ciological Association, sociologist,
Howard Newby, asked why sociology has remained ‘so qileﬁt’ about environmental
questions in past decades, despite their centrality to sociology (Newby 1991, p. 8). Since
then there has been an ever-growing diversity of environmental issues and concerns

‘demanding and inviting social interpretation’ (Irwin 2001, p. 13) like climate change, acid
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rain, nuclear energy, intensive deforestation and the dﬁmping of hazardous waste. Despite
this, a continuing issue for environmental sociologists has been ‘defining what constitutes
the main objects of study’ '(Hannigan 1995, p. 13). For example, the areas of environmental
attitudes, values and behaviours, human ecology, the environmental movement, risk and
risk assessment and the political economy of the environment have all been described as
key areas of environmental sociological scholarship in the past three decades (Beck 1992;
Benton and Redclift 1994; Brown 1992; Buttel 1987; Buttel & Taylor 1994; Dunlap and
Michelson 2002; Elliot 1998; Hannigan 2006; Hogenboom et al. 2000; Irwin 1995; |
OE’ Connor 1994; Pepper 1993). Intersecting and competing social and cultural definitions
and interests (Welsh 1992) about the environment as a source of sociological inquiry have
also complicated the theoretical basié of environmentai sociology.

These issues have led some environmental sociologists to argue that a ‘theoretical
vacuum’ (Cable & Cable 1995, p. viii) surrounds how environmental issues like drinking
water should be theorised, approached and studied. In reconciling these issues, this study \
draws on two key theoretical approaches to assist in understanding drinking water
governance as a major sociological and environmental issue. These are sociological
theories of environmental risk and political economy approaches. The use of‘ these;
perspectives is not intended to generate a hybrid or n;w theoretical basis for studying
.drinking water, but rather to assist in understanding the main social issues, processes and

conditions about the governance of drinking water as an environmental resource and how

\
drinking water issues are constructed, contested and created.
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3.2.1 Constructing drinking water as an environmental issue

The quality and quantity of fresh water is an environmental issue that has significant
implications for human health and existence. Nevertheless, the relationship between
environmental resources and sociology has been described as impossibly broad and all

encompassing (Blowers 1997; Irwin 2001; Garner 1996). As Heberlein (1981) asserts:

The environment is an object which is constantly present and has multiple sub-
objects, which do not, as individual objects, represent totality . . . The environment
is an experiential object, but no-one experiences “the environment” as a whole, but
rather as separate distinct aspects. (As citéd in Dunlai) & Emmet Jones 2002, p.
483).

Water can be conceptualised as a ‘sub object’ of the environment? demanding significant
sociological attention to its governance and treatment by society. Altﬁough conceptualising
water as an en‘vironmental issue is complex, it is core to understanding the symbiotic
relationship’ between people and the environment. The inherent complexity of this
environmental-human nexus (White 2005, 2007) is exemplified by the tensions between

realist and social constfuctionist approaches used for the study of environmental issues, like
drinking water governance. These approaches used to study the environment and their
applicability to the study of drinking water will now be discussed. | (

Realists propouﬁd the objectivity of the envir(?nment. They stress that the ‘real’ )

character of environmental problems and concerns ex\ist independer\lfdy of social causation
Qa;md human interprgtatioh (Irwin 2001, p. 162). For example, this approach is reflected in

Ulrich Beck’s seminal work, The risk society: towards a new modernity (1992). This notion

of a ‘risk society; is characterised by the central distribution and organisation of risks, the
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negative and hazardous consequences of modern development on the environment. Beck
adopts a realist position in this work to argue that ‘enlvironmental threats and their material
outcomes exist independently of social perception and cultural interpretation’ (Higgins &
Natalier 2005, p. 81). Critics argue in doing so, Beck ignores the highly subjective nature of
environmental risk and the multiplicity of ways in which the environment, whether built or
natural, is ‘perceived, defined, interpreted and acted upon’ (Dunlap, Michelson & Stalker
2002). However, Beck’s (1992) work offers important insights into the phenomena of risk
in modern society that éannot be ignored in this thesis.

Social constructionists argue that the environment ‘is not simply out there’, sitting apart
from everyday reality (Irwin 2001, p. xi). Instead, the c;:nvironment is ‘brought into the heart
of society and its cultural, moral and economic systems’, not a sphere ‘separate from

human ambitions, actions and needs’ (Dryzek 1997, p. 129). Polt also argues:

Real things are independent of us, but what it means to be real dependson us . . . in
order to understand what it means to be real, we have to look at how things present

themselves as real in the context of human life. (As cited in Irwin 2001, p. 162.)

On the basis of these social constructionist arguments, realist approaches have been
criticised for denying how the environment and spheres of social society and interpretation
exist simultaneously.
Defining and understanding water as an environmental issue is an area of social
* construction. Ofienting the study to this perspective is useful, because social
constructionists view environmental problems and conditions as socially defined and
contested. In this context, drinking water is not simply an objective phenomenon waiting to

be discovered, but is an environmental issue that poses significant threats and problems to
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. individuals and social life. Hannigan (1995, 2006) argues that that such environmental
threats and problems do not materialise by themselves. Rather; key ‘claim making’
institutions in society, such as government, science and the media, instead define, j‘udge and
negotiate the nature of environmental issues and present them to the lay public accordingly.
By constructing water in differc_ant ways, for example as a public health issue, commodity or
environmental resource, different groups and institutions can pfesent water in a way that
suits their agendas and interests. Environmental groups are more likely to cc;nstruct unsafe
drinking water as an environmental problem, compared with scientistsl or government
officials, who may contest definitions of safety. Although it will never be possible to
construct water ir‘1 a way that is neutral or apolitical, it is imbortant that the ideologies
associated with these constructions are transparent and visible in the domain of
environmental governance.

In recent years there has been some reconciliation of realist and social
constructionist approaches to the environment (Hanni;gan 2006). Specifically, \ss)cial
constructionists have come to acknowledge the environmental risks ar;é real and objective
harms undeniably stem from thf: environment (White 2008). However, what is seen to be
most important and a View that isisupported in this study is to look at the underlying social,
political and economic processes (Hannigan 2006) by which environmental conditions are
negotiated, defined and contested through institutions such as governments and science. As

Dryzek (2005, p. 12) notes:
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Just because something is social interpreted does not mean it is unreal. Pollution
does cause illness, species do become extinct, ecosystems cannot absorb stress
indefinitely, tropical forests are disappearing. But people can make very different
things of these phenomena and- especially- their interconnection, providing grist for
political dispute.
Social constructionists are concerned with the ways risk is constructed and used to goverfl
environmental resources such as drinking water. Douglas and Wildavsky (1982, p. 46), for
instance, argues that ‘risk’ is ‘not a thing’, but ‘it is a way of thinking’. The types of
authority and social conditions that give rise to the use and judgement of risk to manage

drinking water are a primary focus of this social constructionist study of water governance.

Theories of risk will be discussed in detail in the next section.
3.3 Environmental governance and risk

Unsafe drinking water is an environmental condition capable of widespread human illness
and mortality. If the quality and quantity of drinking water resources are not adequately
managed the threat to public health is undeniably heightened. The notion of risk is of vital
importance to the stﬁdy of drinking water governance, because ‘human deficiencies in the
management of drinking water and risk’ have a central place in debates regarding
environmental threats and hazards (Castro 2007, p. 107). |

According to a growing number of commentators ‘the defining markers of modern
society’ (Maythen 2004, p. 1) are a;sodiated with the phenomenon of risk and its
governance. Sociological perspectives on risk (Beck 1992; Douglas & Wildavsky 1982;
Elliot 2002; Gabe 1995; Lupton 2002) have subsequently established the notion of risk in a

. plethora of political and structural elements of social life; some assert that risk is ‘casting
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its spectre over a wide range of practices and experiences’ (Maythen- 2004, p. 1). .
Contemporary discussion of health and the environment incorporate the notion of risk as a
magnitude of dangers and hazards that can threaten individuals, communities and society
collectively (Petersen & Lupton 1995).

The environment has become a growing source of both risk commentary and public
health risk. As Mehta (1995, p. 1) argues, the ‘most insidious risks facing both the
individual and the collective is the danger from the steady decline in the quality of the
natural environment’. For éxample, water and air pollution, climate change, disposal of
nuclear and toxic waste, and acid rain are all environmental conditions involving objective
and subjective notions of risks to human health and wellbeing. Contemporary sociological
theories of risk are therefore useful in theorising areas of environmental and health
management, such as drinking water governance.

Like most theoretical constructs, the way risk is perceived and interpreted depends
on the discipline and ideological standpoint from which the notion of risk is used.
Consequently, it is important to recognise that the exact meaning and effect of risk are
‘keenly contested’ (Maythen 2004, p. 2) by environmental stakeholders, including

- politicians, sociologists, the media, scientists and the general }.)ublic. For these reasons it is
important that this study should acknowledge the different ways that risks are constructed,
interpreied and experienced through everyday interactions and institutional processes
(Maythen 2004). What is important is to understand how risk is used by governments to
regulate, control and construct drinking water as a social issue.

The following section extends the discussion of drinking water and risk to discuss

key debates about the social construction of risk. It includes a discussion of the key
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institutions charged with responsibility for environmental governance, focusing on the use
of risk as a tool for institutional judgement and justification in the management and

regulation of drinking water.

3.3.1 Drinking water governance in a ‘risk society’

Drinking water can be considered an environmental risk that threatens public health if it is
not adequately managed. Prompted by Ulrich Beck’s works, Risk society: towards a new
modernity (1992) and Ecological politics in an age of risk (1995a), risk society theory
centralises the notioﬁ of the environmental risk by placing environmental degradation at the
heart of modern society (Goldblatt 1996, p. 155). Beck defines risk as a ‘systematic way of
dealing with hazards and insecurities introduced by modernisation itself’ '(1992, p.‘ 20). Asa
theory of modernisation, Beck (1992) believes ;that we are no longer (;oncemed with
building an industrial society, but we ‘are moving into a post-industrial “risk distributing”
society’, concerned chiefly with controlling environmental risks created by modern
technology’ (Mehta 1995, p. 1). According to Beck (1992, p. 19) in this advanced |
modernity, ‘the social production of wealth is systematically accompanied by the social
produ;:tion of risks’. As Lash, Szerszynski Wynne (1992, p. 2) explain, the central premise

of Beck’s work is that risk has become the organising global principle of late modernity.

4

-

For Beck, the consequences of scientific and industrial development are a set of '
risks and hazards, the likes of which we have never previously faced. These dangers
can, for example, no longer be limited — as future generations are affected — their
spatial consequences are not amenable to limitation — as they cross national

boundaries.
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)
‘Risk societies’ have ‘uncertain collective and individual consequences’ (Heyman 1998,

p- 18) and are characterised by ambiguity and anxiety, whereby the potential for risk always
remains present, but what, how and to whom these risks might exist or affect is unclear.
Beck argues that modern societies are in a ‘constant state of concefn; anxiety and even
dread’ (Petersen & Lupton ‘1996, p- 95) because of the risks in their environment.
Within the risk society a)nyone can be exposed to environmental risk due to its egalitarian
nature. To quote Beck: ‘poverty is hierarchic, smog is democratic’ (1992, p. 36) and
‘nitrates in the groundwater do nc‘)t stop at the director general’s tap’ (1992, p. 22). The
dangers affixed to modern risks are ‘not subject to temporal restrictions and defy
\

geographical enplosurg’ (Van Loon 20004, as cited in Maythen 2004, p. 19). Rather, these
risks are unprecedented by having the potenffal to ‘induce systematic and irreversible harm’
(Becic 1992, p. 22) and by having the ability to.be global in reach with the means of
extending beyond the means ‘of those that produced them. Many risks in modern society are
also ‘out of sight’ in that we often cannot touch, see, smell of taste them. As Beck ( 199.’}_, p.
2) argues, ‘they are “piggy back products”, wilich are inhaled)or ingested with other thinés, ~
they are stowaways ;)f normal consumption’, they travel on the wind and in the water’. For
instance, the herbicidé atrazine, used by large-scale forestry operations in Tasmania, is
largely imperceptible to the human senses and is described as a ‘slow poison in that its
health effects are not immediately apparent but rather cumulative in nature’ (Cameron
1996, p. 9).

In the risk society, the unpredictable and undetectable nature of er;vironmental risks

means that the identification of risk is beyond the ability of most lay individuals. In the

‘disempowerment of the senses’ we are ‘more vulnerable to the very institutions that have
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created the conditions of environmental collapse’ (Irwin 2001, p. 63) and become
increasingly reliant on such ‘experts’ and the institutionalised knowledge they bear, not
only to inform us of risks, but also to render risks calculable and determine levels of

‘safety’. As Beck argues:

That which impairs health or destroys nature is not recognisable to one’s feeling or
eye, and even where it is seemingly in plain view, qualified expert judgement is still
required to determine it ‘objectively’ . . . hazards in any case still require the
‘sensory organs’ of science . . . in order to become visible or interpretable as

hazards at all . . . (1992, p. 72.)

Much of the ‘risk society’ is consequently centred upon the ‘rapid expansions of scientific,
technological and medical knowledge’ that have ‘created an assemblage of expert systems
of risk calculation, assessment and management” (Maythen 2004, p. 2). Thus the
interpretation, identification and definition of risks have ‘become the preserve of those who
have access to technology and expert knowledge’, such as scientists and members of the
medical profession (Petersen & Lupton 1996, p. 99). As Irwin (2001, p. 65) sees it, in the
risk society if we have no ‘common sensical way of knowing what risks we run: hazards
assessment becomes a combination of scientific rationality and institutional deliberation’.
In the domain of drinking water governance, there is a reliance on formal scientific
methods and values to identify and determine ‘acceptable levels’ of contaminants and to
define what is safe drinking water. Beck (1995a) questions these ‘relations of definition’
and the ways in which our ‘sense of external threat’ (Irwin 2001, p. 58) are linked to the
acceptance (;f science in providing rational, legitimate and standardised statements on risk

that do little to reflect the health outcomes of issues such as contaminants in drinking water:
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The subject of this decree then, is not the prevention of, but rather permissible
extent of poisoning. That it is permissible is no longer an issue on the basis of this
decree . . . the really rather obvious, demand for non poisoning is rejected as
utopian. At the same time, the bit of poisoning set down becomes normality. It
disappears behind the acceptable values. Acceptable levels make possible a
permanent ration of collective standardised poisoning . . . statistical estimates of
‘acceptable’ levels of pollution are meaningless, ‘at least as long as “safety” and
“danger” has anything to do with the people who breathe or swallow the stuff’.
(Beck 1992, p. 65.)

Making expert knowledge privileged in the risk society is therefore often at the expense of
other less ‘legitimate’ knowledge like that of the lay public. The risk society is
distinguished by an ongoing conflict of meaning between experts following the guidelines
of scientific rationality and the lay pliblic gazing through the lens of social rationality’
(Maythen 2004, p. 57). This relationship is often characterised by ambivalence and
involves decisions about the environment strongly dominated by technical expertise (Mehta
200T7). By adopting technical and expert definitions over issues such as drinking water
safety, the risk society has the capacity to ignore a citizen’s democratic right ‘to understand
and participate in governmental decision making’ (Mehta 1995, p. 1) by using local and lay *
knowledge of their water.

| While the risk society ‘deftly matches up the various economic, political and
scientific parties involved in the production and management of environmental risk’
(Maythen 2004, p. 50) in that it describes for instance the way ‘risks are industrially
produced, economically externalised, juridically individualised and scientifically

legitimised’ (Beck 1995a, p. 127), there are two criticisms of Beck’s work that must be
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copsidered in this research and in the greater governance of environmental issues like
drinking water.

First, it is argued that environmental risks are more diffuse and complex than can be
accounted for in risk society framework (Maythen 2004, p. 43). Critics of Beck’s work
argue that it is over-rationalistic and fails to account for the subjective ways that risks are
socially constructed. For example, Wynne (1996, p. 76) assert\s that ideas and values ab'out
risk are ‘publicly: genera;ced as well as institutionally disseminated with lay and expert
groups interfacing’. This is not to deny that environmental risks ‘exist only as social
constructs, for the physical imp_acts of these problems are (or will be) real enough’
(Blowers 1997, p. 849), but it still ignores the ways that risks are socially constructe_d,
particularly by institutions, sucﬁ as government, mass media and science. As Buttél and
Taylor (1987) argue, the construction of environmental risk issues is significantly ‘as much
or more a matter of the social construction and politics of knowledge production as it is a
straightforward reflection of biophysical reality’ (as cited in Hannigan 1995, p. 39). Beck’s '
work failé to account for the multiple ways in which the politics of risk are framed (Elliot
2002). Thus, drinking water quality and safety issues are not simply speaking for
themselv.es (Irwin 2001), but knowledge of the environmen‘;\is developed, maintained and
constructed by experts and claim makers, such as science, thé mass media and government.
The ways risks associated with drinking water are institutionally judged, intelrpreted and
translated into public health regulation, policy and discourse are of clear interest to this
study. ‘

A second criticism of Beck’s work is concerned with the premise that risks found

within the risk society are egalitarian. Petersen and Lupton (1996, p. 102) argue that Beck’s
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‘focus on the “democratising of risk” tends to obscure the ways in which there remain
differentials in potential exposure to risks’.

Class divisions in society undoubtedly intensify the predisposition to environmental
. risks and so are disproportionately endured and suffered by poor and marginalised groups
(Field 1998; Halfacre, Matheny, Rosenbaum 2000; Julian 2004; Maythen 2004). For
example, people with less capacity to pay for bottled water or filter attachments will
generally experience a greater proportion of risk when water quality and management fails.
The capacity t;) pay is linked to the distribution of risk and justice (Field 1998; White
2002). The relative ability of an individual or community to avoid risks, such as unsafe
drinking water, is often moulded by their ‘relatiye ability to ﬁnapc_ially buffer and resist
these types of inducements’ (Mehta 1995, p. 5).

It follows that the experience and structuring of risk and the construction of
environmental knowledge are fundamentally tied to patterns of power and ensuing
institutional relationships. Those social groups who control the framing of risk (Hannigan
2006) therefore determine \-Vhat issues are included or excluded from public knowledge and |
discourse (Hannigan 2006). It is important to examine more closely the key institutions and

groups involved in governance and construction of environmental issues like drinking

water, and to examine types of contestations.

3.3.2 Institutional ‘risk judgements’ and the governance of drinking water

The institutional judgements and decisions involved in the construction and definition of
drinking water quality and safety in Tasmania are a key focus of this study. An
understanding of these issues departs from recognition that governments are responsible for

and have power over the identification and regulation of environmental risks.

65



Given this social significance assigned to governments in managing, regulating and
controlling drinking water resources, it is important for sociologists to ‘consider Aow such
institutions operate and on what basis’ (Irwin 2001, p. 117). The decisions made by
governments concerning the use and management of natural water resources have been a
continuing area of concern for social and environmental commentators. In some cases,
these decisions can literally be a matter of life and death. In her ground-breaking work, The
Silent Spring (1991, p. 121), Rachel Carson raises pertinent questions about the governance

and definition of environmental risks like drinking water:

Who has made the decision that sets in motion these chains of poisonings, this ever-
widening wave of death that spreads out, like ripples when a pebble is dropped into
a still pond?...Who has decided — who has the right to decide for the countless
legions of people who are not consulted?
The governance of drinking water is a matter of significant practical and institutional
concern. Responding to this concern involves a sociological understanding of how ‘the
interaction among different interests within the social structure underlies the creation,
maintenance and change’ (Dunlap, Michelson & Stalker 2003, p. 24) of drinking water
governance and management practices. Importantly, it involves comprehending how the
key decision makers in the regulation of drinking water, like governments, consider and
evaluate the tenuous balance between the health of humans, eco-systems and animal
populations, while also conciliating the interests of industry and economics. Because

drinking water risks do not ‘speak for themselves’, but are ‘actively created and interpreted’

(Irwin 2001, p. 74), the interpretation and judgement risks stemming from drinking water
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can be used as a powerfui tool of governance to justify policy and decision making about
how different groups and stakeholders access and respond to drinking water resources.

Using a sociological perspective to consider how risks such as unsafe drinking
water are constructed and governed converges with examining the roles and rhetoric of
political and scientific institutions. As Plough and Krimsky (1987) argue, those that control
the discourse of risk will most likely control the political battles as well. Understanding the
relationship between regulation and political conflict over risk is critical, because ‘it is
organisations and their putative masters that make choices about risk which often has
implications well beyond their immediate environs’ (Cohen 2000, p. 12). And so it is
critical to sociological analysis to examine the social processes by which regimes,
knowledge land definitions of risk are constrﬁcted and mobilised, because they are
inseparable from encumbrance of politi;:al values, trade-offs and power. The ‘provenance
of policy’ and ‘the interests that it serves’ (Blowers 1997, p. 851) make the institutional

.
structure of government and its implicit decision-making and regulatory powers particularly
important in gauging how drinking water is used and managed.

The use of science to assess and make decisions about risk has become a defining
feature of environmental governance. Science is presented by risk theorists as a driving
force behind risk definition and evaluation and also in regulatory decision making |
(Maythen 2004; Mehta 1995). Because we cannot measure environmental risks and we
cannot always touch, see, hear, taste or smell them, scientific expertise has become highly
prized in risk assessment and evaluation, and in policy formulation and implementation

(Dietz, Frey & Rosa 2002, p. 348).
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Identifying technological hazards and estimating the ‘quantitative likelihood of
adverse consequences’ (Dietz, Frey & Rosa 2002, p. 329) to conceptualise and define
environmental risks through science are key ways in which decisions are made about risk
and from which drinking water policies are formed. For example, the likelihood of industry

chemicals affecting the content and safety of drinking water supplies is presented as a

probabilistic formula or likelihood and consequence. The essence of risk, and its

governance ‘is not that it is happening, but that it might be happening’ (Adam & Van Loon
2000,’p. 2). Science and its ‘sensory organs’ (Beck 1992) of judgement (institutionalised
probability, quantifiable likelihood and other objective calculative regimes) become vital to
how the environment, or aspects of the environment, is regulated and dg:ﬁned.

The judgement and assessment of risk is a central part of regl;lating drinking water.
]According to Field (1998) environmental regulation ié based on the logic of risk through
two questions. What is an acceptable level of risk? What controls can be imposed to keep
pollution within such limits? However, this logic of risk can lead to a highly
professionalised debate about the extent of risk and its cause. For example, using
combinations of scientific and political institutions to decil;her the environment and make it
‘knowable’ is criticised by both Cohen (2000) and White (2007), who argue that the
governmental approach to such issues is typically to define risk in narrow, ostensibly |
objective terms; for instance, by estimating the number of expected deaths per thousand
people from exposure to environmer;tal conditions. Employing systematic predictive
strategies to govern drinking water is based on positivist conceptic;'ns of science that ‘only

represent a narrow and incomplete picture’ (Petersen & Lupton 1996, p. 29).This form of

environmental assessment ‘invariably involves the “compartmentalisation of risk” whereby
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risk is limited to specific events, activities and outcomes’ (White 1999, p. 242) . Such
constructions and ‘compartmentalisation’ are arguably problematic, largely because they
ignore ‘the holistic, intertwined and complex nature of the environment™ (White 1999, p.
242). For example, the prescribed risk to populations of atrazine poisoning in a river water
supply does little to exemplify the bigger picture of water management; that is the types of
industry practices, flows and catchment activities that affect the final quality of water
delivered to communities.

Such assessments of risk, according to Sjoberg (1987), fail to account for the way
environmental risks like chemical contaminants in water supplies ‘possess cumulative
properties, which may or may not combine synergistically’ (Mehta 1995, p. 4). This
process of scientific risk management and the ways risks are assessed in governmental
approaches to regulation are often deemed unacceptable by some groups (Dietz, Frey &
Rosa 2002; Field 1998; Garner 1996; Maythen 2004)..As Cameron (1996, p. 15) argues,
such dominant discursive practices® that are ‘constructed through the systems of scientific
knowledge’ give the state or government, as the owner of that knowledge, ‘power over the
bodies of its citizens’. These processes of ‘acceptable’ risk, estimates and calculations run
the danger of ‘reifying and neutralising the concept of risk and render invisible the body at
risk’ (Cameron 1996, p. 15). Patterns of meaning make it possible to regulate and manage
risk for a disembodied and homogenous public (Cameron 1996). Others (Field 1998, p. 90),
question the ‘rational scientific concept of average risk’ as a basis f01i environmental health
regulation. For example, ‘data from the most sensitive of individuals, such as children and
the elderly will not be the bases for regulation, but rather data from the “statistically

average” person’ (Field 1998, p. 90).

® Discursive practices create certain practices of meaning that are uncritically accepted or taken for granted.
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Douglas and Wildavsky (1992) argues that such criticisms and differences are at the

heart of political debates between rival interest groups (e.g. govemmentyand citizens), when
fit comes to assessing and managing water-related ﬁsks. It shows the proces]s o\f
environmental assessment and regulation having ‘underlying themes of uncertainty,
]indetérm“inacy and ambivalence’ (Irwin 2001, p. 180).

Debates like these also higﬁlight sociological questions about whether suk;h
processes constitute ‘pure’ scientific decisions or whether governmeﬁts are ‘susceptible to
the political-economic pressures’ (Mehta 1995, p. 5) when making decisions about the
regulation of resources. These questions stem from ilssues of power in the social
: construction of risk and in definitions of safety.

On this basis it is important to consider how government institutions sought to

‘make sense’ of e;lvironmental matters, particularly the formal structures and contexts of
decision-making and regulation that influence ‘how such irl‘stitutions operate and on what
basis’ (Irwin 2001, p. 117). This introduges the argumentl that sociologists can play an
important role in opening up i;nplicit institutional assumptions about environmelhtal .
decision mal;ing to larger critical scrutiny (Wynne 1996, p. 172). For example, how
governments ]respond to environmental issues., including regulation of risks, is often a

, reflection of how they deal with competing intérests, such as deve‘lo‘prrient, priva;te industry
and community needs. Inherent in thjs‘inquiry is the role of economics and .power in the
governance, management and control of environmental resources; that is, accordingto .
White (1Q99, p- 236), the underlying _inﬂuencés‘ Eﬁat define how the environment is

' manageld, or more specifically, ‘what is regulated and how it is regulated are essentially

/

issues of state and class power’.
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Because water governance is political, the issue of power is essential to discourses
and constructions of risk in environmental governance. Hannigan (1995, p. 21) points out
that what is of particular importance to social constructionism, and so to this study of
drinking water, is how risk experts ‘influence those who hold the reins of power to
recognise definitions of environmental problerﬁs, to implement them and to accept
responsibility for their solution’. Environmental issues and their management undeniably
cut across many elements‘of governmental policy and regulation. A distinguishing feature
of environmental policy and management is often the mediation and resolution of conflict
and competing needs between interest groups like agriculture, manufacturing and mining,
as well as individuais and community groups, whose health may be at risk from such
activities, while also promoting economic growth and progress. However, according to
Irwin (2001), environmental protection is usually framed by regula';ofy authorities as a
‘best judgement’ informed by scientific evidence, rational z;nalysis and negotiation between
regulators and industrialists.

The ways thafc government regulators contest and frame drinking water risks to the
general public are embedded in powerful social structures and processes of inclusion and
exclusion; for example ‘expert’ and institutional knowledge having privilege over that of
the general public. The governance of drinking water and structuring and defining risks by
science are inherently ti!ed.to patterns of power. The lay public rarely discover knowledge
of environmental risks associe}ted yvith drinking water (Cameron 1996). Conseqﬁenély,
although science and governments are undoubtedly ¢entral proponents of environmental

regulation, ‘the presence of science also permits policymakers to discount the importance
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of public participation’ in environmental regulation (Halfacre, Matheny & Rosenbaum
2000, p. 3).

It is ironic that, although scientific knowledge often excludes lay people from the
process of environmental risk definition aﬁd assessment, increasingly there are calls for
greater community consultation in water management practices and environmental decision
making (Bleaney 2006; Boyd 2003; Cameron 1996; White 2007). Nevertheless, in most
debates about environmental issues, scientific knowledge is commonly presented as
rational and objective, which is in opposition to ‘lay knowledge’ or the subjective insights,
observations and experiences of thevgeneral public. Cohen (2000, p. 36) argues that ‘most
public risk perceptions are at odds with the best scientific estimates’ and citizens are often
given little or no support from government officials or scientists over environmental )
concerns (Brown 1995; Roth et al. 2004). Individuals and communities have experiential
knowledge of their local environment generated by the conditions of their everyday life.
This kind of local knowledge can be understood as ‘alternative expertise’ (Beck 1992).
‘Situated knowledge’ represents an important viewpoint on environmental issues. Lay or
situated knowledge draws on ‘a very different basis of authority than the forms of expertise
provided by official institutions, such as industry and government’ (Irwin 2001, p. 102).

Lay experiential knowledge of the environment can often precede official and
scientific awareness (Brown 1992). In the Chernobyl nuclear contamination in Ukraine, it
was the daily observations of local sheep farmers and the detailed contextual knowlédge of
their immediate environment that first raised attention to the negative impact of radioactive
contamination on their animals. This local knowledge was considered by scientists as

systematically lacking validity and reliability. As such, it was seen to be ‘preventing their
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solutions from taking into account the local kno;zvledge of lay actors involved in this
ecological crisis’ and their place in the risk analysis (Lash, Szerszynski & Wynne 1996, p.
8). In the Camelford area of Cornwall in the United Kingdom, 20 tonnes of aluminium
sulphate were dumped into a water tank feeding off the town’s main water supply. The
chemical was accidentally released into the drinking water supply. Followi;lg the
contamination, local residents repc;rted ‘illnesses ranging from diarrhoea to mouth and nose
_ulcers and many began to suffer from memor); loss (Garner 1996, p. 24). Despite a
continued increase in reports from the region of Alzheimer’s disease, of which memory logs
isa I;ersisting symptom, a subsequept government enquiry ‘showed no strong scientific
evidence to support the residents’ claims of a link between these conditions and the

pollution’. As Brown (1992, p. 97) reports this is ‘typical’ of lay-professional differences

concerning the rationalisation and assessment of risks and hazards in the environment:

Communities, which believe themselves to be contaminated or at risk have found
that the response is often defensive and hostile, based on the view that alternative

hypotheses are threats to scientific inquiry . . . -

This example highliéhts the contextual and relational nature of environmental‘probllems:
The ;Jvay responses and definitions of environmental risk are defined is embedded in
relationships between exp;arts a;ld individuals. These meanings and constructions are
entrenched by power relations that continue to privilege specialised institutions (e.g.
science, law and government) over the lay public (Snider 2004). This is despite the 4
argument that lay input is pervasive in the discussions of environmen"cally caused disease
(Brown 1992, p. 103). Some commentators (Lash, Szerszyn‘ski & Wynne 1996, p. 58) point

out that nearly all studies of public risk perception and responses show that ‘ordinary
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people bring more to their definitions and evaluations of risk than recognised in the
reductionist framing of experts’.

_ Such issues raise greater sociological questions over the ability of science and
political decision-making ‘to co-exist with democracy in an environment of uncertainty’
(Halfacre, Natheny & Rosenbaum 2000, p. 649). It also supports claims that ‘experts’ and
institutions involved in the governance of drinking watér operate using what was termed by
community members in America as ‘the dissonant language of regulation’ (Halfac’re,
Matheny & Rosenbaum 2000, p. 3). The language of political decision making and
accountability is said to be dissonant, because it is centred on technical terminology and
discourse. These specialised meanings can serve to alienate and obscure ‘the effective
participatory mechanism for the lay public’ (Mehta 1995, p. 1). This de-democratises the
capacity of other interest groups to be engaged in decisions allbout the environment and
health and can hinder public participation in environmental health issues. A lack of
scientific evidence and expertise may also hamper the ability of the public to feel confident
in reporting public health issues. For example, this may account for the estimate that only
half of waterborne disease’ outbrcleaks in community systems are reported and investigated
(Putnam & Wiener 1995, p. 133) and that community involvement in the management of
water supplies has been slow in nations such as Australia (Archer 2001).

The business of dealing with what counts as environmental fact becomes legitimate
(indeed essential) for sociological inquiry, particularly when framing and defining
environme?ntal risks, like unsafe drinking water, as ‘worthy’ of investigation through

scientific assessment (Irwin 2001, p. 85). The role of government and science and the
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implicit institutional judgements in the governance and regulation of drinking water in
Tasmania is therefore an imp.ortant part of this social constructionist study.

The impact of global policies that promote the de-regulation and the economic
rationalist management of drinking water supplies are also significant. The following
section describes how political economy approaches to drinking water governance are
important in understanding the issues and processes underpinning drinking water

governance in Tasmania.
3.4 The political economy of drinking water

The governance of drinking water quality and safety is clearly associated with the decisions
and judgements of institutions, including governments. It is also important that sociology
should interrogate the political and economic contexts which underpin and influence how
governments make decisions about drinking water resources in Australian states like
Tasmania.

A political economy approach to environment issues is based on the premise that
drinking water issues and inequalitieé are not socially or politically separable (Schnaiberg
1980). Cortner and Moote (1999, p. 2) suggest that ‘it is an illusion to see politics separate
from ecosystem and natural resource management’, because governments have the ultimate
power to decide under what social conditions resources like water are used, consumed and
exploited. As a theoretical approach, political economy is concerned with revealing and
exploring the causal political and economic relationships that shape how people are
affected by issues of drinking water quality and quantity and how governments respond to

drinking water issues. It focuses on questions surrounding the ownership, use and

management of drinking water and the political and economic climate in which these
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processes are developed and sustained. An understanding of these issues and processes
) .

enables this study to trace the impact that global political and economic processes have on
3

life at the local level, specifically the governance of drinking water in Tasmania. According

to White (2001, p. 82) political economy approaches to the study of drinking water must

8

‘proceed from the sustained analysislof the basic institutions and structures of

contemporary capitalism’, as well as ideological policies such as neo-liberalism.

3, 4.1 Letting the market rule? Capitalism\, neo-liberalism and drinking water

-

There is corgsensus that the inherent demands of the global economy underpin national and
international politics of the environment (Burkett 1999; Dryzek 1997; Garner 1996;
Goldblatt 1996; Pepper’'1993; Schnaiberg 1980; Sklair 1994; White 2002). Unlike any other

time in human history, the environment is being increasingly and severely shaped by

\ | —

advanced capitalism, as the central defining feature of human production and consumption
(Burkett 1999; Goldblatt 1996; Jacobs 1994; Miliband 1989; Pepper 1993; Schnaiberg
1980; Sklair 1994; White 2001). \

* The system and processes of capitalism and neo-liberalism have far reaching -

consequences for how the people, individually and collectively, use and éxperignce the

environment and natural resources. In the case of fresh water resources, capitalist processes

'

and neo-liberal ideology have had profound effects on the ways governments approach_

water provision, management and control, and on the ways individual citizens and
communities access drinking water resources. | ,
; ,

According to Robbins (1999, p. 65) at ‘no other time in human history has the world’

been a better place for capitalism’. According to White (2002, p. 98), who tracks the
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‘contours of contemporary capitalism’, a key dynamic of capitalism is the ‘imperative to
expand’. Capitalism is most simply about economic expansion and development and
making maximum profit at minimum expense. In short, the capital process involves the
exploitation of labour and resources by the creation and search for new markets through
which to make a profit. Under capitalism the primary means of creating wealth is t.he
production or quantity of manifold ‘use values’. That is, anything ‘directly in consumption
or indirectly as a means of production that satisfies human need’ constitutes use value
(Burkett 1999, p. 25). The dynamic expansionary and accumulative nature of capitalism
stems from ‘transforming use-values into exchange values, which are commodities
produced purely for exchange and of which can be valued’ (White 2002, p. 85).

The acceleration of capitalist principles of how drinking water is being valued at the
local level is due mostly to governments across the globe embracing neo-liberalism. It has
become widespread over the past 25 years, perhaps most strongI); endorsed in the market
intensive policies and capitalist doctrines of Margaret Thatcher in the United Kingdom and
Ronald Reagan in the USA. Neo-liberalism is best defined as an ideological position and
~ set of economic policies that are predominantly concerned with freeing the movement of
resources, goods and business between nations and across the globe to maximise profits
and trade efficiency (Shah 2005; Robbins 1999). Neo-liberalism promotes an economic
rationalist view through policies that promote the management of drinking water by
processes such as privatisation, corporatisation, de-regulation and commodification. This
means that the priorities of neo-liberalism are the ‘promotion of general good’ through

market intensive policies and economic-based competition (Haque 1999, p. 199). These
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priorities include national regulations, laws and standards that apply within and across.
nations in all areas of policy, including the environment.

It is argued that by placing the rights and freedoms of ;:orporations above the rights
and freedoms of individuals (Robbins 1999), neo-liberalism is fundamentally at odds with
the notion of public inte;'est, for example the satisfaction of basic needs, demogratic
participation and other ‘human centred development’ policies (Haque 1999 p. 206). One of
the ;nost prominent features of neo-liberal thinking is its emphasis on maximising the role -
of the market, while minimising the role and controls of the state. In ﬁnravelling the
tangible effect of neo-liberalism on nations, states and individuals across the globe, a
number of commentators have documented the key principles and ways in which neo-
liberalism has transpired at a global level (Bourdieu 1998; Haque 1999; Kermath 2604;

Portes 1997; Robbins 1999):

Privatisation — Neo-liberalism strongly advocates the selling and movement of state-owned
water enterprises, assets and goods/services to the private sector. It is argued that the
privatisation of traditionally state-owned and -operated drinking water services will reduce

public expenditure and minimise economic efficiencies.’

Free markets — Neo-liberalism supports the liberation of free/private enterprises from anif
restraints or bonds imposed by government to enhance economic growth and productivity
and to allow the most efficient and socially optimal allocatlon of resources. This includes
the removal of barriers to the ‘free flow’ of capital, goods services and the ‘trickle down
notion of wealth distribution. As well there is support and involvement in water trading
through agreements such as the General Agreement on Trade and Services (GATS) and
NAFTA (North American Free Trade Agreement).

® An extended discussion of neo-liberal water policy and water privatisation stemming from this study is
found in journal articles published by Whelan (2005) and Whelan and White (2005) in the addendum to this
thesis.
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De-regulation — De-regulation of water provision and management services is a hallmqu of
neo-liberal policy. De-regulation involves the reduction of government intervention and
control over drinking water provision. The elimination of adminisfrative and political
barriers such as regulation is argued to allow market forces to act as a self regulating
mechanism, allowing the maximisation of capitalist profit, increased economic efficiency

" and optimal allocation of drinking water resources.

Reduction in State Services/Expenditure — Neo-liberal policy advocates the restructuring
and down-scaling of staté-supported water services and so changes the notion of drinking
water as a public good and economic equality and replaces it with individual responsibility

and competition. : h

At local and national leveis, the f‘:ffects of late capitalism and-neo-liberalism on how ,
drinking water is being controlled, managed and consur\ned are becoming increasingly

clear. As Haque (1999, p. 203) contends ‘under dominant neo-liberal persuasion, almost all
nations I)lave been engaged in selling st/ate enterprises, de-regulating and confracting out
governrlnent services’. The social and environmental implications of neo-liberalism on the
control, management and regulation of drinking water are. particularly pertinent in all parts
of the gloBe, particularly where there are limited fresh water reséurces. For example, tile
fundamental human need for fresh water combined with the restricted availa’bility of fresh
water has invariably nurtured a cdmmodifying and neo-liberal approach. It is now claimed
that fresh drinking water may so;)n be the most valuable commodity on earth (Barlow &
Clarke 2003; Bond & Bakker 2001; Centre for Public Integrity 2003; Hall 1999; Johnston
2003; Pauw 2003; Ravindran 2003; Shah 2005; S\;vyngedouw 2004; Van Rooyen 1997). As

Fortune magazine predicted in 2000:
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Fresh drinking water is one of the world’s greatest business opportunities . . .
Promising to be to the 21% century, what oil was to the 20", the precious commodity

that determines the wealth of nations. (As cited in Centre for Public Integrity 2003, -
p-1.)

Some commentators argue that the private and economic control of water resources and its
commbdiﬁcation acts as ‘a powerful envir;)nniental imperative, for solutions to water
scarcity’ (Narrain 2000; Postel 2000). From the dominant neo-liberal and capitalist view of
the environment, the actuaf or perceived scarcity c;f natural resources, such as fresh water,
means that the ‘sustainable and rational use of nature’ through commodification is
presented by capitalism and the neo-liberalising agenda as legitimately ‘solving’
environmental sustainability problems (Jacobs 1994).'The ecénomic \;aglluing of drinking i
water supplies and the private control of drinking water provision services is an increasing
example of capitalism’s attempts to subsume essential parts of daily life into the web of
accumulation (White 2002, p. 87). Under capitalism and neo-liberalism, water is being
increasingly transformed into a commodity that is assessed for its ‘exchange value’ Irather
than its ‘use value’ in all parts of ghe globe. |

The commodification of fresh drinkiﬁg water has variously led to safe drinking
water access being determined by the ability to pay rather than human and social need
(Whelan & White 2005). Whenw water is commodified and its control is put into private
hands, issues of social inequality emerge. For example, since the privatisation'in 1999 of
wa;ter in Cape Town, South Africa, it is claimed that water cut-offs have injcreased

—~

sevenfold and over 100,000 households have had their water cut off, because they cannot

Ve

afford water bills (Pauw 2003, p. 3).
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The social consequences of such international neo-liberal policies have had
significant effects on life at the local level. However, under such neo-liberal water
provision arrangements, the provision of safe drinking water at a local level is
fundamentally changed, in that access to watef becomes less of a social right and more of a
consumer right (Rothenberger, Truffer & Markard 2001). Subsequently, commentators,
such as George (1999, p. 5), argue that such conditions are inherently problematic. This is -
because the ‘common denominator of these institutions is their lack of transparency and -

’accountability, in short the essence of neo-liberalism’ has profound influences on the rights
of citizens and their relationship to the environment. For instance, Beltran (2002, p. 45), a
community activist in Bolivia, argues that ‘the organising dominance of neo-liberalism as a
discourse at the global level has important consequences for the distribution of drinking

water at lower scales’:

Economic instruments, privatisation and environmental evaluation ensure that
priority is still given to economic goals and that they enable firms to make decision

that affect other on the basis of their own economic interests. (Beder 2001, p. 3.)

Advocates of neo-liberal water policy argue that private control increases management

“ skills, technological re;sources, expertise and economic efficiency aﬁci subsequen-tl“y takes
the pressure of éovem'ments in providing basic resources such as water (Aharoni 1991; "
Barlow & Clarke 2003; Gleick 2002). But this often involves the abrogation of democratic
govemmental water responsibilities and assets and leads to less transparency for and |
consultation with the public. The underlying economic incentives of neo-liberal water
policy through de-regulation, corporatisation and privatisation raise concerns about the

effectiveness of private business in making a profit, while maintaining the sufficient

protection of public health and maintaining public interest in the management of basic
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' resources. In Walkerton, Canada, for example, the degths of seven consumers and the
illnesses of thousands more resulting from the contamination of their town’s drinking water

. ‘\supply has been directly attributed to the downsizing and deregulation of the ‘town’s water

supply (Snider 2003, p.-27). As such, the management of Walkerton’ls drinking water

supply w;:ls said to have been ‘captured by ﬁeo-liberalism’ (Snider 2003). Governments like
: ihosg in Walkérton, Ontario, have unconditionally accepted a;climate of de-regulation,
fiscal competitivepess and private-sector participation as a solution to providing basic water
services, which is to the extreme detriment of public health and safety.

‘ Theré are similar developrnénts in the management of drinking water in Australia
(Whelan & White 2005; White 1998). For example, the Sydney ‘Water Boarc; resporisible‘
for the delivery of drinking water to over threg million residents was corporatised in 1990
to become a subsidiary of the private water company, Suez, Lyonnaise des Euax. Like
privatisation, corporatisation, which involves the management of state ageflcies as f§r—proﬁt
institutioﬁs, involves selling water as a commodity, most often at the expense of public

\
interest. As Vassilopoulos-(1998b, p. 13) argues, fhe provision of drinking water i'nv Sydney

can be seen to have been seduced by fiscal de-regulation and the pursuit of economic,

competitiveness over social concerns:

I
i

When the Sydney Water Board was corporatised, thousands of jobs were lost.
Household water prices went up from 65 cents a kilolitre in 1994 to over $1 a
kilolitre in 2000. Water bills for big business have dropped by an aVeragé of 45%in
real terms since 1993. Operating costs have been cut by 25% in real terms since
i 1993. | I
In the case of water corporatisation or privatisation, the consumer will often ‘lose Ol,.lt’ ona

-number of fronts (White 1998, p. 216). In the instance of profit-driven control of a water
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management facility, where the producer has ‘the exclusive rights to commodity, there is
less pressure on companies to provide a product that meets bare minimum quality and
safety requireinents’. White (2002, p. 90) argues that there will generally be three reasons
for this that act against public interests such as health. These are: nén-investrpent in new
equipment or plant technology, reducing the overall labour force; cost cutting at the point
of production will likely lead to poorer quality in the product, because, if a ‘captive market
exists’, thq impetus to improve the quality of the ﬁroduct is reduced; and prices for the
supplied product may increase, in so far as pricing controls being driven by the company’s

)

profit considerations, rather than by the actual costs of production.

3.4.2 Social implications of neo-liberal water policy

The impéct of capitalism and particularly neo-liberalism on the local management, control
" and provision of drinkingrwater is a major concern of political economy theory. At global,
national and local levels, neo-liberalism- has continued to change the way that drinking |
water resources are being controlled and accessed Neo-liberél water policy undermines
public he;alth through de-regulation of national water markets and through its influence on
public decision-making at the local policy level. Neo-liberal water policy and capitalism
have caused drinking water resources to be Valueq economically rather than socially
(Barlow & Clarke 2003; Beltran 2002; Elliot 1998; Johnston 2003; Narrain 2000;
Ravindran 2003; Snider 2003; Vassilopoulos 1998).

When essential water resources and services are valued more for exchange or

market value than use, their value for human need becomes a secondary concern. Neo-

liberal water policy is based on the treatment of drinking water as an economic and
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tradeable good, which in practice ties its management and control to notions of economic
efficiency and the pursuit of market revenue. The commodification and C(')rporate control of
drinking water introduces commetcial imperatives, for example the need for profit into
water service delivery. In order to make a profit, it is imperative that business keeps the
money spent on labour, infrastructure and other expenses as low as possible (Robbins
2005). Neo-liberal water policy often affects the pricing of drinking water and other
measures, such as full cost-recovery, which remove re§ponsibility fqr the i)rovision and
management of safe drinking water on to citizens thr‘ough their ability to pay. The social
realities of these pc-)licies most seriously affect lower socio-economic groups who have the
least ca};)acit-y to pay. Thus, social inequalities from the unequal distribution of wealth and
capital often lead to low-income consumers only being abl;: to ‘receive fewer or poorer
quality goods and services than people with disposable incomes™ (White 2001, p. 91). The
attribution of prices and values to essential needs under capitalist processes has
implicationé for subsfantial social justice issues.

| Given the current cliﬁate of capitalism and neo-liberalism that threatens the
democratic management and control of environmental resources by regulatory regimes and
compressing public interest, there is a need for inclusive and collaborative decision making
in managing the natural environment. It ‘is essential that ‘the social and political ba;sis of .
natural resource management goals is explicit’ (Cortner & Moote 1999,;p. 137).
Importantly, this.allows a dégree of transparency and accountability in the current
regulatory regimes that gové:rn how resources are managed to both protect public health as

well as appease competing interests. However, this form of regulation requires inclusive
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and collaborative decision making about the environment, through holistic and integrated
environmental management to ensure equitable access and quality to such resources.
Sociologically, then, it is important that questions are raised over the ability of the
modern state to effectively balance both economic and social concerns in a(climate of
capitalist accumulation and neo-liberal policy. In the context of this study, it is important to

understand how global neo-liberal and capitalist policies and processes underpin and

influence how drinking water is managed, controlled, regulated and provided in Tasmania.
3.5 Chapter summary

This chapter introduces the key issues and theoretical perspectives in the study of drinking
water and locates research in the wider sociological ‘sub discipline’ of environmental
sociology. It outlines how theoretical perspectives of risk and political economy can be
used to assist in interpreting issues associated with the management, regulation and
provision of drinking water in Tasmania, and draws attention to the issues of power
underpinning how governments make decisions about the control, regulation and
management of drinking water and how ideological positions of neo-liberalism can affect
how governments frame and define environmental risks like unsafe drinking water.

An overview of the key political and economic forces shaping the management,
control and provision of drinking water resources has been presented. The chapter has
discussed the commodification and de-regulation of drinking water that have detrimental
effects on valuing and regulating drinking water at the local level. It assists in providing a
theoretical basis for understanding the social processes and issues underpinning the
governance of drinking water in Tasmania, including the main institutions that regulate and

value water resources, and the philosophies behind their governance.
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The next chapter outlines the methodological underpinnings of the study and the key

methods used for data acquisition.
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4 Studying drinking water in Tasmania

4.1 Introduction

This chapter outlines the methodological underpinnings of the study and the key methods
used for data acquisition. The purpose of this research is to identify the major social issues
and processes surrounding and impacting on the governance of safe and reliable drinking
water in the state of Tasmania.

Considering that no previous sociological research on Tasménian drinking water
existed, important decisions were made about the most appropriate methodological
strategies to effectively achieve the research aims. This chapter discusses the r;tionale and
relevance of an interpretive qualitative approach to the sociological study of drinking water
governance in Tasmania. It describes the processes of sample selection and participants,
ethics and consent, methods of data collection and analysis, as well as issues associated

with rigour and the practicalities of doing this research.
4.2 The research context

The research was conducted throughout the state of Tasmania. Tasmania is an island state
south of the south-eastern corner of the Australian mainland. It is the smallest of Australia’s
six states and has diverse geographical, demographic and environmental characteristics.
Tasmania has a geographically dispersed population of approximately 500,000 people and

many parts of the state are deemed rural and remote by national classification.'

10 At present over one third of Tasmania’s total population (n=482,500) live in ‘other rural’ and ‘remote
areas’ according to ARIA classification. These areas are distanced from Tasmania’s two main population
centres (Hobart the capital and Launceston the next largest population centre).
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Tasmania was chosen as a site for this study for three reasons. First, Tasmania is the .
only state in Australia to regulate drinking wat-er using\mandatory microbiological water
quality guidelines to protect public health. Second, Tasmania’s fresh water resources
account for 12 per cent of Australia’s total fresh water resources, despite the state
representing less than one per cent of the nation’s total land area and supporting less than

three per cent of Australia’s population. Third, permanent water quality boil alerts are

present in many parts of rural and remote Tasmanian communities.
4.3 The research framework

The sociological study of water governance and the issues involved in this process require
understanding people and their social actions and beliefs. This focusysuggested the need for
the research to use a qualitative approach to data collection and analyses. Much has been
written about qualitative research and the merits of its methods as opposed to quantitative
approaches (Denzin & Lincoln 2000; Gergen & Gergen 2003; Patton 2002; Silverman
2001). This research fits within a qualitative and interpretive position associated with
sociological works, such as those of Glasser and Strauss (1967), Berger and Luckman
(1967) and Denzin and Lincoln (2000). Broadly, this type of research is best described as
‘an interpretive, naturalistic approach to its subject matter’ (Denzin & Lincoln 2000, p. 2)
that allows its methods to be ‘flexible, iterative and continuous, rather than locked in stone’
(Babbie 1999, p. 268). While there is no exhaustive definition of what qualitative research
is, a qualitative and interpretive approach allows ‘an exploration of values, processes,
experiences, language and meaning’ (D’Cruz & Jones 2004, p. 60). A key task in
interpretive research is seeking meaning in context, so that the focus of the research or the

subject being investigated is set in its social and historical context. The reader can then see
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how the current situation emerged. Its value in this study is that it allows an interpretation
of meaning that is immersed in an individual’s understanding or intellectual positions about
drinking water governanc{e and provision. The qualitative framework therefore allows me to
engage with participants’ configured meaning and interpretation in an institutior;lal and
political c;mtext. As Chapter 3 shows, these institutions inform and shape individuals’
knowledge about, values and practices in the management of drinking water. In empioying
an interpretive framework, therefore, this research positions the meaning and interpretation
of participants and ‘elevates them to a central place’ (Blaikie 1992, p. 173).

The participants selected for this study of water governance in Tasmania were
recognised as professionals with knowledge- of water provision, management and
regulation. A qualitative approach allowed an understanding of how knowledge is
‘constrained by and channelled through existing structures of economic and political
power’ (Hannigan 1995, p. 40). As Jankowski, Clark and Ivey (2000, p. 242) afgue, this
type of approach ‘rests on the ontological assumption that reality or what ;:an be known is
constrL;cted by persons as they interact within a’social context’. It is based on ‘the view that

“all knowledge and therefore all meaningful reality as such, are contingent upon human
practices’ (Crotty 1998, p. 42). As human actors we establish parameters for what is
considered ‘knowledge’ and thus construct our notions of ‘reglity’ around this knowledge
(Berger & Luckmann 1966). It is this socially constructed knowledge that is of interest to
this study.

The application of qualitative techniques, such as semi-structured interviewing, to

. this study of drinking \;vater complements a social constructionist framework By allowing a

holistic analysis of the issue. By focusing specifically on entities, responses, processes and
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meanings presented by participants (Patton 2002) qualitative research helps us answer
‘how’ and ‘what’ questions about social reality (Fontana & Frey 2003) and <provide a
deeper understanding of social phenomena than would be obtained from purely quantitative

data’ (Silverman 2001, p. 32).

~

4.4 Primary data sources and collection

4.4. 1 Semi-structured interviews

‘ Sémi-structured interviews were used as the primary data gathering technique in this study
to complement tt‘le collation of a wide range of secondary sources. Although there are
various styles of qualitative intewieWing (Liamputtong & Ezzy 2005; May 1997; Neumann

'1997; Patton 2002), semi-structured interviews were carried out in person. Semi-structured
interviews were most appropriate to this study in order to ‘elicit extensive and rich data’
from participants about the social determinants and processes underlying the provision of
safe drinking wa-ter._Semi-structured interviews facilitate in-depth understanding (Hansen
2006) and are preferred over structured interviews, because they ‘permit greater flexibility
than the close-ended type and permit a more valid response from the informant’s perception
of reality’ (Burns 2000). This is largely due to allowinvg the interviewer ‘more initiative’ *

* and ‘more ability to ‘respond to the perceptioné and priorities of the respondent’ (Alston &

Bowles 1998, p. 118). Each interview was between 45 and 90 minutes, although in two

cases around three hours was spent speaking with participants. The complexities of

interviews as a qualitative method are explored by Wimpenny and Gass (2000) in the

following statement:
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Collecting research data by interview is by no means simple. Not 6n1y must
researchers use dialogue for an inquisitive purpose, but they must also legitimise
their questions, helping respondents to evaluate the place of the research and their
part in it. (As cited in Price 2002, p. 273.)

7

<

While each of thé study’s participants were asked the same set of questions (see Appendix
C), such as background regarding their employmeht experience, core responsibilities and
position deécription, a less structured interview schedule allowed me to explore ‘additional
information’ and ask questio:ns that were not originally included in the interviéw' schedule
(Alston & Bowles; 1998, p. 118). Considering the lack of sociological knowledée of
drinking water fn Tasmania, it was important to avoiq asking questions that may have ‘led’
participants to particular responses. A cent;al tenet of a social constructioﬁist app;‘oach to
data collection is to take a ‘non-khowing stance’ (Jankowski, Clark & Ivey 2000, p. 245).
Commentators like Anderson and Goolishian (—1592) assert that taking a non-knowing
stance promotes grea’;er dialogue and understanding through the asking of questions with
genuine curiosity for that which is ‘ﬁot known about that whi?:h has just been said’ (as cited
in Liamputtong & Ezzy 2005, p. 62). Consequenjtly the interviews required me to be
flexible and to ‘keep quiet and listen actively’ (Seidman, as citgd in Liamputtong & Ezzy
2005, p. 59) in order for the meanings, interpretations and values constructed by
participants around Water. governance to emerge. This approach to interviewing has been
argued to be beneﬁcial in the ‘levelling of the. researcher—particibant’s hierarchy such that
understanding may more likeiy approach an egalitarian and collaborative process |
(Jankowski, Clark & Ivey 2000, p. 245). The effective use of methods such as semi-

structured interviews can offer insight into the types of economic, political, social and
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cultural factors that influence health and wellbeing, such as drinking water. For example,

Baum (1995) argues that this kind of qualitative helps:

. . . gain an understanding of how communities and individuals within them
interpret health and disease; and to study the interactions between the various
players who are relevant to any given public health issue. (As cited in Liamputtong
& Ezzy 2005, p. 5.)

4.4.1.1 The interview sample

In order to study how drinking water is managed, provided and regulated in Tasmania, the
interview sample needed to be purposive. Purposive sampling aims at identifying and
including participants ‘that will provide a full and sophisticated understanding of the
phenomena under study’ (Rice & Ezzy 1999, p. 42). The study sample involved
participants drawn from across the state and from three groups directly involved in the
control, monitoring or delivery of reticulated drinking water. The sample included
representatives from all local government councils in Tasmania, representatives from each
of the three bulk waterAauthorities and the Department of Health and Human Services, the
main regulator of drinking water and public health in Tasmania (see Appendix A). It was
important that the sample included representatives from each of these groups so that
similarities and differences in the Wayé in which drinking water governance was being
interpreted, contested and constructed could emerge between these groups.

In establishing and justifying the sample for the interviews, it was discovered that
different positions exist in local government structure under the banner of ‘responsibility’
for drinking water. The size and financial resources of a council strongly determines the

levels of staffing and infrastructure involved in the everyday management of drinking water
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in Tasmania. For example, some councils have designated environmental health officers for
drinking water while other councils have smaller staff numbers that have a number of
responsibilities within local government. It was therefore critical that I had a representative
sample of similarly employed participants to maintain the reliability of my data. I decided
that an ideal sample for this study should be managers of“ environmental and public health

from each of the local government areas (see Figure 2) in Tasmania.

Figure 2: Map of Tasmanian local government areas by municipality
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A total of 32 individuals participated in the study. Twenty-six of thosé were employees
from each of the local governments in Tasmania. Two Chief Executive Officers (CEOs)
and one Vice CEO of each of the state’s water authorities were recruited and two
participants were Department of Health and Human Services officials, each having
immediate responsibilities under the Public Health Act 1997. This sample was chosen to
enable the views of regulators, managers and providers of drinking water in Tasmania to be
captured enabling the research questions to be addressed.

The local government municipalities of F linders and King Island (see Figure 2)
were excluded from the study for two reasons. First, because the research sample involved
interviewing all participants in person, visiting these two islands would have involved
flying at a significant expense, which could not be accommodated at the time of data
collection. Second, both municipalities have very sméll, reticulated supplies thét serve only
a small percentage of the population; the remaining population collect their water supply in
rain water tanks. \

The selected sample was invited to participate in the study by mail. An ‘information
pack’ detailing the aims arlld rationale for the research with an invitation to participate in the
study were mailed to each of the 32 potential participants. After 14 days, the participants

were telephoned individually. Six weeks from the initial mail-out, the proposed sample of

32 participants had all agreed to be part of the study.

4.4.1.2 Practicalities of conducting the interviews
|

The collection of data for the study took eight months from the initial recruitment of the

participant sample to the completion of the 32 semi-structured interviews. To conduct the

research, I travelled over 4000 kilometres to each of the local government municipalitigs in
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Tasmania, as well as to the bulk water authorities in the North, North West and South of the
state. |

" Data colle.ction took longer than anticipated due to the physical disparity in the
location of participants and the difficulties in secu\ring adequate availability for
.interviewing in the schedules of the participant sample. -

Although travelling to interview participant§ was demanding, interviewing
participants in their place of employment was the most flexible means ;)f meeting them,
considering many of their work schedules and constraints. Visiting and interviewing
participants in their place of employment also enabled me to take visual and written notes
about the size of their organisation, as well as the geography and nature of their
municipality and to see them at the “front line’ of daily water management and control.
Encountering the difference in the scale of resources, infrastructure and technology among

water providers assisted in understanding the issues and experiences of participants

associated with the provision and management of drinking water at a local level.

i

4.4.1.3 Ethical considerations and participant consent

In accor;iance wi"ch the University\of Tasmania Ethics Committee, before each inteyviéw,
participants were informed about the aims of my research, the structure of the interview and
the intention to record the interview using audio-tapes. Issues of protecting confidentiality
were also discussed. Participants were provided with an Information Sheet as well as a
Statement of Informed Consent, which they were asked to sign before the interview
proceeded: Copies of these are provided in Appendix C.

The ethical obligation to protect participants byl maintaining confidentiality is

particularly important in qualitative research (Hansen 2006). This is especially pertinent in
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Tasmania, where low population numbers in some parts of the state make the protection of
participant identity and confidentiality difficult. In this study, all participant information
was treated as ‘sensitive records’ (Price 2002, p. 273). So in audio-tape and notebook
entries every effort was made to record and transcribe trustworthy verbal and non-verbal

details that protected the identity of participants.

4.4.1.4 Recording and transcribing the interviews

The process of conducting 32 interviews over a period of months emphasised the critical
nature of having an ‘authentic record’ of each conversation. All the interviews were
subsequently audio-taped with the informed consent of each participant. According to
Silverman (2001, p. 13) audio recordings are an ‘increasingly important’ part of qualitative
research. Taping the interviewé could record naturally occurring interaction between the
researcher and the participants, providing a ‘level of detail and accuracy not obtainable
from memory or by taking notes’ (Liamputtong & Ezzy 2005, p. 67). The audio-recordings
were integral in capturing the ‘technical’ language participants used when describing and
explaining the processes of water management and provision. A practical advantage of
audio-recording allowed me to concentrate on what was being said rather than the written
recording of dialogue. It also facilitated the natural flow of conversation and allowed me to
use prompts more effectively, as well as to explore new themes that arose. The result of
these described strategies was an accurate record of specialised and expert understandings ~
and interpretations of water management practices in Tasmania.

The audio-recordings, however, could not become text for analysis until it was
transcribed. All of the interviews were transcribed verbatim. Various strategies were

employed to reflect the nuances of conversation. The following convention ciphers were
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used to transcribe the interviews and are used in the presentation of interview data in the

coming chapters.

5

----  apause in the conversation

. ‘material edited out

[ ] explanatory information inserted

JJW  Researcher (JessicaJ Whelan) {
WA  Water Authority Employee ; :

C Local Government Council Employee
SG  State Government Employee

: ]
Transcription also involved techniques to further protect the anonymity of participants in

the interviews. As well as the use of pseudonyms, participants’ statements that revealed
their identity, place of employment or other identifiable feafures were omitted from the
study’s findings and specifically in the presentation of interview extracts and verbatim

quotes.
4.5 Analysis of primary interview data

The data collection methods used in this study produced an abundance of transcripts,’
secondary data and reﬂexive notes for analysis. The challenges of analysing ciualitative data
are well documented (Alston & Bowles 1998; Hansen 2006; Liamputtong & Ezzy 2005.;
Patton 2002; S.ilverman 2001). The described absence of clearly developed' ‘formulas’ or
rules for how data should be analysed (Hansen 2006) can impede the progress of research,

" but can allow researchers greater ﬂexibility in how they approach the analysie of qualitative '
data. This stud}; utilised iterative thematic analysis as the key method to inte{pret the

interview data. ‘
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4.5.1 Thematic analysis.

Iterative thematic analysis has been identified as a majbr part of interpretive sociological
tradition (Hansen 2006, p. 139). Iterative thematic analysis involves the identification of
themes or recurring or intersecting patterns in interview data. The process is de.scribed as
iterative or inductive because it involves the ‘building up of concepts and theories’
(Liamputtong & Ezzy 2003, p. 336) stemming from the process of reading the data. This \
form of inductive research seeks to establish patterns, consistencies and meanings that |
suggest relationships between themes, rather than the-corroboration and falsification of
theory (Gra{y ’2004). The identification of thémes allows the researcher to re-focus oi; adapt

- research questions to reflect the generalised findings of the analysis.

4.5.1.1 Coding procedures

Coding is the process by whic;,h sections of qualitative data are analysed by organising and
sorting the; data into groups or segmeﬁts. Codes or labels are then applied to these groups io
identify intersecting and consistent themes and processes in the data (Liamputtong"& Ezzy
2005).

In taking ;m inductive approach to ciata analysis all interview transcripts were coded -
and recorded using labéls. There were 18 codes created in the analytical and coding
process. \
“The process of developing codes and organising the data themétically first required
* immersion in the reading and re-reading of the interview transcripts. ‘Open coding’ then

took place, whereby statements, patterns and text of interest were noted.!! These texts were

then extracted from the transcripts and stored in code ‘clusters’ or groups that were

11 Text refers to specific sections of written interview transcripts.
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\
assigned a category name. The process of open coding also demonstrated the
interconnection of many categori-es or themes. Whenever this occurred, the coded sections
were re-examined to inform decisions about where they fitted or shoul‘d be plaéed, which
facilitated a deeper level of analysis than just coding ‘sgrface’ themes. ;Alston and Bowles
(1998, p. 200) afgue that the important function of open coding is ‘to help the researchers to
~ move quickly to an analytical level by “fracturing” the data’ so that the process of arialysis
can begin. Open coding allowed movement between categories so that thema:tic
connections emerged. In turn this revealed the meanings of participants to be presented in
an objective way.and decreased the likelihood that data would be forced into predéfined
categories (J ankowsid, Clark & Ivey2000).

Once the data had been coded and analysed the categories were organised into

themes. An example of the process is provided below. -

Table 3: Coding used in the analysis of interview dsta

Code Clusters Categories Themes
Value Economic management Power
Pricing/Exchange : . Commodification Commercialisation
Use monitoring Neo-liberalism . Responsibility
Water meters Corporatisation Social equity ‘
Industry water use Full cost recovery Water quantity
Water catchments Scarcity
Drought/Supply ’ Rurality
Consumer accountability Efficiency and viability
Economic resourcing
Water testing Risk definition and assessment Water quality
Acceptéible quality Risk contestation Risk
Legislative responsibility Institutional judgment Regulation
Consumer/community perceptions Expert and lay knowledge Power
Water safety/levels Liability and responsibility Public health
Rural provision - Consumer health and responsibility
Urban provision Rurality
Shifting of responsibility Resourcing constraints

Bureaucracy

Neo-liberalism
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After organising data into categories and themes, supporting quotes were used to exemplify
the context of each theme and its relevance to the governance of drinking water in ‘
Tasmania. This further enabled a deeper analysis of the data by facilitating the theorisation

of drinking water governance in Tasmania into two main findings: water quality and

quantity. These findings are discussed in chaptérs five and six.

t

4.6 Secondary data sources’

|
-

‘ To achieve the study’s research aims and objectives réquire(i the compilation and use of
secondary sources to assjst in the contextualisgtion of interview data. The collation and
analysis of diverse sources on drinking watér facilitated insight and greater understanding
olf the broad issues and debates surrounding drinking water. Legislative documents, health
i)olicies, env'ironmentayl action group websites as well as the analysis of international,
national ahd local environmental and wéter poliéy from a vari‘ety of disciplines, apart from
sociology, provided a political, economic and cultural basis from which to interpret and

1

analyse the issues and processes surrounding the mar;y dimensions of drinking water
governance in Tasmania. These secondary sources also allowed me to un—derstandﬁcr(')ss
cultural comparisons’of drinking water management which facilitated an understanding of
country-specific conditions which contribute to social and political debate about fresh
drinking water. The use of secondar'y data sources in this thesis is intended to complement
the interview data enabling the ti'lesis to present a wide range of ideas, informgtion and .
dimensions relating to drinking water provision to be presented. The secondary sources
included in thé secondary data analysis are detailed below. These source':s were analysed
using an inductive thematic approach (Silverman 2061). This involved reading and coding

" each of the sources and synthesising them into summaries. Each of these sources were then
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used to inform the primary data and to contextualise the study of Tasmanian drinking water

within a national and international context.

Table 4: Secondary sources

Source Issue/Document of interest

Natronal Health and Medlcal Research Councﬂ Australian Df*inking Water Guidelines : E
Publzc Health Act T asmania 1 997 Tasmaman Drrnklng Water Quallty Guldehnes
| The Australion'Government Water Fand
Water Smart Australla

An_st@ltan Product1v1ty Commlssron (2000) o Arrangements for Settlng Drlnklng Water Standards N
State of the Env1ronment Adv1sory Counc11 Australla _Annual reports

! World Meteorologlcal Orgamsatlon and United’ Report ori the mtergovernmental panel on clzmate

X Natlons ‘Environment Programme change

Australlan Academy of Technologrcal Smences and Report on water and the economy
Engmeermg

CSIRO Austraha - ' ) Report on the economics of water ﬁrst use, reuse
: and return to the environment - oot ;

i
]

OO UV mmnn o e o o e e e . P e

Tasmaman Department of Prrmary Industries, Water ~ Annual reports and websites

and the Environment Tasmanian river monitoring and quality reports
| ExpertPanel on Safe Drinking Water for First ~~ Repot .~ |
Natlons (2006) o e I
Government Prrces Oversight Commlssmn (2003) Report on urban water pricing; Prmczples for
efficient water pricing
%"Neww South “vtaléfﬁrwe}ﬁférﬁé"Bépax{nlén{(1998) N W“I;I/I.calennan QWE"S;dne-y‘Water Inqn:r; mSe.cwond
| _Interim Report i

Dr1nk1ng Water and Corporate Structure Act New Sydney Water Leglslatlon Amendment
South Wales (1998)

R—— e e, o il e, e, 0 4 i o it i St i e s v s s e e s—— o g [

: Water Serv1ces Assocnatron of Australla (2000) The Austrahan Urban Water Industry Report and

= : WSAA facts . :
Melboume Water Corporatlon 1999/2000 Publlc Health Report

{ o e T e e me—— N D T Ty
| Water | Serv1ces Assocratlon of Australia o Report Water Reform and the Urban Sector X

Council of Australian Government (COAG) (1999) High Level Steering Group on Water: Report to
COAG on progress in implementation of COAG
‘Water Reform Framework, Occaswnal paper, no. 1

[ Product1v1ty Commtssmn ) Performance BenchmarklngﬁReport ( 991/2_—1996/ 7 ‘

Productivity Commission (2000) Arrangements for Setting Drinking Water Standards,
1nternat10na1 benchmarkmg report

5 Productlvrty Commlsswn (2000) : . T Flsher Water lessons from Australra s ﬁrst B
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practical experiment in.integrated mlcroeconomlc X
. !
and environmental reform

i‘“ i

Productivity Commission (1999)  Impactof Eén"l;2&?3&&3352‘B}TRur;T;Hd o
Regional Australia
| Australian Commonwealth Government (2000) A national action plan for salinity and water quality |
L. B T ln Aus}LaI*LaN e e s e e
Water and Rlver Commlss1on (2000) Report of the screntlﬁc panel on interim ecolog1cal
water requirements
| Environmental Protection Authority (1999) ~ Report on the draft interim allocation plan
National Research Council (1999) Identifying Future Drinking Water Contammants
National Academy Press
| Department o}iesources anci ehgéﬁiéoof _-ﬂ : N -“\i/aterMZ”OOO A perspectlve on Australla s vs;ater - —:
’ . oresourcestotheyear2000 - .|
US Env1ronmental Protectlon Agency (2006) Drinking water facts sheets '
|HealthCanada - Guidelines for Canadian Drinking Water |
United States Safe Drinking Water Act . . Drinking Water Legislation
" Cooperative Research Centre for Water Quality and  Information for water consumers: Facts and .~
| Treament(200) . . ' ifomatin .. |
Australian Bureau of Statistics (2006) Water Account 2004-2005
| National Health and Medical Research Council - Water made clear: A ;ﬁlﬁ*emg&{;r{lhg{yater
§(2004)‘ . . : - Co
An;traﬂan Commonwealth Government ] . Natlonal Land and Water }lesources Audrt (2005)
“f(eaouree}Tannlng and Development Comrwnlssmn~ - é%&é;}tﬁgﬁl;irgxfrhéﬁt TasEQEJ Tasman:an g f
Tasmama (2006) :MWM e _drinking yvater catcnmgnt§ aﬂrrqwlgn"oy!n W,afff, mtakes |
Council of Australian Governments (1992) - The Hilmer inquiry report
| Tasmanian Department of Treasury atid Finance . National Competition Policy p}égress report |
{oosy - b e
Cooperatlve Research Centre for Water Quality and Key corporatised water arrangements by Australian
Treatment (2002) States and Territories
| World Health Organisation (2005) * ~. .~ Paper: Drinking water and human health— - - .
World Health Orgamsatlon (2003) Guidelines for drinking water quallty
[ Oz WaterPolicy 2006) - . WaterResouroos and Usein Australia © - |
Global Env1ronmental Outlook (2002) Fresh Water: State of the environment and policy
retrospective 192129(12 e
Global Water Partnershlp T echmcal Adv1sory T Integrate:i‘rme:omnrce managementﬁbackground paper :

i et s oo i e . s e g e [P
i
}
i

Committee (2000).

4.7 Achieving research rigour: key methodological issues
The nature of qualitative research demands different ways of judging the quality of research

compared with other approaches to research, such as positivist quantitative methods.
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Qualitative researchers prefer ‘rigour’ to the terms validity and reliability; it refers to
research being ‘trustworthy’ by offering a ‘systematic, plausible and cohé’tl‘ent explanation
of the phenomena under study’ that could be trusted by other researchers (Mays & Pope |
1995,p. 1). The use of verbatim quotes is one of the main ways to reinforce the rigour of
qualitative analysis ‘by providing a clearer sense of the evidence on which the analysis is
based’ (Liamputtong & Ezzy 2005, p. 39). Guba and Lincoln (1994) have developed
criteria for establishing and maintai}ling rigour that have been applied in this study. These
include the notions of credibility, dependability and reflexivity, which will be ciiscussed~

below. -

4.7.1 Credibility

Issues of credibility are frequently of concern to ‘good’ qualitative research practice -
(Denzin & Lincoln 2000; Patton 2002; Silverman 2001). Liamputtong and Ezzy (2005,
p. 334) maintain that credibility criteria involve establishing tha£ the results of qualitative
research are believable from the I;erspectives of the participants in the research. The term
credibility is often used interchangeably with ‘authenticity’, meaning to ‘give a fair, honest
and balanced account of social life from the viewpoint of the people being studied;
"(Neumann & Kreuger 1997, p. 184). Ideas of credibility and transferability, then, centre on
the impact of researchers’ ideas, assumptions, values and place in the research setting and
the authentic representatidn of participants’ accounts (Jankowski, Clark & Ivey 2000;
Silverman 2001). A principle way of establishing credibili:cy in the a;nalysis of qualitative
interviews is to prPVide tangible accounts of the research context and perspectives of

participants, so that the reader can judge how interpretatioris of the datahave been arrived

at. This study has used a basic strateéy to achieve credibility by using primary data in the
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form of direct quotes from participants that demonstrate their perceptions and
interpretations through the complexity and uniqueness of their own language and

expression,

4.7.3 Dependability

—

Dependability is 9150 an impértant aspect of maintaining rigour in qualitatiye research. It is

defined as ‘whether a particular technique applied r\epeatedly to the same object, would

yield a similar result each time’ (Babbie 1999, p. 110). Maintaining dependability is

concerned with the replicability of the research process and its o;ltcomes, or the consistency

of findings over time with similar investigation (D’Cruz & Jones 2004). Achieving

dependability in qualitative research emphasises the need for the researcher to account for

the ever-changing c;)ntext within which the research occurs’ (Trochim 2006, p. 1).

In this study of drinking water in Ta‘smani'a it is important to acknowledge the

~ changing political climate of drinking water management and regulation. Since this study’s
interviews were conducted, there have been a number éf public controversies about the

- quality and management of drinking water resources in the state, particularly in the‘ meaia.
These e\}ents have drawn attention to the practices and regimes of ‘many of the participant‘s
and their institutions. The growing public contention over drinking water may therefore (
have implications for the replicability of this study for other researchers wishing to conduct
similar research. In particular, contention over the practices and philosophies of both water
providers and regulators since this time ma}; impact on the depth and disclosure of the same
participants in similar research. However, it is important to acknowledge that the inherent -

nature of qualitative research is concerned both with the ways managers and providers
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interpret-and conceptualise issues about drinking water governance, such as risk and public

health, as well as with their institutional actions.

4.7.4 Reflexivity

According to Alston and Bowles (1998, p. 578), among ‘the prime innovations in
qualitative methodology’ is an increasing emphasis on reflexivity. The importance of
reflexivity to rigour is based on ‘the assumption that researchers are active constructors of

knowledge as opposed to passive, objective processors of information® (Jankowski, Clark

& Ivey 2000, p. 243). As such, qualitative researchers are not separate from the social

world they study, but immediately implicated in the research process (Denzin and Lincoln

4

2000). The challenge for qualitative researchers is the realisation that researcher, method
and data are interdependent and interconnected (Mauthner & Doucet 2003). It follows that
the achievement of reflexivity centres on the researcher having an honest and ‘explicit, self
aware analysis of their own role’ (Finlay 2002., p. 531).-As Fook (1999, p. 15) asserts:

{

Reflexivity is about recognising and celebrating the use of the subjective in
research. It acknowledges the researcher is unavoidably located politically,
culturally and socially and that his/her experiences and perceptions are mediated

_ through the lens of their own body, biography and changing context.

The demonstration and achievement of reflexivity also serves to increase the credibility of
research in that it helpskshow the journey of the researcher, the ways the research was

carried Sut and the issues that underpinned how they arrived at the interpretations that they
!

did (Koch 1998).
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A key reflexive practice undertaken in this study was the use of a research diary, a
practice Koch and Hari‘ington' (1998, p. 1184) claim to be ‘an essential part of interpretive

. - e . - . . ‘ o, (
research’. The diary assisted in maintaining a reflexive position, when used to document

Al
\and reflect on contextual issues, difficulties and thoughts that arose during data collection
and analys.is. It was also a way of documenting changes, such as media coverage and public
debate, in watt)er governance in "i“asmania and how these issues were having an impact on |
my own interpretations and perceptions of water go{leménce. Patton (2002, p. 434) argues
that memos of this kind can be an integral part of ‘qualitative fieldwork and the beginnings -
of qualitative analysis’ by helping researchers ‘to help thini( about their findings’, ‘keep
track’ of their thoughts and by ‘recording and tracking analytical insights that oc;cur' during

data collection’ (Alstgn & Bowles 1998, p. 198). Fbr example, memos from the earliest of

my interviews with two participants working in more remote parts of Tasmania noted:

Prevalence of permanent boil alerts . ... Is this safe quality water?
Need to check if rural councils get help/extra funding for water . . . do they pay for

!

it all themselves?

These types of observation and notes recorded in my research diary helped me to
contextualise( the meanings and interpretations of many participants in the analysis of
interviews. Insights from my research diary on interviews were often noted on the top of

the interview transcripts as a contextualisation of each interview and the issues that may

have been raised as either the interviewer or researcher. Given that the collection of

§

interview data spanned over six months, the research diary was an important tool that

allowed me to ‘check’ details, issues and thoughts during coding and writing.
T

\
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;1.8 Chapter summary

The purpose of this research is to examine the issues surrounding the governance of
drinking water in Tasmania and to understand how managers and providers of drinking
watér interpret these processes. This required both primary déta sources and also secondary
data'sources in which to amass a wide raﬁge of ideas and information relating to the many
dimensions relating to drinking water governance.

This chapter has outlined the rationale and relevance of an intérpretive qualitative
approach (interviews) to the sociological study of drinking water and the meanings,
interpretations and values of participants working at the forefront of drinking water
governance in Tasmania. It has described the processes of samp\le selection of participants,
ethics and consent, methods of data collection and analysis. How issues of rigour were
addressed and maintained has been outlined and demonstrated by discusé\ijons of credibility,
transferability, dependability and reflexivity. It has also shown how the collation :;md |
analysis of secondary data sources such as policy and législative documents was essential

-to understanding the social and political context of drinking water govemance in Tasmania.

The following chapters will answer the research questions by presenting and’
discussing how drinking ;Nater managers and providers interpret issues surrounding the
governance of fresh drinking water resources. Drawing on the themes gathered iil the
analysis, the chapters will discuss the main ways participants conceptualise dfinking water,

the contentions and debates about governance, and how these interpretations influence the

daily management and provision of this resource.
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5 Tasmanian drinking water governance: key issues, processes
and interpretations

5.1 Introduction ~ ~

This chapter presents the empirical findings of the study and examines how managers,
providers and regulators understand and construct issues associated with the governance of
-drinking Wat/er in Tasmania. In keeping with tﬁe interpretative tradition of qualitéfive
research, the chapter presents verbatim the way managers and pr-oviders of drinking water
speak about governance, which reveals major conditions, processes and issues
underpinning the governance of drinking water in Tasmania.

Besides drawing attention to different local and institutional contexts in which
drinking water is being managed and provide(i in Tasmania, this chapter shows how
drinking water is actively constructed, negotiated and contested amongst managers,
providers and regulators. Specifically, the chapter describes the different ways in which
particibants interpret drinking water regulati(;n particularly how government regulators
institutionally deﬁnq, negotiate and frame drinking water safety and risk. It also points to
the main barriers u;lderpinning the management and provision of safe and plentiful drinking
wat)er in parts of Tasmania and shows that limited capital resources are constraining local
government municipal councils’ ability to manage and provide safe and reliable drinking |
water supplies to communities. The centralised and corporate control of drinking water in

Tasmania is being debated by managers and providers to determine the ideal model for the

provision of essential drinking water resources in this state.
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The themes that emerged from the qualitative analysis of the interview findings give
structure to the chapter, which aims to describe what managers, providers and regulators
said about drinking water and in what context. The 7ext chapter will interpret these findings

and will discuss in depth what these findings mean for sociological theory and how they

assist in answering the research questions of this study.

5.2 Tasmanian drinking water: policy, practices and problems

~ In Tasmania there are multifarious issues affecting the governance of safe drinking water.
These processes of governance are understood and interpreted differenfly by those
responsible for regulation, management and provision in Tasmania. The next section will
explore the key themes associated with drini(ing water governance in Tasmania and will
draw attention to the different social and political contexts through which issues associated

with governance are negotiated, constructed and contested. -

5.2.1 Regulatory Roles and Responsibilities

A starting point for all the interviews in this study waé how participahts interpreted their
roles in.the management and provision of drinking water. The interviews revealed that the
management and provision of drinking water, particularly for those working in local
government was seen to be a complicated task that often raised a number of issues f01f
participants. The following comment by a local vgovernment i)ublic health manager points
. to some of thg' general complexities of drinking water provision, management and

regulation:
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C2:  There is so much to my role and the whole water thing, it is fairly
complicated when you consider all the things involved like where you are
goling to get the water from, where you are going to store it, treat it, test it,
reticulate it and monitor it and then there’s how you are going to pay for all

that and who is going to do it, is a big deal for all councils in this state...

Throughout the interviews, participants activély acknowledge'd that the provision and
management of drinking yvéter was a significant public health issue. While tlhe practical
complexities of managing and providing drinking water were acknowledged such as water
treatment and reticulation, participants mostly spoke about their roles and responsibilities in
regards to meeting regulatory quality standards and in the protectfori of public health. The
following comment from one local government employee demonstrates how regulatory

responsibility is seen to be the most prominent part of this role:

C22: ..Yeah it is always interesting when you have to explain what you do...with

drinking water there is certainly a lot to think about, but my main
responsibility is to make sure that the water being reticulated here meets our

State quality guidelines and that will alwdys be my main priority...

/

The issue of drinking water' quality regulation and regulatory responsibility emerged as the
key way in which participants spoke about and interpfeted issues with drinking water
governance in Tasmania. Central to drinking water governance in Tasmania is the
regulation of drinking water quality through public health policy. In 1997 the Public Health
Act Drinkiﬁg Wéter Quality Guidelines were introduced in Tasmania ' The main aim of the
Act is to “‘protect public health and establish best practice frameworks for drinking water
quality improvement’ (Department of Health \and Human Services 2005, p. 4). All .

reticulated drinking water suppliers must meet the requirements of the Public Health Act

12 gee Chapter 2 for a full review of this legislation.
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. 1997 Drinking Water Quality Guidelines to ensure that water is safe to be consumed. In

spite of these regulations, the provision of a safe and clean drinking water supply that meets

regulatory quality standards is seen to be problematic for maﬁy water providers and

v ;N
managers in Tasmania.

Cl11: ....I'm not sure if you saw that recent article in the [local newspaper] but the
Journalist described water supplies in country areas like this as ‘third
~world’ and that sounds terrible because people think how can that be right,

we live in Tt a.;mania. The truth is, and I probably shouldn’t be saying this, is
that the comment is actually spot on, it is third world here in some places,

" the water is terrible, you can’t and-wouldn’t drink it....

Participants from other Tasmanian municipalities (n=13) noted that there were problems
with how drinking water was being managed and‘reéponded to different parts of the state
that was not being reflected in the current regulation. As one local government manager

commented:

Cl12:  Ithink there is al real danger in this State with saying that our water qualiz}y
is well regulated and protect by public health legislation of whatever you
. want to call it, in reality it might be regulated but that doesn’t mean we
haven’t been seeing bigger larger and really critical issues with our supply
that just aren’t getting addressed in the regulation that is affecting the
quality of our water hugely...

In other cases, participants working within particular municipalities noted that basic stages

for managing safe drinking water such as source water protection and adequate water

.

supply infrastructure was not only minimal but in some cases non-existent and that this was

N
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not being captured by the regulatory prescriptions of the Public Health Act (1997) Drinking
Water Quality Guidelines. )
There is wide recognitidh amongst commentators that the quality and safety of
drinking water is dependent on a number of in’ﬂuenc_es (Hrudey and Hrudey 2004). The
international Report of the Expert Panel on Safe Dﬁ'nking Water for First Nations (2006)

_ along with others (Boyd 2003; Hrudey & Mdey 2004) identify a number, of stages or |
elements that, if integrated into regulatory and management practices, can reduce the risks
| of unsafe drinking water. These stages include the protection of drinking water catch}11ents

and source watei', comprehensive testing, the adequate treatment of drinking water, safe

i

distribution systems, adequate legislative and policy frameworks and increased puBlic

’

avv\lare‘riess and invdlve:ment in the governance of drinking water resources.

©
In Tasmania, most water suppliers are not only experiencing considerable difﬁcultigs in
achiev}ng many of these stagcs of effective drinking water governance. Simultaneously,
areas such as the protection of source water and catchments are not mandats:d under the

current Public Health Act (1997) regulationlwhich is a cause of considerable concern and

debate amongst nianagers and providers of drinking water in Tasmania.

5.2.1 Institutional judgements of risk and safety: problems, processes and politics

The regulation of drinking water in Tasmania and the ways in which this translates to
everyday management and provision is an issue causing a significant level of debate,
dissent and division amongst drinking water managers and providers and government

' . ;
regulators. ‘ |
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Of particular focus within the interviews, were the concerns and anxieties that existed
amongst managers and providers over a lack of regulation surrounding the protectidn of
drinking water catchments. The following comment from one water authority employee
highlights why he believed that the }egulation of drinking water should include the

protection of source water:

Cl:  ....You know I think the biggest risk we have here at the moment is a lack of
’ knowledge on what’s actually going én in our catchments....we have no real
Jurisdiction over forestry or farming and their practices in ‘
catchments. ...that’s unquestionabiy the biggest risk for me from a public
health point of view. ‘

For other local government managers concern about source water protection was also
clearly'evident. The following comment by local government employee within a larger
Tasmanian council sﬁggests that without the adequate protection of drinking water sources
and catchment areas, the regulation at present does not represent a{ comprehensive approach

to minimising risk and protecting public health:

Cll1: If we are going to be serious about delivering quality drinking water to
communities than the government needs to reflect this in their legislation---
it’s not just about testing what comes out of the tap at the end of the line is
about limiting the risk of water being cérrupted in the natural environment--

-- and that ultimately involves a level of control of what’s happening to your

source water...

The protection of drinking water sources is recognised internationally as key process in

C
guarding consumers from contaminants that can be harmful (Boyd 2003; Hrudey & Hrudey
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2004; Pontius 2003). The impetus for protecting drinking water catchments and drinking
water sources is that ’human activities in ';hese areas have the potential to pollute water
through changes in land use and the discharge of materials into the environment. Water is a
_ primary conveyance for pollutants in the landscape, so that many substances have the
capacity to enter surface and groundwater, which can result in changes to the physical,
chemical and biological quality of drinking water. These changes can compromise the
safety of drinking water. "fhe contamination of Walléerton’s drinking water supply in 2000
highlighted the importance of protécting drinking water sources, when ﬂoodiné in the
region resulted in contamination of the town’s water suppl}; with the E. coli bacteria from a
In'earby livestock farm. The failure to alert public health officials and consumers to the
contamination led to the deaths of seven consumers and the ilinesses of hundreds more
(Boyd 2003; Hrudey & Hrudey 2004; Ontario 1\7.Einistry of fhe Attorney General 2002;1
Snide\rv2003,' 2604). The events in Walkerton highlighted the risks posed by the inadequate
monitoring of drinking water source water and the need for compreheﬁsive testing of
drinking water for contamiﬁants. Within Tasmania, some participants (n=9) ;)elieved that a
lack of catchment regulation and monitoring in Tasmania made it difficult to know what

was the actual state of drinking water catchments were and therefore to know what risks

were being posed to drinking water:

C30:  Ithink you only have to look at other parts of the world to see that we are
not doing enough here in Tasmania to protect catchments, at least if you
knew what was happening in your municipality it would be better but we

’ ;ion 't, like a while back I wanted to know'what one particular industry
was doing because you know they were pu{ﬁng in this plantation near one

of our river intakes and I was told that I wasn't legally entitled to that
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_ information---and even if that is true or whatever according to the law .

because it was private property it was still potentially a risk you krow ...

The absence of drinking water catchment management and monitoring in Tasmania
continues to raise significant public health concerns over the safety and risk associated with |
Tasr;lanian drinking water sources. Simultaneously, other parts of drinking water regulation
in Tasmania also raised considerable debate and concern amongst participants. Over half of -
all managers and providers (n=17) criticised the institutional decision of governmental

regulators in Tasmania to assess quality aﬁd safety based only on microbiological testing.

The following quote from local government manager with thirty years eiperience in

-environmental health exemplifies concerns with testing:

C8:  ....How on earth the government decided that you could judge water quality
on just micro [biological] testing is beyond me...you know to be entirely
truthful it infuriates me and it just reinforces our belieﬁ in locél government
that thgse guys [state government regulators] don’t really know what they

are doing with water....

Such stateménts p():ir;t t;) significant dissent between managers and providers and :
government regulators in Tasmania about hov(v drinking water sHould be regulated.
Specifically, participants’ criticism of the regulatior; centred on differences in how
indivliduals felt that drinking water risk should be defined and responcied to \;fithin the
context of government decision making and ultimately regulatory frameworks. In most
cases, the use of microbiological testing and the use (;f guidel‘ijnes values to determine and
judge the safety of drinking water supplies were constructed as persistently problematic

amongst participants in their interpretations of the Public Health Act (1997) regulation.
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In Tasmania the Public Health Act 1997 Drinking Water Guidelines (s. 128, rr. 7.1—
11.3) legally require all water suppliers to frequently sample and test drinking water for E.
coli (Escherichia coli), which are a type’ of ‘faecal coliform’, or bacteria, commonly found
in the intestines of animals and humans. The presence of E. coli in water is a strong
indication of recent sewage or animal waste contamination. During rainfall or other types of .
precipitation, E. coli may be washed into drinking water sources, such as creeks, rivers,
streams, lakes, or groundwater. If these sources are not adequately treated E- coli can end
up in drinking water supplies. Particular strains of waterborne E. coli produce powerful
toxins that can cause severe gastrointestinal illness, particularly in consumers who may
already be immuno-compromised. Besides the Walkerton incident, in other parts of the
world microbiolog/ical contaminants, apart from E. coli, in contamiﬁated drinking water
have been attributed to fatalities and illnesses (Hrudey & Hrudey 2004).

While participants were cognisant of the potential detrimental impacts of E. Coli
contamination on cfmsumers, many (n=19) felt that just testing was not enougﬁ to
adequately eliminate risk and also to protect consumers and that a com‘pr‘e/hensive approacﬁ
to drinking water management was needed in the existing regulation in order to minimise
1;isks associated with drinking water. A reliance mainly or solely on drinking water quality
monitoring has proven ineffective in preventing waterborne disease outbreaks in many
parts of the world (Hrudey & Hrudey 2004; Report on the Expert Pénel on Safe Drinking
Water for First Nations 2006).

The following comments from one water authority employee exemplify some of the
key issues and concerns amongst participants with the use of testing as a key process in

Tasmania. It indicates that compliance with the regulatory demands of the Public Health
. 7 /
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Act does not necessarily mean that participants perceived the quality of drinking water in

their municipality to be safe or well protected:

P1:

Some people in this state, including the Director of Public Health, will tell
you that water quality in Tasmania is regulated....well we actually believe
that they don’t even understand their own regulation because in the rest of
Australia water quality is judged on a whole range of things for it to be
effective ---- What the Public Health Act 1997 does is focus just on only one
parameter of contamination ---- by testing for E. coli....effectively regulating
drinking water is not just about saying well let’s test for this and then the
consumers are protected, water quality is far more cémplicated than the
regulation in this state implies ---- and that concerns a lot of people in this

industry....

For other participants working in local government, similar anxieties existed around

whether microbiological testing alone was enough to protect public health. The following

extract from a water authority employee pointed to some further issues with process of

water sampling and testing:

WA 3: ....Managing water should not be about prescriptive numbers---the problem

with numbers is that we tend to get the numbers too late. If you do
microbiological tests at the very least it will be 2-3 days, at the very least 24
hours before you know there’s something wrong. People have always
certainly drunk the water before you know the answer, so it’s too late and
your population is exposed. Tests are a good measure of how you are

performing but it’s an instantaneous view of a more complicated issue.

Continuing concerns existed over the use of testing as a way of judging the safety and

quality of drinking water. For one water authority manager, the use of numerical standards
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to judge the safety of drinking water was seen to be a ‘simplistic approach’ to drinking

v

water regulation;

WA2: I guess what is significant in looking at our legal obligations to provide

JIW:

WA2:

drinking water is that regulators like standards because they can assess

them and judge them and that’s a useful tool for them---- however we know
thqt water is dependent upon a whole raft of factors and risks and I think
that the right direction for this is an integrated - understgnd your system
first and make sure you know where your risks are so you can deal with

them...
So how would you go about doing that?

Well, we need to ~gel‘ the government moving away from verification that
water providers here are complying with their numbers and get them to
move to the risk based approach of putting multi-barriers in place now and
into the future....you need to know where your risks are and that your
treatment and thi;ags are appropriate to deal with them and there’s a whole

big picture there, ---- and that’s something a tests result can’t tell you.

Such comments suggest that some managers and providers see the current regulatory

requirements as insufficient in their approach to the protection of public health and that

- differences exist in how participants interpreted and thought about drinking water as a

public health issue.

A limited focus on other microbiological contaminants in the Tasmanian Drinking

Water Quality Guidelines was also of concern to local managers and providers. Participants

(n=11) reported concern with the fact that Tasmanian drinking water is not currently tested

[N

for other harmful microbiological contaminants such as Giardia and Cryptosporidium,

contaminants responsible for outbreaks and public health problems in other nations, for
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example in the USA, Japan, Canada and Australia. A local government council water
manager expressed his concern about the possibility of other contaminants in drinking

water supply:

C19: ....Can I make it clear that I don’t think that it is possible to test for every
possible contaminant that might be in drinking water, bz{t Iwill say that
there are other ‘nasties’ out there that have serious repercussions for
consumer health that we don’t take into account in this state. Take ‘Crypto’
[Cryptosporidium] for instance, I have talked to people in the health
department about the fact that we should be looking at this issue and all they
could say was that it was far too financially and resource intensive to start
testing for it ---- I felt like saying well you tell those poor buggers in the

States or wherever that have had it in their bloody tap water.

Criticisms regarding the regulation of drinking water in Tasmania ultimately concerned *
how participants interpreted and understood risk. Across the interviews the main point of
contention and debate between managers and providers over the regulation centred ]on
criticising how Tasmanian state ‘govemment public health officials had institutionally
defined drinkihg water risk. In most cases, participants interpreted the current regulation to
be ‘lacking comprehensiveness’ (c28) in how risk was being judged, monitored and
responded to. Ultimately this led to paﬁicipants questioﬁing the merit of state government
regulators approach to the overall protection of public health.

How the Tasmanian government decides what is risk, and how it should be

regulated is fundamentally concerned with the social process of risk construction.

~ M

Specifically, managers and providers questioned the processes through which the

government was makihg decisions about what constituted drinking water risk (Hannigan
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2006). The governmental decision to ignore other areas of risk in the management of
drinking water for example the monitoring ana regulation of source water was interpreted
by participants as the government engaging in a ‘narrow approach’ '(c22) to public health.
In response, the following comments by one state government official p;*ovide insight into
how the Tasmanian state government make regulatory decisions about drinking water and
risk:

P2:  Ithink it’s important when we are talking about the regulation to recognise
that microbiological contamination represents some of the greatest
waterborne threats to human health---.So given that’s exceptionally
importal;zt that we are able to be aware of these contaminants and establish

-how much is harmful or not in a community’s water supply---

JIW: So am Iright in saying that you regulate quality by testing for what you see

as the greatest risks?

P2:  -—yeah exactly-—- people forget that you can’t possibly test for everything
that could possibly be in a water supply, water will never be entirely risk
free--- you need to focus on what represents the greatest risk to consumers

and then go from there, and we do that through micro [ bioloéical] testing.

Deciding what constitutes the greatest threat to hur;lan health from drinking water supplies
and therefore what is the ‘most risky’ (Hannigari 2006) is seen to be contradictory among
managers and providers of drinking water in Tasmania. The process by which the
Tasmanian government regulates drinking water safety is therefore a significant point of
contention that has led manaéers and providers to question and challenge t\he practices and

decision making of how Tasmanian government regulators institutionally construct issues

of risk and safety. Even though governments are primarily charged with responsibility for
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‘the identification and regulation of environmental and public health risks, the decisions and.

judgements about them have become highly contested (Carson 1991; Irwin 2001; Meh’Fa
2601; Mythen 2004; White 2005). At the core of these debates is the process by which
governments decide what an acceptable level of risk is.

While a large number of managers gnd providers (n=23') spoke about their concerns
and criticisms of the current drinking water regulations in Tasmania, other ﬁanagers and
providers were reluctant to criticise the current emphasis the Publiq Health Act 1997 places
on microbiological testing. The following passage from an interview with one\local
government manager points to a reluctancé amongst some managers and providers to see

government regulators implement a more comprehensive approach to risk:

C22: My obligations are to comply with the legislation and whatever risk is
) identified within those guidelines.

JIW:  What do you mean by compliance?

C22: Well, I mean if a person gets sick out there from drinking the water and they
come to me and say ‘I'm going to sue this council’ well I would say ‘well
+ bring it on’ because I can show you weekly test results which shows that the '
water is fine and they might say ‘well what abouit the weeks that it hasn’t
complied’ then I can show them actions that I've te;ted in accordance with
the Public Health Act and health de;nartment ---- and as far as I'm

concerned I'm not liable and either is the council.... ,

These comments from one local government provider imply that some managers and
providers of drinking water in Tasmania use legislative c’ompiiance as a way of avoiding
public health liability and responsibility because they do not have the resources to manage
drinking water in any other way apart from minimal testing. This was also the case for

another local government drinking water manager who conceded that his support for a
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\
greater more comprehensive approach to safe drinking water was being impeded by the
financial ability of his council to do anything more than basic compliance with regulatory

local standardsj. !

C17: ....Look, it is interesting in an ideal world I would like to be doiﬁg a whole
lot lm’ore around drinking water than we are doing now---but, the crux of it )
Jor us is we barely have the resources to do what we required to now, why
would be go rocking the boat when it’s only going o get us in more strife in

the end---it’s sad but it always comes back to money...

Similar themes associated with the avoidance of liability were also evident when
participants spoke about the protection of catchments and source water and the possibility
of drinking water being contaminated with chemicals. The following section raises the
themes of catchment pro‘;ection and looks at how managers and providers spoke about and

negotiated issues of uncertainty and potential liability.
-

5.2.2 Catchments, chemicals and fear of the unknown

Land use activities and the application of chemicals in and around drinking water
catchment areas were issues reported by participant (n=15) as an area of growing concern
in their discussion of drinking water regulation in Tasmania. One local government council

manager acknowledged his concerns about the protection of drinkirig water source supplies:

C6:  You see a lot of publicity now surroynding forestry and farmihg activities in
the state and lots of chemicals being applied and the flow-down eﬁect& of
large scale forestry plantations on the water reaching reservoirs and
catchments is something we need to be considering, and to complicate

, things we have quite a large catchment area and we know that for example,
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“ plantation activity in our municipality has grown two fold in the last ten

years. .

The comment above indicates that the potential impact of sectoral industries such as
forestry and agriculture on the quality and safety of drinking water is an issue increasingly
being considered by those responsible for the management and provision of water.supplies.
Industry is a significant contributor to fresh water pollution (IJnited Nations Environfnent
Programme 1996, 2007; World Water Council 2006). Industrial chemicals degrading and
contaminating drinking water sources and natural water ecosystems have far reaching .
implications for the health and wellbeing of populations that depend on these sources
(World Commission on Water 1999). Internationally, '\the\ links between industrial
chemicals, drinking water contamination and detrimental human health outcomes have
been increasingly highlighted (Bleaney 2007; Boyd 2003; Trautmann, Porter & Wagenet
2008; United States National Research Council i9§3; World Health Organisation 1990). A
diversity of epidemiological studies have linked human exposure to pesticides in drinking
water to a rénge of conditions, including fQ7rrﬁs of éancer, foetal defects; development
abnormalities, acute gastrointestinal irritation, neurological effects, decreased immune
function, iun'g congestion, seizures, vomiting, diarrhoea and migraines (Dingle, Strahco &
Franklin 1997; Leeuwen et al. 1999; Martin 1999; Mills 1998; Munger et al. 1997,
Trautfnann, Porter & Wagenet 2008; Ruiecki, De Roos & Lee 2004). In Tasmania in ;[he
past five years, the pesticides simazine and atrazine have been found in seven of
Tasmania’s largest river systems above health guideline values, including those feeding
major town supplies (Bleaney 2607; Rosser 2005). The potential public health

consequences of Tasmanian consumers being exposed to industry linked chemicals was®
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seen to.be a justification of participants in advocating new regulations that consider the

impact of catchment activities on drinking water quality and the health of downstream

~

users.
The likelihood of chemicals being present in some Tasmanian drinking water
sources was raised as a controversial and pressing concern for half of participants (n=16)

working in all parts of the state. The following excerpt from a rural council water manager

~

with over 20 years’ experience in public heath points to anxiety over his increasing -
. awareness of the aerial spraying of forestry pesticides in his n{unicipality’s drinking water -

* catchment.

>

Cl1: Once upon a time you didn’t even thin}c about where your water had been.
Now with development, fa}ms and plantations you get thinking about the
effect of these kinds of things on supply....I became aware a few months " .
back that one particular industry wasn’t spraying [pesticides] where they
said they were, they were a lot closer to the catchment than they were
supposed to l;e and there was nothing that that I could do within the
legislation.... _

/ ;o
Such comments éignify that managers and providérs are unsure about how to respond to the

{ .

potential public health risks posed by industry practices, particularly the use of chemicals,
in water catchments areas. The.issue of chemical testing therefore efnerg(;,d amongst
participants asa possible addition to the current regulation and of a greater anc<1 more
integrated approach to drinking water management and risk. Simixltaneoﬁsly‘however, the

introduction of chemical testing was also a source of apprehension and contradiction for

some participants (n=9). One local government council environmental health imanager for
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example revealed that chemical testing was likely to raise a number of social and political

issues:

C29: Chemical testing is something I have been thinking about for a long, long
time in this state --— It is getting to the poi;'zt now in my opinion where
ignoring that chemicals aren’t there in the water is negligible because we
know that they probably are there----the problem is, once you start testing

for chemicals and you find something---- that’s when things start getting

serious and you are liable....

Such comments indicate that for some managers and providers the threat of liability and the
public health ramifications associated with the chemical contamination of drinking water
sources is a continuing source of anxiety and uncertainty‘. At present, the Public Health Act
Drinking Water Quality Guidelines do not prescribé the mandatory testing of drinking
water supplies in Tasmania for any chemicals. However, the detection of industry
pesticides such as atrazine in commupity water supplies across Tasmania has been a
contentious and political issue in recent years (Bleaney 2008; Cameron 1996; Rosser 2005; '
Whelan & Willis 2007) and has received Widesﬁread media coverage and debate. Atrazine
is a triazine herbicide used predominantly by forestry to control broad-leaf weeds and
grasses in plantations and is often applied by aerial sprayir\lg in Tasmania (Bleaney 2008).
The similar use of atrazine is banned in couﬁtries such as Austria, Denmark, Italy and -
Germany and heavily restricted in the USA due to its reputed cancer causing pfoperties
(Leeuwen et al. 1999; Mills 1998; Munger et al. 1997; Ruiecki, De Roos, Lee et al. 2004;
WuQuang et al. 2007).

The banning or restriction of chemicals like atrazine in Tasmania is seen by

participants to be complicated by inherent tensions between the protection of public health
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and tﬁe productivity of primary industries. For example, a handful of participants (n=5)
implied that state government public health regulators were reluctant to respond to corncerns
about the possible contamination of drinking water supplies with industrial chemicals. One
local government manager spoke of his frustration with what he saw as the unwillingness of

the state government to better regulate industry in catchment areas:

Cl:  ....Ifthe outcomes of an independent inquiry showed ---- and it would have
to be an independent process that there were not only chemicals in this
state’s water supplies and they were the ones people are so worried about, 1
can’t imagine the government would react to the point where they would go
and better regulate industry and make them change their long standing

operating practices....no ---- they wouldn’t ---- they would stand to lose too

much.
WUW: ... What do you mean by lose too much exactly?
Cl: Oh well you know, the government is not going to run around and say to big

industries like forestry ‘Hey you need to stop doing this or that’ because of some
inquiry --—- I honestly believe that there would not be much of a response
there....they would lose too much, everyone knows that industry are in the
government's pockets within this state we all know that and it’s why we haven't ‘

seen a greater concerted effort to regulate industry that we have seen elsewhere....

These comments suggest that the prioritisation of economic growth and industry activity
over the protection public health is a contentious issue among managers and providers. The
impact of environmental regulation on non-environmental values, such as the economy and
employment, is a principle area of contention in the governance of resources,‘because
economic growth is often seen to be favoured over stricter environmental controls (Irwin

2002; Percival 1992). How the Tasmanian State Government regulates drinking water and
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the decisions that underpin ;chis p‘rocess are; therefore essentially an issue of state power
(White 1999, p. 237). Specifically, the institutional power of the government to construct
what is risk and how it should be managed is uitimately a matter of power in social debates
about drinking water and public health. As the previous comments have suggested, some
managers and proyiders in the state perceive the Tasmanian state government to be using
their institutional power as a way of constraining more integrated approaches to risk.

While the decision of government regulator’é not to mandate regular testing of
drinking water supplies for chemicals was criticised by managers and providers (n=10)
otherl\s saw a lack of chemical testing as a fOI:m of public liability avoidance. Participants
who took thi‘s‘staﬂnce reported feeling that it was easier to continue meeting the regulatory
demands of the State Government than to begin. addressing larger issues, sucil as the testing.
of their drinking water for chemicals. For example, one rural local govemme;nt manager

argued that public concern over the chemicals in drinking water supplies had caused

consumers to question the drinking water management practices of his very council:

N

C8: - ...We were testing for everyth?ng the law requires us to and ygu have
people jumping up and down and saying that they are not happy with the
testing we have done because there still might'be 3omething there in the

watey ----

In this particular municipality, public concern over the impact of active forestry operations
near municipal drinking water catchments had led the local council to test for particuiar
chemicals. The local government manager continued to speak about how consumers in the
region had not been satisfied with the detection of the chemicals, despite levels of the

chemical being reported as within national health guidelines:
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C8: The chemicals we have tested for you can drink any day of your life, that’s what the
national guidelines say, you can drink it any day of your life and have no
harm....and people are saying yes but it is in thé water and we are ending up in the
position where we are saying okay if we listen to you people we really have to 4
terminate the supply and so what do you do with the majority of consumers that are

happy with the supply....

The comments above and the assertion that testing drinking water was indicative of an
‘acceptable level’ of contamination signals that this manager was concerned less with the
prevention of chemical risk‘ and its uncertain consequences J(Heyman 1998) and more with
what is permissible under the regulations. The assumption that consumers or the lay public
did not understand the realities and processe;s of testing demonstrates the claim that
government judgement, seen here in the form of scientific ‘evidence’, is being uéed in
Tasmania to stifle the other voices in environmental discussions (Beck 1992). The |
knowledge and ‘voices’ of lay or ‘ordinary’ citizens (Irwin 2001, p. 73) are commonly seen
aé n‘c‘)n-legitimate when compared with technical and scientific expertise and processes
employed by regulatory ageﬁcies of environmental governance (Bleaney 2007; Hannigan
1995; Irwin 2001). |

The}: unregulated monitoring of industry’s activities and the chemical contamination
of drinking water in Ta‘sma_mia prompted further criticism of the scope and adequacy of the

Public Health Act Drinking Water Quality Guidelines. One local government manager said:

C4:  You can fall into the trap of thinking that the Public Health Act is catchment

or land management legislation and it is not; it couldn’t be further from it.

128



Such statements suggest that criticism of the regulatiori centres on the belief among
participants that state government regulators needed to address the impact of all activities in
and around catchments by integrating water and environmental management, in order to
fully protect public health. Integrated Catchmyent Management (ICM) is a globally
recognised approach to effectively managing water quality (Global Water Partl}ership 2000;
UNESCO 2008) and inyolves an understanding of the parts of the natural world that are
-impacting on the quality and availability of drinking water through a coordinated and
plarined use of water resources in a catchment area (Global Development Researcﬁ Centre
2008). Effective catchment management frameworks in developed nations (e.g. the United
States, France and the United Kingdom) bring together key stakeholders in the use of
drinking water resources (public health officials, industry, natural resource agencies and
communities)}leadiﬂg to less catchment degradation and the maximum potential uses for
water resources (Global- Development Research Ceptre 2008, p. 1). In Tasmania there is no
integrated catchment management framework for drinking water and the main regulator,
the Department of Health and Human Serviceé, has no legislative or jurisdictional authority
under the Public Health Act over drinking water catchments.

Over two thirds of all drinking water maﬁagers and providers (n=21) reported that -
this lack of control and regulation of catchments was a significant source of uncertainty in
their roles and an issue that they envisioned would continue to be important in the future.
One bulk water authority Chief Executive Officer showed his concern with the lack of

integrated catchment management:
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P1:

....There is a legislative gap at the moment in this state and the legislative
gap it’s between the protection of public health and actual integrated
catchment management legislation, because we do not have that in
Tasmania 750 that’s a grefzt risk from my perspective....the [Public
Health Act] legislation does need to be more concise, for instc\mce you have
our legislation [The PHA Drinking Water Quality Guidelines], which is all
about protecting water quality and consumers and then you have this other
legislation which is privacy legisiation for-land use so you get this clash of
legislations trying to achieve conflicting things. So there is this whole lot of
various interests invested in water catchments....while we have a duty of
care 1o protect and improve public health ---- there’s no doubt that being.
unable to control activities in catchments is something that the government

needs to address....

These contradictions point to the need for revisions or additions to the Public Héalth Act

Drinking Water Quality Guidelines in to secure water quality and public health through

4

protecting and monitoring source water and catchments. The issues associated with this

were also acknowledged by state government regulators as an important issue in Tasmania.

A state government employee expressed his desire for a more comprehensive approach to

the management and regulation of drinking catchments:

~

o JIWE

SG 2:

JIW:

" there....

!

Would there be anything that you would ideally like to see happen in respect
) = -

to improving the regulation of water in the near future?
Il s

I have expressed a desire to physically go and audit every Set up in the state

---- in fact in Walkerton they just appointed 33 new water inspectors over

Y

1

What do you mean exactly by auditing every set up? '
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SG2: --—--Well first we would actually gé out and fly over the catchment and look
at any particular licences and activities that might be happening and then
you find out what they are about and what they may be using etc. And the
second you actually go and look at the treatment plant and make a no.te of
exactly what each council has....but with the amount of resources that we
have here at the moment in Tasmania that would be an impossibility here

unfortunately....

It seems that a more holistic approach to the protection and management of drinking water
sources is supported by public health officials in Tasmania. The importance of source water
protection for is particularly exemplified in a number of the recommendations in
Commissioner Dennis O’Connor’s, Report of the Walkerton Inquiry (2003). The inquiry
recommended that watershed or source water protection through a number of processes,
including the introduction of water inspections in order to adequately ensure the safety of
drinking water supplies. Under its Drinking Water Inspections Protocol, the Ministry of the
Environment (MOE) in Ontario direct drinking water inspectors to conduct comprehensive
inspections of drinking water supplies, including the inspection of source, treatment and
distribution systems for safety. In 2002 the Ontario go'vernment more than doubled the
number of water inspectors from 25 to 51 and increased the frequency of inspecting source
water (Ontario Ministry of the Environment 2003). The costs of implementing all
recommendations of the O’Connor inquiry have been estimated to be between CA$100 and
200 million (CBC News 2004). Nevertheless, within Tasmania the possibility of more
comprehensive approaches to management and protection are being constrained by the
limited financial resources of both government regulators and also local water providers

such as local government councils.
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5.2.3 Resources, risks and rurality

Tasmanian water, suppliers, particularly those working in local government

e

councils, spoke about a number of problems associated with the management and provision

of safe drinking water under the Public Health Act 1997. One local government council
/

employee stated:

Cl17: ...Now don’t get me wrong, I don’t have any problems with what the state
l government are trying to achieve by bringing in these regulations [PHA
Drinking Water Quality Guidelines] ---- whatf do have a problem with is
how they ac;ually expect us to achieve this quality of water when we have )
crap infrastructure, no staff and expertise and no great pool of money to

upgrade our systems ---- that’s a real frustration for me in doing this job....

' These comments indicate that tensions exist for managers and prQViders betweeﬂ mee;ting
the requirements of water quality legislation, while sustaining the financial and resource’
demands to meet these régulatory requirements. Globally, there is wide consensus that
drinking watér supply systems are financially intensive and require high levels of capital
expen;iiture to maintain and extend infrastructure networks that assist in the provfsion of
quality drinking water (Bakker & Camer‘on 2002, p. 17). At presént, the Public Health Act
1997 Drinking Water Quality Guidelines do little to assist water providers in Tasmania to
meet the costs of ménagin_g and providing safe drinking water. Rather, water providers |
must generate their own fiscal resou;ces for thevongoing management and provision of
drinking water, which means some water supgly systems are better resourced than others.

The geographic location of water supply systems appears to be critically affecting

_the management and provision of safe drinking water in Tasmania. A local government
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employee working in a large rural municipality spoke about the constraints of location on

the provision of drinking water supply:

C23: ....although every consumer should be equally provided and yes should have
good quality water or whatever, the whole ongoing issue is we don’t have
the resources and money in rural Tasmania and someone is going to have to

start thinking about how that’s going to be addressed...

This excerpt denotes the complexity of issues associated with drinking water provision in
less urbanised parts of Tasmania and indicates the impact of geographical location on the
supply of safe drinking water. Tasmania has a highly dis'persed population; over a third of
whom livé in rural and remote areas (ARIA 20062 Institute for Rural and Regional
Research 2004). In addition, of the 89 water supply systems in Tasmania, there a{re’ 69 in
rural areas (Whelan & Willis 2007). The influence of geographical location on pooi' -
drinking water quality and supply has been acknowledged as a signiﬁcaht issue both
globally and locally in advanced and developing nations (Boyd 2003; CSIRO 2006;
Fullerton 2001, 20»07; McDonald 2005; Whelan & Willis 2007).

In parts of Tasmania, water provision infrastructure — distribution and treatment
systerﬁs —are inadequate to meet regulatory requirements foF drinking water quality and

safety. One rural water provider reported:

C9:  When the Public Health Act came ---- all of a sudden we [local government]
were in this situation where with one stroke of the pen we were having to do
five times more water sampling, do upgrqdes on our reservoirs, replace
pipes, improve chlorination and with the same mo;1ey that was coming in
before the legislation got passed ---- 1 remember saying to one guy from the -

[Public] Health Office, ‘This is all very well for you but how are we
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. supposed to pay for all this?’ ---- and all he could say was that we should

~

put our rates up....

This excerpt suggests that ageing and inadequate infrastructure in rural areas of Tasmania is
critically impeding water providers’ ability to reticqlate safe drinking water to their
communities. Water supply infrastructure consists o'f what is built to pump, divert,
transport, store, treat, and deliver safe drinking water. Ageing water supply infrastructure
has emerged as an increasingly critical problem in many nations (Archer 2002; Bakker &
Cameron 2002; Kail 2004; Vatandoust 2003). The United States Environmental Protection
Agency (2008, p. 1) acknowledges that ‘the staggering cost of maiﬁtaining, operating,
rehabilitating, and replacing our aging water infrastructure’ in the USA has required the
ongoing development of new funding partnérships between federal, state and local )
government to rectify drinking water supply infrastructure needs.

In Tasmania inadequate water provision infrastructure is having a negative impact

: {

on providers’ water management and supply practices. Maintaining and operating ageing
infrastructure is becoming more costly and the economic capacity of many small and rural
- councils is minimal. One council manager said that municipalities such as his own, h‘ave

been deferring water infrastructure maintenance, because there were seen to be more

pressing needs for the council:

C20: We have pipes that are literally at least a hundred years old. To replace
them would cost hundreds of thousands of dollars but we don’t have the
money to do that and there are so many other things we have to do as a
council....it’s something that we are going to have to urgently address if we

want to keep providing water....
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Building ne\;v or upgrading existing water supplgl infrastructure (pipes, treatment facilities
and storage reservoirs) is integral to maintaining the provision of safe drinking water
distribution systems in Tasmania. However, managers, providers and regulators conceded
that such issugs were diverse and are not easily solved. As one }ural provider reported, ‘In
some of our community systems we don’t even have the capacity to store water let alone
chlorination facilities’ (C17). The treatment of drinking water has long been acknowledged
as a vital part of minimising waterborne disease and protecting human health (Archer 1996;
Clonen 2001; Cooperative Research Centre for Water Quality and Treatment 2002;
Hawkins et al. 2000; Pontius 2002: Putnam & Wiener 1995). A lack of basic water
treatment infrastructur;e could, through waterborne diseases, critically affect the health and
wellbeing of populations receiving untreated drinking water. Eaéh year millions of
consumers in mostlyydeveloping nations die from the consumpti(;n of untreated drinking
water. |

The treatment of drinking water is non-existent in a number of rurai Tasmanian
municilpalities. Qne rural water provider spoke about the limited natl'lre of water supply

infrastructure in his council and the impact of this on regulatory responsibilities:

C29: ....we have quite a few water supplies that are untreated because they
service fairly small townships I guess and we find it really difficult because
of that to comply‘with the micro-criteria [of the legislation]....that’s not to
say that the water is causing anyone any problems, but because it is not

treated it’s a difficult situation....

For partiéipants working in rural Tasmania, a lack of basic treatment facilities made it

impossible to eliminate harmful microbiological contaminants. Water supplies are therefore
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in permanent compliance with the quality requirements of the Public Health Act Drinkiﬁg
Water Quality Guidelines, making the supplies unsafe for human consumption.

" In some local government counciyls responsibility for drinking water management
practic_es, like water testing and sampiing, is entrusted to one employee. The following
excerpt from a rural c;)uncil emi;loyee encapsulates the staffing and resour;cing1 issues

facing some local government water providers:

C8:  ....The buck stops with me really when you ask about who does the sampling
here. So yeah ---- it’s up to me, which is ‘kinda’ hard because it’s a big job -
--- I guess because we have a fairly big area to cover and there’s no one else
that can help because we just don’t have the staff....unlike bigger councils I-
.\ do it all myself and that’s as well as the other stuff I do =—-- I think this is
something that th;iee‘ men should be doing not just me.....but that’s what
‘happens around ;tere.

)

The sense pf responsibility and liability particil;ants in these positionsl feel has clear
implications for the daily management practices of some council Providers in Tasmania. A
lack of staff and training among some councils contribute to some water providers being
unable to adequately manage, monitor and respond to drinking water‘supplies in their /
municipality. The adequate training, experience and expt;rtise of staff responsible 4f0r ' {
drinking water management and provision i)lay a critical role in delivering safe drinking-
water (Archer 2000; Boyd 2003; Hrudey & Hrudey 2004; Report of the Expert Panel on
Safe Drinking Water for First Nations 2006; Snider 2003; White 1998). Managers and
providers of drinking water need to be capable and responsive to che immediate and
.cpntextual environment in ’which they operate in order to protect water quality (Hrudey 8/4
Hrudey 2004). The report of the inquiry into the Walkért&n contamination by Justice
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" Dennis O’Connor (2002) stated that key staff responsible for testing and reporting on
drinking water quality in the Walkerton region were ill trained, engaged in improper
operating practices and were uninformed about water safety (Brubaker 2005). It seems that
the lack of training and water management expertise in Tasmania may place the health of
communities at risk due to improper water management practices.

The most tangible effect of inadequate staffing, training and expertise among those
working in drinking water management and provision in some parts of Tasmania is the

supply of unsafe drinking water to the public. One State Government official reported:

Pl:  ...ayear ago they were having heaps of problems with one community\’s
supply. Now, the basic premise of water treatment is that you filter and then
you chlorinate to disinfect to then increase efficiency right? ---- we actually
checked the water treatment plant in this particular place and the filter had
been put in after the chlorinator....and surprise, surprise, the water hadn’t
complied for years. So that was basically just a lack of training on the

person who installed the stuff....

These comments imply that state government drinking water regulators are cognisant of the
staffing and resourcing issues facing providers. However, unlike other parts of the world,
Tasmanian state go;/emrnent regulators are not responsii)le for the monitoring of water
supply infrastructure or the adequate training of staff responsible for operating or
maintaining this infrastructure, despite this being suggested as an ongoing concern in the
management of drinking water in parts of Tasmania. These issues appear to be uﬁable to be
amended easily, particularly in light of the pressing financial demands and under-

resourcing of local government councils in Tasmania.
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Water providers and managers reported that, along with infrastructure and staffing

sl

constraints, many were struggling to meet the financial costs of sampling and testing
drinking water as defined by the Public Health Act Drinking Water Quality Guidelines. The
following comments from a rural council provider relay the ongoing frustrations in his role

/
as a water manager:

C8: - ....At the moment we are trying to test our water weekly and that is a 75 per
cent increase in price and then if you started testing more regularly or
heaven forbid for other contaminants it would probably be well over
100,000 ---- it couldn’t be done by this council, we just don’t have that kind
of money....Even now there’s nothing in the [Public Health] Act that says

- how we are sup};osed to pay for testing and we just can’t afford to keep
up.....on top of that we also recently got a test for one herbicide because we
were worried about some forestry activity ---- it was 31347 per test and
that’s just for one chemical and there are hundreds of other chemicals that

/ (
we could be testing for....

The adequate testing and samplfng of drinking water for contaminants is an urldeniably
important part of managing safe drinking water and minimising public health risk (Boyd
2003; Hrudey & Hrudgy 2004). And yet, it seems that while some participants demonstrate
- a sense of social obligation to provide safe drinking water, the extreme financial pressures
of water management practices for some smaller councils outweigh the greater pursuit of a

comprehensive approach to drinking water.

C9:  ...I have been working here for a long time and I've seen a lot of changes to
how local governments have approached drinking water and don’t get me
wrong it’s a good thing and people should be being given good quality

water, but when you look at the fact that we have no more money coming in-
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--- it’s getting to the point where it’s all well and good to say let’s do this
and that, and lets pay someone to be a catchment officer or whatever---- but
when you don’t even have the money to meet the bare minimum standard or
to replace pipes then how do you decide what is most important supplying

water or being economically viable?

In many cases, managers and providers of drinking water (n=11) within local governments
across Tasmania therefore argued that the main obstacle with safe drinking water in
Tasmania is not a lack of regulation, but a lack of resources in and capacity of local

governments to meet regulatory requirements. One participant stated:

Cl5: ...What I have had a big problem with is not the regulation of drinking
water, of course that makes sense ---- There is no doubt in my mind that
local government is the crutch for State Government ---- I think that local
government is great for dealing with their own backyards and being
accountable to their ratepayers but I see that more and more responsibilities
are being handed on to local government with less and less help from the
state and federal government....You can’t just legislate water quality and
then expect organisations like local government to magically comply with
your demands for non-problem water ---- I also don’t enjoy being made to
look incompetent in how we are handling our [drinking water] systems when
we have no money because we have a limited rate paying base ---- although
some people including the State Government will tell you that we are just
buck shifting which is ironic because if you ask them who should pay for

improvements they will say ‘Put your [municipal] rates up’....

These comments highlight that local government water managers and providers often

perceive the Public Health Act (1997) Drinking Water Quality Guidelines to give little or
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no recognition ‘of the struggles or limitations’ (C20) facing councils in the provision of
drinking water in many parts of Tasmania.

The financial health of a utility has been ackndwledged as having amajor effect on
its ability to provide safe drinking water (Environmental Finance Centre 1998). The size
: and location of municipal drinking water systems are therefore Viewe;d internationally as an
important consideration in the assessment and development of regulatory options for water
quality improvement (Report on the Expert Panel on Safe Drinking Water for First Nations
2006). In most countries water serviceg are 'a municipal responsibility. It therefore makes
sense that improvement should »‘include ‘key criteria and support for incremental
~ improvement of water supplies involving community engagel;nent and consideriné cost,
practicality, ease of maintenance and repair and effectiveness’ and other ways of building
the economic capacity of water providers (World Health Organisation and National Health
and Medical Research Council 2006, p. 6). In countries such as Canada, too, increasingly
strident water quality standards and limited financial resources for municipal water
improvements have been exacerbating the inadequate management of drinking water
(Bakker & Cameron 2002). This has led to the creation of long-term pqﬁﬁerships between
levels of government and communitie$ in these countries to address inadequate
infrastructure, étafﬁng and economic constraints. In the USA the Drinking Wat'e.r State
Revolving Fund (DWSRF) was established under the 1-996 Safe Drinking Water Act
(SDWA) t;) provide financial assistance for water systems in disadvantaged areas to be «
improved, so that they comply with regulatory standards (Beecher & Shan;ghan 1998).

In Tasmania there is limited support for locai go’v_ernment suppliers to build théir

economic capacity in order to continue providing safe and reliable drinking water. A lack

e
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of economic support makes it difficult to manage and provide safe drinking water free from
contamination. Instead, managers and providers in some parts of Tasmania have been
forced to respond in other-ways to meet regulatory requirements and to the management of

public health risk.
5.3 Persistent problems and bandaid solutions: responses to public health risks

There are a number of ways that problems associated with drinking water in Tasmania are
being dealt with at both local and policy levels. Proposals for improving the governance of
drinking water often raise significant concerns associated with social inequity, geographical
disadvantage and the most effective transparent ways to manage and control drinking water
in Tasmania.

In most rural Tasmanian municipalities, the issuing of boil water alerts is a common
practice in managing untreated drinking water supplies. A rural participant, who was an
environmental health officer for a local government council spoke of the need to issue boil

alerts to community members:

Cl4: Accdr;ling fo the guidelines [the PHA Drinking Water Quality Guidelines]
untreated water supplies are always unsafe. So the way we deal with that is
by issuing bioil water notices, so with the rates notices that go out to all
these people living in these small communities that have untreated supplies
saying that it’s an untreated supply and to assure microbiological quality

they should boil it prior to drinking it....

Boil water alerts involve notifying consumers to boil their tap water for at least three
minutes before consumption to kill potentially harmful bacteria. The most recent Director

of Public Health’s Annual Report on the Quality of Tasmania’s Drinking Water
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1

(Department of Health and Human Services Tasmania 2006) detailed that 30 boil alerts

were issued in Tasmania for the reporting period. Twenty-nine of these were in rural

'

‘ municipalities and ox(fer half were permanently issued (Whelan & Willis 2007). In one

municipality, boil had alerts affected ten of their 11 public water supply systems in the 12-

!

" month reporting period. ”

The ongoing need to issue boil water alerts as a means to protect public health and
)

safety has led to calls for radical changes to community water supplies. Two council

employees charged with environmental and public health responsibilities stated:

C23: ....Council with my encouragement is saying, “Let’s cut the pipe, let’s stop
the supply’ because the liability is existing and that’s huge in providing a

community with untreated water.

A lack of water éupp]y infras_tructuré and the permaﬁency of bgil alerts in some areas of
Tasmania are causiﬁg some councils (n=33 t(; consider stopping the reticulated supply of
drinking water altogether. Stopping the supply of drinking water to communities is most
often associated with the non-payment of water bills or the inadequate availability of water
resources for water reticulation, particularly in de{/eloping nations (Beltran 2002; Hacher

2004; Olmstead 2003; Pauw 2003; Ravindran 2003; Whelan & White 2005). However, the

issue of public liability and risk associated with the provision of safe drinking water
4 ~

appears to be a gap in water literature. '

Non-compliance with regulatory standards because of poor and inadequate drinking
water supply infrastructure raises obvious tensions between the exigency of providing basic
: water needs and the willingness and fiscal ability of rural councils in Tasmania to operate

under the threat of liabilify. A sense of liability and responsibility aséociated with drinking(

A}
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water appeared to be heightened among participants working in councils with limited . -
staffing and expertise. Tasmanian drinking water managers, providers and regulators
argued that addressing and improving the governance and safety of drinking water was not

amenable to an easy solution. One rural council water manager stated:

C27: ...Idon’t have any problems with what the state government are trying to
achieve in respect to public health by bringing in regulations----what I do
have a problem with is that if something terrible did go wrong then the

_excuse would never be accepted that we just didn’t have the money to
support new pipes or a new chlorination system. If people are sick or even
dead because you let something poison their supply, you are the one that is
liable ---- but the scary thing is that we literally don’t have the money to
support upgrading our water supply ----- and we are not getting any support
Jfrom the people in Hobart [State Health Department] who are pushing for it
to happen....

For some drinking water providers (n=14), particularly those in rural areas of Tasmania,
tensions exist over the best way to improve the quality and safety of municipal drinking
water supplies. In cases where governments are unwilling or unable to increase debt to
meet investment needs, restructuring may provide a means of improving the provision and
management of drinking water services and resources. Over the past decade many
municipalities in nations such as Canada and the USA ‘have been confronted with-the need
to radically reform their water and wastewater supply systems, due to real or perceived
poor levels of performance’ (Bakker & Cameron 2002, p. 15). Poor performance of
municipal water supplies is often attributed to multiple factors, for example ageing
infrastructure, increasingly stringent water quality standards, lack of finance for

infrastructure renewals and replacement and dependence on often unreliable government
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-subsidies (Bakker & Cameron 2002). These factors are similar to the issues that participants

in Tasmania reported following years of deferred and minimal invgstment in water supply -
systems. ' .

- Local government council employees in Tasmania appear to'be irresolute about the
possibility of restructuring and reforming drinking water mﬁnagement and provision,

despite ongoing quality and safety concerns. A council employee in rural Tasmania said:

C3: - Itis not as simple as going out into our towns and saying okay we are going
to finally fix the water here but by the way your rates are going to go up
heaps in the process ---- we tried to do that with one of our larger townships

a couple of years ago and people in that community said that while they

wanted the water they just couldn’t afford a rates rise. 13

i ‘ 1
Shifting financial responsibility for improvements to drinking water supplies and

infrastructure does not sit comfortably with some participants (n=15) in their role as a local

¢

government drinking water provider. In Australia local governments are elected to
represent their local communities and their mandate is to ‘deliver a responsible and

accountable sphere of democratic governance’ (Local Government Association of Australia
N ‘ /

1997, p. 1). A fundamental paft of the role of local governments in Australian social life is

the provision of appropriate services to meet community needs in an efficient and effective

manner, and the facilitation and coordination of local efforts and resources in pursuit of

community goals (Local Government Association of Australia 1997). The inherent mandate __ .

A\

of local governments in delivering essential services like drinking water is that they must

consider the financial capacities of communities and consumers when implementing

13 Municipal rates refer to an annual fee charged to a property owner by the local council. This often includes )
levies for services, such as water, sewerage, garbage collection etc.
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changes or enacting reforms. Dialogue between municipal council water providers and
Eqnsumers is an essential part of effective water governance in all nations. Effective
consultation enables ‘the commurllity to have a role in determining the preferred course of
action’ in regard to water resources and supply (O’Connor 2002, p. 37).

In Tasmania local government council employees in rural areas (n=12) argue that an
understanding of cqmmunity needs and financial capacity for capital investment in drinkfng
- water infrastructure is essential. F or‘exampleg one rural council employee spoke of the
importance of his council being aware of the socio-economic status of consumers and

communities in his municipality: ~
' At

* C8:  We not only have a small rate-paying base, but also lots of our rate-payers
are pensioners or low-income families; our consultation with them over the
years has shown repeatedly that they would rather have untreated water
than have their rates go up.

- These comments indicate that the injection of capital into improving the quality of drinking

water is complicated, not only by the fiscal deficits of local government councils, but also

the limited socio-economic ceipacity of consumers and communities in some parts of

Al

Tasmania to afford safe drinking water. In many parts of Tasmgnia where permanent boil
alerts exist has ultim.';ltely been perpetuated by the inability of residents to be able to afford
improvel;lents. This supports claims that class divisions within sc.>cial structure have been
ého;zvn to intensify the predisposition of some poor and marginalised social groups to
environmental risks, such as unsafe drinking water (Field 2000; Halfacre, Matheny &
Rosenbaum 2005; Julian 2005; Mythen 2004). Consumers with limited socio-economic

means usually have limited abili;ty ‘to buffer drinking water risk’ because they have less

financial capacity to pay for drinking water or other ways of minimising risk when water
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quality fails (White 2002). The location of consum;ars is also a contributing factor to the
burden of risk associated with drinking water. Rural corﬁmunities are more likely to
experience increased risk of contamination and poor public ilealth outéomes resulfing from
drinking water supply (Boyd 2003; CSIRO 2006; McDonald 2005; McKay & Moeller(
2001; Whelan & Willis 2007). Achieving municipal water reform in communities that are
financially constrained at social and council levels raises a number of social justice issues
associated with the capacity of communities and consumers to afford safe drinking water.

. ; A
There is a need for organisations responsible for water provision to carefully consider these

-social needs when implementing any type of economic reform of essential services (Archer

2000; Bakker & Cameron 2002; Beder 1998).

v

5.3.1 Minimising risk and responsibility: Is the answer corporate control?

Tensions exist for local government drinking water providers and managers over the most
effective way of governing supplies, while attending to the important social justice issues
associated with the provision of safe and plentiful drinking water. The corporate contrql of
more than half of Tasmania’s drinking water supplies raised issues over whether local
governments or corporate water authorities should be responsible for providing drinking
water, and whether further corporatisation was the best way of addressing quality and
safety concerns. A local go‘}emment employee working in a council ;hat ilas drinking water
supplied by a bulk water authority argued that corporate control of water resources should
be a priority in Tasmania:

C13: -—- Here in this state of ours we really need to be thinking more

strategically about what we are going to do in the future with many of our

supplies. I went to this seminar a_few months back on the mainland and they
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were all talking about the fact that the only way that we are ever going to
enable the long the long-term eﬁciency and viability of providing water is

to toe the reformist line and to corporatise all supplies, it is a win-win

" situation if councils actually sat down and worked out the sums....

The corpAoratisation of drinking water supplies is one wa}./ in which some driﬁking water
managers and providers saw that_the'ﬁscal and resource problems for councils providing
Erinking w;lter could be solved and how public health riské associated with provision could ¢
be solved. At present in Tasmania, two thirds of drinking water supplies are managed by
corporate water authorities.
\Corpora)tisatir"on is a process of structural economic réform that involves ‘the plac;ing
of selected publicly-owned enterprises into a position anélogous to that of the private sector
‘while retaining (;wnership (T}asmanian Department of Treasury and Finance 2007, p. 34).
The deterioration of assets, a11ack of expertise and resources and the deferment of
iﬁvestment in essential water infrastructure under the control of municipal councils’
drinking water resources are often a key impetus for the corporatisation of §efvices (Bakker
& Cameron 2002). By corporatising drinking water supplies in Tasmania, the responsibility
for the immediate\inanaggment of drinking water is removed from iqéal governments énd
sﬁbjected to comfnercial market principles._' In doing so, it mayl Be possible to improve the
incentives of council entities to minimise costs an'd.operate more efficiently (Kerr 1998,
p. 5). Economic efficiency is frequently raised as a major rationale for the management of
water resources through corporatisation and privatisation (Aharoni‘-’ 1991; Barlow & Clarke
2002; Johnston 2003; White 1998). Corporatisatif)n can often be a precursor to privatisation
or the outsourcing of public water supplies to private companies (Archer 2000; Beder 1998;

Moeller 2001; Sheil 2000). Indeed, the corporatisation of dfinking water supplies is
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becoming increasingly entrenched in the economic reform of Australian water resources
AY
through fiscal policies, such as the Council of Australian Government Water Reforms and

National bompetition Policy. As a result, most major drinking water authorities in
Australia have been corporatised. Tasmania’s bulk water authorities are now corporatised
and are responsible for the management and provision of drinking water in three large
regional areas. Like other cc;rporate water authorities in Australia, Tasmanian bulk water
providers are operating in accordance with commercial principles that emphasise financial
goals: increased competition, the generation of di;fidends and the improvement of financial
performance and accountability (Moeller 2001).

The int;oduction of economic water reforms in Tasmania and the restructuring of
water authorities may have significant effects on the management and provision of drinking
water. A bulk water authority Chief Executive Officer spoke about the impact of National

. (
Cempetition Policy:

WA3: ....When National Competition Policy came in there were a lot of structural
changes to how water was going to be controlled ---- there were a number
of changes....there was a huge impetus for water authorities like us to
change to become fully commercially viable businesses and to have councils

as our economic shareholders....

Economic water reforms have changed how water providers and managers thin—k about
drinking water as a public resource in Tasmania. In 1994 all state and territory governments
in Australia agreed that the management and regulation of Australia’s water needed
‘significant changes’ (National Competition Council 2008, p. 1). A package of reforms,

known under the umbrella of National Competition Policy (Council of Australian
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Governments 2007), were implemented. They were designed to ‘promote good \-Nater
management practices and ensure the development of strategies to promote water uses that
make good business sense, are good for the environment and ultimately ensure the long
term sustainability of the resource’ (National Competition Council 2008, p. 1). The main
areas of water reform are based on the promotion of economic competition and include the
establishment of corporate water service institutions, water trade entitlements and water
pricing, based on recovering the costs of managing and providing drinking water. Although
National Competition Policy (National Competition Council 2008, p. 1) is argued to
promote economic competition in the public interest, there is significant social debate over
the effects of economic drivers on the equitable provision of drinking water. For instance,
the impetus for economic efficiency and performance is argued to interfere with the notion
of drinking water as a social resource because it driven by consumption and the pursuit of
ﬁscal‘gains rather than public service (Aharoni 1991; Barlow & Clark 2002; Beder 1998;
Whelan 2005; White 1998).

The management and control of drinking water supplies by corporate bulk water
authorities is prom[;ting some concerns amongst participant in Tasmania that the provision
of drinking water is being driven by economic rather than social concerns. One local
government council manager working in rural Tasmania expressed his concerns over the

impact of economic reform processes:

C5:  ....Iknow that more and more councils in this state think that corporatised
bulk water authorities are the best thing since sliced bread because they
don’t have to worry about supplies so much. Personally, I think local
government involvement and management is the best way to control water --

-- mainly because we are actually there in the community and more willing
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to respond to issues and to public concerns, for example I know a case
where there was public concern about water being provided by one big
r aitthority and one consumer rang them five times and could not get anyone

to address her concerns.

Instead of the corporatisation of drinking water supply, sor‘ne_ local government managers
are embracing the continuing management and control of drinking water by local
government councils as a way of ensuring that the voices of local citizens and consumers
are heard in the process of democratic drinkiﬁg water governance. ‘Clear and direct
accountability’ and ‘the-protection of vulnerable consuﬁers’ from disconnections and the
‘abuse of monopoly power’ are seen as a key advantages of the municipal control of
drinking V;Iater (Bakker & Cameron 2002, p. 19). A lack of these processes may affect the
equitable provision of drinking water to consumers, because 'corporatisation may |
potentially weaken acéountability. The needs of low-income and other socially vulnerable
consumers may not be considered and thereforé public accountability is at risk of bqing
‘eroded. Only a small amount of managers and providers of drinking water in Tasmania
(n=5) questioned whether the commercial orientation of corporatised w,at;r authorities
might be interfering with the notion of drinking water as a public service. One local
government manager with over thirty years’ working in water managerhent expressed his

‘

apprehensions about corporatising water provision authorities:

C7:  There is no doubt that the big water authorities have monies for greater
resources, staff and infrastructure because they have a greater financial
base ---- but what I worry about is whether that is clouding the issue of
being receptive to public concerns ---- there are some serious issues for me

in commercialising water resources this way. Here in local government we
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are almost sanctioned to prioritise our consumers or rate-payers in
providing services because that’s what we do and have always done. At the
[bulk water] authority level I don’t think there are the same considerations

happening, how could there be when you are worried about dividends ...

This suggests that some managers and providers are unsure about éorporate water provision
as an ideal model in ;l“asmania, because of the tensions between the protection of public
interest and health and the demands on corporatised water authorities for financial return
(Dovers 2008). The_'links between the corporatisation of drinking water authorities and poor

J

quality drinking water were questioned in 1998 when three million Sydney residents were .

" forced to boil their drinking water due to the detection of harmful levels of Giérdia and

Cryptosporidium in Sydney’s water supply. The Sydney Water Board and the contract to
supply drinking water to the city of Sydney had been corporatised in 1995. Following the
corporatisation, thousélnds of Sydney Water Board employees involved in the management .
and provision of drinking water were sacked or made redundant. Operating costs were cut
by over 25 per c?nt (Vassilopoulos 1998). The drinking water treatment plants responsible
for the cdntar_nine;tion had been privatised and it was later revealed that that the company
running the faulty filtration plant was not contractually obliged to test for and remove these
organisms (Beder 1998). A later inquiry showed‘ ‘the inability of Sydney Water Board
management to notify the public and to respond with accurate and reliable information
(Hrudey 2008). The event further highlighted the need for comprehensive statutory
framework to ensure that ‘public-good functions’, including long-term monitoring, publié
health, and infrastructure planning initiatives, are catered for in the management of drinking

-

water (Dovers 2008, p. 10).
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Across the interviews however, over half of all participants (n=15) advocated the
existence and expansion of drinking water corporatisation in ~Tasmania. The reasons given
by participants for corporate control of drinking water included ‘greater technology and
resources’ (c17), ‘specialist expertise’ (c23), ‘better monitoring technology’ (c9) and
‘greater financial resources for water reticulation’ (c10) as reasons for believing that
corporatisation of water authorities was the most efficient and accountable way of
managing drinking water. In another example, a local government manager who had

worked previously for a corporate water authority in another state reported:

C21: I have a hundred per cent confidence that this council is getting the highest
quality water available from our regional [bulk water] authority....water is
{ their sole business and priority. For councils on the other hand, water isn’t
our only responsibility —we have a lot of other things that we have to do. 1

like to say that we are the doctors or GPs [General Practitioners] when it

comes to water and they are the specialists anq’ 50 you can’t compare the

expertise that you get between the two....

The trust and confidence reported by some managers and pro.\'fiders (n=18) of drinking
water in corporate water authorities is also supported by the quality and safety record of*
water authorities in Tasmania. The most recent Director of Public Health’s Annual Report
on the Quality of Tasmania’s Drinking Water (2006-07) reported that all bulk water
systems met the water quality standard and ;nicrobiological monitoring réquirements of the
Public Health Act 1997 in the reporting period. The advantages of corporate water
authorities are increased fiscal and human capital for the provision and managément of safe

drinking water (Bakker & Cameron 2002) and greater economic efficiency through

increased economies of scale, but they are not necessarily the lowest cost solutions to the
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affordability of drinking water for consumers in Tasmania. According to the General
Pricing Oversight Commission (2006, p. 6) economies of scale are achieved when natural
monopolies, for example urban water supplies, are characterised by declining average costs
as production increases. Corporate water authorities’ provision of drinking water to small
communities is unlikely to produce commercial profitability and efficiency without
considerable production costs associated with the supply of water t6 remote areas. The
limited financial capacity of consumers in rural and remote parts of Tasmania therefore

eliminates the possibility of any bulk water supply in the near future.

5.3.2 Putting a price on Tasmanian drinking water

Participants reported that as well as the corporatisation of water provision authorities,
national water reforms have led to the application of pricing mechanisms for drinking

water. One urban council water manager stated:

C10: ....When the NCP [National Competition Policy] came in it was a bit of a
shock....it really made us evaluate what we had been doing and that really
we hadn’t been doing things that well in terms of cost recovery....so we
brought in the two-part pricing and things have become better from a

council point of view....

These comments signify that managers and providers have accepted market instruments as
a solution to water provision problems in Tasmania. The pricing of drinking water indicates
that drinking water is being regarded as an economic resource capable of economic
exchange, rather than as a social need. Under fiscal reform, the ‘efficient pricing’ of

drinking water facilitates the most efficient use and allocation of drinking water resources
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by enabling the costs of drinking water provision to be recovered and by yielding
considerable gains in economic efficiency (Rogers, de Silva & Bhatia 2002, cited in
McDonald 2004, p. 14). Benefits and objectives of ‘setting a price’ for drinking water are
cited as: economic efficiency, cost recovery, revenue maximisation, regional equity, ability
to pay and demand management (Albanese 2007; CRC for Water Quality and Treatment
2006; MacDonald 2004;Urban Ecology Australia 2007).

Under National Competition Policy, Tasmanian water providers are required to
implement the pricing of drinking water through full cost recovery. Full cost recovery is
based on water providers charging for the costs of water provision and consumption in
order to increase economic and consumptive efﬁciency‘. The model has two-part pricing,
which constitutes a fixed charge based on the cost of service provision and a variable
charge based on the volume of water purchased (CSIRO 2004; Moeller 2001; National
Competition Policy Progress Report 2005; Rogers, de Silva and Bhatia 2002). In Tasmania
full cost recovery has required replacing water charging based largely on property value to
one based on ‘user pays’ — the amount of water consumed. For the first time in most parts
of Tasmania the installation of water meters on individual households and businesses has
allowed the use of potable water to be ‘more efficiently’ managed and quantified through
consumptive based pricing. The Resource Planning and Development Commission of

Australia (2005, p. 1) argue that:

~

Water metering contributes to a strategic approach to the management of water
resources through improved tracking of water use consumption at a range of scales

(from an individual household to suburb or even state-wide assessment).

The Resource Planning and Development Commission of Australia (2005, p. 2) further

argue that the transition from current fixed base water charges towards two-part pricing and
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consumption based pricing should be initiated and promoted ‘to provide incentives for
efficiency and w;ter conservation, while avoiding an overall increase in economic burden’.
Many participants (n-17) reporteEI that they supported full cost recovery using two-
part pricing for a number of reasons including economic efﬁéiency and the recouping of
water supply costs, a fairer allocation of water resources as well as making consumers more
accountable for their water use. In one in§tance, a local governmenit council employee

spoke about the use of full cost recovery and water meters as a way to make consumers

more accountable for water usage and consumption:

Cl12: ‘ ....It has been noticeable that people have used less water since we bought
' in meters, most councils around here have introduced me(tering and people
are. getting these excess water bills and you get people ringing up and
saying ‘Oh crikey why is my water bill so big?’ and then they think ‘Oh yeah-
1 have been watering my lawn excessively’ or ‘I ’;e had a leaky tap’ and then

they take measures to control those things because otherwise they end up

paying....

The use of full cost recovery and water metering appears to have affected consumers’ use
of potable water in Tasmania. The pricing of drinking water globally is seen as a ‘powerful
environmental in;perative for solutions to water scargitsi’, because it makes consumers
accountable for their use of water resources (Narrain 2000; Postel 2000; Ward 1997). In
some parts of Tasmania, there is a shortage of reliable drinking water sources due to a
number of factors, such as drought, lack of wa;ter storage facilities and competing uses for

water resources. The use of full cost recovery and water meters is complicated by the

supplies of safe drinking water not always being available;
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Cll: ...Last year we literally ran out of water and people were getting really
irate and were saying, ‘We pay our water rates’ and ‘We have the right to
water’ and of course we agreed and ‘Yes, you do have the right to water to,
providing that it’s available to give to you’ --— and I can see their point in a
way — here we are charging them their rates when half the time we either

cannot give them safe water or don’t have it o give....

The introduction of two-part pricing does not necessarily mean that local councils or water .
providefs have the inﬁastruqture or resources to iniprove supply or upgrade infrastructure
in the near future. The umbrella reform of drinking water provision based on pricing and
market mechanisms is therefore dependent on the frameworks and resources that enable -
water providers to take up the use of market mechanisms (Bakker &I Cameron 2002).

A number of local government providers explained that the financial constraints of
their councils rﬁade it impossible to implemeqt cost recovery and pricing reforms, despite
pressures from state and federal governments to do so. One rural council employee

commented:

Cl6: ....From a personal point of view I think that water meters are good because
tizey do help to conserve water....but from a council perspective it just isn’t
economically viable for us to put in meters ---- we are talking about
hundreds of thousands of dollars to put them in and this council just cannot
afford that no matter how much we are getting pressured. ...it would be

. financial suicide. |
L

The financial constraints of some councils in Tasmania are impeding their ability to meet
regulatory demands for economic reform. In some areas, these fiscal constraints are causing

reluctance on the part of councils to adhere to National Competition Policy and implement

'
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full cost recovery measures, such as water metering, leading to regional discrepancy and
inequity; some municipalities in Tasmania are using full cost recovery and others are not.
For councils to be able to afford the capital outlay associated with full cost recovery
and, in particular, the implementation of water meters, managers and providers perceived
full cost recovery as a solution to some of the financial problems attached to the ongoing
provision of safe drinking water. A local government manager in urban Tasmania argued
that the pricing of drinking water was good because it assisted in recouping the costs of

providing safe drinking water:

C25:  There is so much involved in the reticulation of potable water and most
people have no idea what is involved and just how costly that is....people
‘ tend to think that water should be free because of what it is, but safe potable
water actually costs money to produce and to deliver. So for that reason it

needs to be priced accordingly....

It seems that some managers and providers perceive the process of full cost fecovery asa
means of reflecting the costs of producing and delivering drinking water in Tasmania. It is
reported that when cost recovery and sector funding have been ignored, there has been
deterioration in infrastru;:ture, which eventually leads to the breakdo“./n of systems, absence
of an adequate water supply and an increased public health risk ser;/ices (World Health
Orga‘nisation 2008, p- 1). Even though the production and provision of clean water to
consumers entails the cost of both initial capital outlay and ongoing operation,
maintenance, management and extension of services worldwide (World Health
Organisation 2008, p. 1), full cost recovery raises significant debate over thé implications
of charging for essential social services such as drinking water (Beltran 2004; Elliot 1998;

Johnston 2003; Narrain 2000; Ward 1997; Whelan & White 2005). Charging for water
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services changes the nature of providing drinking water, because it is based on treating
drinking water as an economic and tradeable good, rather than a human need and in doing
so turns citizens into consumers. This removes rate-payers’ rights as common owners of
water by reducing them to the status of customers, ‘whose only recourse is compensation
when things go wrong’ (Beder 1998; p- 2). When citizens become consumers, the economic
imperatives and constraints-of water provision overshadow the rights-.based approach to
drinking wéter provision. Those with the least capacity to pay for safe drinking water
become the most vulne(rable to household water disconnections and rates by being priced
out of the water market (ﬁarlow & Clarke 2002; Gleick 2002; Whelan & White 2005).
Tasmanian drinki‘ng water managers and providers 'acknowledged some social
equity concerns with the process of full cost recovery in some parts of the state. A council
emi:)loyee who had lived and worked in a municipality for over 20 years spoke about the

t

impact of two-part pricing on more vulnerable consumer groups:

C28: ....Introducing water meters here was really to try to make people think
about water use and in some cases that-has worked, but on the other hand I
would be deceiving you if I didn’t say that it has hit people like the elderly
and the retired the hardest, because they just can’t ajj’or)d fo pay their water

- bills and that plays on your mind sometimes ----
The introduction of full cost recovery in Tasmania is a persistently contentious issue. Some
participants (n=7) argued that issues of affordability and social equity should be at the core
of accessing drinking water resources. These participants supported the ideological stance
| ) .
that the pricing of drinking water should therefore take account of the need for equity and

basic needs of the poor and the vulnerable (Hussey 2007; World Health Organisétion &

- NHMRC 2005), because those with the least capacity to pay for water resources are most

158



commonly those from lower socio-economic or culturally marginalised backgrounds
(Beder 2005; Beltran 2005; Centre for Water Research and Co-op'e'ration 2067; Pauw 2003;
Whelan 2005). Social resistance to drinking water pricing and metering is happening
globally, nationally and locally and has led to increasing pressure on governments to
address the affordability and control of water resources (Barlow & Clarke 2002; Castro
2002; Field 1998; Marsden 2003; Olmstead 2003; Social Justice Committee 2002; Van
Rooyen 1997; Whelan 2005). In turn this has led to increasir;g calls for governments "to be
more transparent in their policy making and to increase levels of community consultation
and participation in the management of drinking water resources (Archer 2000; Moeller (
2001; Social Justice Committee 2602; Ward 1997). Participants reported that there is a
growing resistance among consumers to using water meters in some parts of the state. A
local government drinkiﬁg water manager, who is in the process of trying to implement
water meters and working in an urban council, related the public opposition that his ;ouncil

is encountering:

~

C4: It has got very political here, water ---- I mean I guess no one really wants
to pdy for water when they haven'’t in the past and it complicqies tl;ze job we
are trying to do. Our municipality is refusing to get meters and it’s getﬁng
pretty heated and ratepayers are organising public meetings saying water is
this and that and they are réally fighting the issue and we have the Federal
Government on our back wanting to know why we are behind in having done
it [implemented two-part pricing].... | ‘

-

This suggests that resistance to the implementation of two-part pricing and to water meters -
in particular is not just about fiscal concerns on the part of consumers and rate-payers. It
may indicate that consumers are commonly concerned that the ‘valuing’ and management
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of drinking water should not only reflect economic incentives, but should also reflect its
social, environmental and cultural values for all its uses (Hussey 2007).

Consulting communities and citizens over the reform of essential services is an
important part of environmental governance and public transparency. The International
. Report on the Expert Panel on Safe Drinking Water for First Nations (2006) states that
local solutions to drinking water issues and governance need community acceptance and
that community consultation is an integral part of an integrated approach to safe drinking
water management and provision. In Australia the COAG Water Reform Framework
(1994) also prescribes the need for more public education about Wat.er management and
consultation in implementing water reform and policy. Despite this, building community
partnerships in and consulting about drinking water appear to be slow in Tasmania.
Managers and providers rarely expressed interest in community consultation and
engagement. The following comments from an urban council manager point to a limited

degree of support for greater community involvement:

C8:  ....You get some peqple, particularly those from larger cities coming down
here and telling us that we need to get people involved and all that ----
That’s all very well in theory but in reality there’s a fairly large knowledge
gap in this state between consumers and then us. Sometimes I can ’trhelp but
think we are better off doing what we do and reporting to them in Hobart
[State Government Regulators] than trying to explain the ins and outs of

what we do to the public....

Two issues that arise from this are associated with involving and consulting community .
members more about drinking water governance in Tasmania. First, water management and

provision, including decisions about the cost of water and its quality, are seen to be the

160



domain of ‘experts’, such as drinking water managers and government officials, rather than
of the non-experit ‘lay public’ (Hannigan 1995; Irwin 2002). Second, greater transparency
in drinking water governance appears to be seen as more of an obstacle to managers and
providers and their jobs than a benefit, because it requires them to disclose their practices to
a ‘largely uneducated public’ (C19). Only three local government managers perceived that

greater community consultation and engagement was an issue needing greater attention.
5.4 Chapter summary

* A safe and reliable water supply is critical to the health and wellbeing of any community.
So far, the findings presented suggest that the current governance of drinking water in
Tasmania raises a number of important issues associated with the regulation, management
and control of drinking water supplies. These are: the need to protect drinking water

" catchments aﬁd drinking water sources; more comprehensive tes.ting; improvements to
water supply infrastructﬁre and distribution systems; greater staffing and expertise in water
management; the social inequities impacting on equitable access to drinking \:vater; and the
need for greater public awareness o.f and involvement in the governance of drinking water
resources. These issues appear to be related-to a combination of factors. First, dissension
exists between regulators and managers and suppliers of drinking wat;r over how safe
drinking water is being defined and responded to by public health regulators, leading to

Atensions about what is needed to adequately protect dripking water. Second, limited capital
resources are constraining the ability of local government municipal councils to manage

and provide safe and reliable drinking water supplies to communities particularly in rural

and remote areas. Third, an increasing focus on the centralised and corporate control of
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drinking water in Tasmania is creating controversy over who should have responsibility for

the provision of such essential resources. The main findings from this chapter are:

a)

b)

d)

2

h)

R

'

There are contradictions and arguments about how drinking water is being governed
in Tasmania, particularly how risk is being constructed and responded to by state

government regulators.
The protection of water catchments in Tasmania is a pressing concern.

Rural and remote managers and providers are facing a number of difficulties

supplying safe and plentiful drinking water to Tasmanian communities. -

Rural and remote water providers have a heightened sense of liability associated
with the management and provision of drinking water and have considered shutting

down drinking water supplies.

Managers and providers report that there is not a lack of drinking water regulation,
but a lack of adequate resources and capital needed to manage and provide safe

drinking water.

Some water managers and providers are forced to use ‘bandaid’ approaches to
respond to the supply of sub-standard water quality in some Tasmanian

communities.
L

National economic reforms and policies are impacting on the control and provision

of drinking water in Tasmania. The corporatisation of drinking water authorities and
the application of greater pricing mechanisms is raising tensions associated with the

equitable access to drinking water and the preservation of social justice.

The implementation of economic reforms is not straightforward at the local level;

.some local governments are struggling to implement processes, such as metering,

because of public resistance and a lack of resources.

Managers and providers of drinking water in local government see that

responsibility for the provision and management of essential services (e.g. drinking
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water) are being increasingly shifted away from the Australian and State
\
Government to local governments and consumers.

The next chapter will discuss the findings of the thesis in detail. It will answer the research
questions by identifying the key social conditions, processes and issues underpinning the
governance of drinking water in Tasmania and will discuss how these can be understood in

light of sociological theories of risk and political economy.
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6 Risk, power and Tasmanian drinking water

Just as the biophysical world is the basic component of natural resources, politics is the ‘stuff’ of
people interacting with each other, their environment, and government institutions, all of which
affect nature greatly.

Cortner & Moote (1999, p. 1.)

6.1 Introduction

The findings of this thesis show how managers, providers and regulators of drinking water
in Tasmania differentially construct key issues and practices associated with governance.
The findings indicate that drinking water governance is being highly contested, views on
regulation and management differ and that issues of risk are constructed differently and are
keenly contested. The findings also reveal the critical effect of limited capital and resources
on local governments responsible for providing drinking water. They point to the impact of
rurality on managing and providing drinking water, as well as the health risks and the sense
of liability being experienced by many providers supplying drinking water in rural and
remote Tasmania. Finally, the findings have revealed that economic reforms have changed
the way that drinking water is being managed and provided in Tasmania and point to the
need for a more integrated and transparent approach the to the governance of water
“resources in order to protect public health.

The purpose of this chapter is to generate an understanding of drinking water
governance as a social, economic and political process, and to identify and interpret the key
social structures and issues underpinning Tasmanian drinking water governance. To do this
the implicit institutional assumptions, decisions and contestations surrounding the
governance of drinking water are revealed and examined, which will be followed by

164



discussion of how the social pi'ocesses of risk, commércialisation and commodification are
underlying the management, provision and regulation of drinking water in Tasmania. The
next séction discusses the dissonant nature of drinking water governance in Tasmania,
paying particular attention to the definition and assessment of risk and how judgements on

drinking water safety are constructed and seen as problematic by managers and providers.

6.2 Institutional judgements and contested decisions: the dissonant nature of
Tasmanian drinking water governance

The ways governmental institutions ‘make sense of” and govern environmental issues such
as drinking water is a growing focus of environmental sociology (Irwin 2001). This study
found that there is dissent among regulators, managers and providers about the processes
and judgements underpinning the governance of safe-drinking water in Tasmania. A key
point of difference for participants in their understanding of drinking water governance was
the notion of risk; how risk shoulld be defined, framed and responded to, were consistent

themes of dissonance. in this study of drinking water.

6.2.1 Drinking water regulation and the framing of risk: Is safe really that safe?

The ﬁndin/gs of this study sho;zv that the ;egulation of drinking water quality in Tasmania
ﬁnder thé provisions‘of the Public Health Act 1997 Drinking Water Quality Guidelines is a
source of dispute and.confusion among those involved in the immediate provision and
management of drinking water. Compliance with the regulatory demands of the Public
Health Act did not necessz;trily mean that participants perceived drinking water in their ‘.
municipality to be safe or that puBlic health was protected. How Tasmanian State
Government officials are framing risk in their regulation of drinking water was the

Al
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principle source of contestation and also ambiguity. Specifically, the Tasmanian State
Government’s decisio;l to judge and define the safety of drinking water based on
microbiological assessment alo;le was particularly contentious. The findings suggest that
there are clear discursive and political struggles (Freudenberg & Pastor 1992) embedded in
the conceptualisation and assessment of risk in Tasmanian drinking water governance.

Risk and risk assessment are central organising concepts of environmental
governance (Jasanoff 1999). Risk assessment invol;/es the systematic procedure of
identifying and measuring the risks to human health posed by various activities and
substances in the environfnent (Hird 1994). The regulation of drinking water quality is
typically concerned with assessing and responding to the public health risks from drinking
water that consumers are exposed to. As Irwin (2002, p. 192) points out, environmental
thréats ‘do not simply present themselves to institutions’, rather governments must ‘judge,
negotiate.and define the character and scale of such threats’. Because regulating drinking
water involves regulators, usually government officials, deciding what is safe and what is
safe enough to adequately protect public health, risk assessment and regulation is an
inherently controversial process and subsequently a regular source of social conflict (Hird
1994; Mehta 1995;uPercival 1992; Vaughan & Seifert 1992).

The findings ;)f this study show that the dissent among-managers and providers of
drinking water in Tasmania is largely caused by the specific requirements of the Tasmanian
Drinking Water Quality Guidelines. These are centred on the microbiological sampling and
testing of drinking water for the contaminant Escherichia coli (E. éoli) as the primary
means by which to judge drinking water quality. As noted in the Water Quality Guidelines

(2006, p. 7):
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7.1 For drinking water not to be considered a threat to public health it must comply

with the health guideline values contained in the ADWG.

7.2 Water suppliefi by a drinking water supply system must sampled and tested at an
accredited laboratory for Escherichia coli in accordance with Table 10.2 of the
ADWG unless the drinking water supply system receives treated water from a bulk
water authority in which case a lower frequency of sampling is sufficient provided ’

monitoring can demonstrate the maintenance of an effective chlorine residual.

7.3 Water supplied by a drinking water supply system which supplies less than 1000
consumers must be sampled and tested at an accredited laboratory for Escherichia

coli, once per week.

E. coli contamination is acknowledged to be one of the greatest Waterbome threats to
human health (Archer 2001; Australian Drinking Water Guidelines 2006; United States
Environmental Protection _Agency 2007), but olther contaminants have significant
implications for the quality and safety of drinking water supplies (Archer 2001; Bleaney :
2007; McKay & Moeller 2001). Although participants acknowledged that drinking water
supplies can never be entirely risk free (Hrudey & Hrudey 2004) the decision of Tasmanian
regulators to limit risk assessment and definition to E. coli was perceived to be defining
_risk in narrow, oétensibly objective terms (Cohen 2000; Sjoberg i987). Regulators’ framing
of risk this way was interpreted by many managers and providers to be restraining a more
comprehensive\ approach to the protection of water quality and public health, because it
involved the ‘compartmentalisation of risk’ whergby gévernment regulators ‘limit risk to
specific events, activities and outcomes’ (White 1998) while ignoring others. These
findings support claims that the treatment of risk in contemporary environmental polic‘y
involves two main dimensions on the part of regulators: the identification of risk and the

judgement of its acceptability based on quantifiable measures (Tietenberg 1994, p. 64).
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Even though it is advocated that the safetyl and quality of drinking water should be
judged on its chemical, radiological, microbiolbgical and physical content (World Health
Organisation 2006), a lack of chemical testing in Tasmania was berceived to be an example
of ‘arisk trade-off” in the regulation and judgement of safe ~drinking water (Putnam &
Wiener 1995). At present, the Public 'Health Act 1997 Drinking Water Quality Guidelines
do not prescribe the mandatory testing of drinking water for any chemicals. However, the
findings reveal that there is trepidation over the impact of adjacent sectoral interests, such
as forestry and agriculture, on the quality of dfinking water sources in some parts of
Tasmania. The issue of potential chemical contaminants raised significant concern and

debate among managers and providers of drinking water regarding the public health

implications of potential chemical contamination.

6.2.2 To know or not to know? Chemical risk, testing and the burden of proof

The study found that the possibility of introducing chemical testing was a source of
significént uncertainty for managers and providers, because they were unsure about the
public health ar;d legislative implications of chemicals being deﬁected. For some z;lack of
testing was viewed as a forrln of:(avoiding liability by effec;tively tra.nsferrin(g the burden of l
proof on to the lay public to establish the existence of chemical risk. This ‘burden of proof” "
(Hannigan 1995) is exacerbated by the difficulties of group;, like communities, in
establishing causal links between potentially detrimental envifonmental activity (the
chemical contamination of drinl;ing water supplies from industrial chemicals) and
detrimental h'ealfh outcomes. As Hilgartner (1992) observes, c;dnstructing linkages between
environmental risks and potential harm is ‘always problematic’, because risk can be

attributed to multiple objects. It therefore becomes exceptionally difficult to attribute the
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consumption of drinking water with the onset of health-related problems. In one local
manager’s view the bu(rden of proof in the chemical content ot; that municipality’s drinking
water supply was a source of tension between the local community and the council.
Community members and health professionals had reported epidemiological health
problems that they believed were stemming from industry activity in the region’s drinking
water catchments. However, the establishment ot-‘ possible public health risks steniming
from the activity was obstruc’;ed by an absence of government mandated cl}f:mical
monitoring. Such events demonstrate the difficulties discussed by Beck (1992) in detep\ting

(913

such environmental risks, because they are often c;ut of sight” in that often we cannot
touch, see, smell or taste them’, but they are ‘piggy back products’, which are inhaled and
ingested with other things making them ‘stowaways on normal consu;nption’ travelling in
\;vater (1992, p. 2). Water, consumers and communities therefore require the ‘sensory
organs’ of science for risks to become visible or interpretable as public health hazards at all
(Beck 1992, p. 27). Without these scientific méthods, lay knowledge and concern about the '
environment is often constructed as irrational.

A lack of chemical testing of Tasmanian drinking water supplies also raised
c;oncerps over the possible long-term effects of exposure to chemicals in drinking water.
Tﬁe effect of exposure to chemical drinking water contaminants is complicated by the fact
they often have ‘a ldng latency period’ (Percival 1992, p. 213). So a considerable time may

elapse before physical illness causeciv by environmental risk may become manifest. The full

extent of the public risks posed by possible chemical contamination of Tasmanian drinking

~

water may not therefore be known for some time.
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In cases where managers and providers admitted tﬁey had tested for chemicals in
their drinking water supply, they referred to the use of ‘guideline risks and values’ to
interpret the quality and safety of these supplies. This reliance on language such as
‘acceptable guidelines values’ to indicate the permissible extent of chemical existence
indicated the dominance of quantifiable likelihood and objective calculation as a primary
means by which drinking water quality was grbunded in scientific processes. Such forms of
institutional rationalisation have been criticised because they fail to account for how
chemical contaminants in water supplies ‘possess cumulative properties, which may or may
not combine synergistically’ (Sjoberg 1987, as cited in Mehta 1995, p. 4). For example,
Field (2001, p. 90) asserts that the ‘statistically average’ person defined by regulation fails
to account for sensitive individuals such as children, the ill and the elderly, thus ‘reifying
and neutralising’ the possibility of risk amongst a non-homogenous public (Cameron 1996,
p. 15). In some respects the increasing concern among the Tasmanian public and managers
and providers of drinking water over the potential presence of chemicals in their drinking
water supplies indicates that many people have come to view even low-level exposure to
toxic chemicals as harmful (Percival 1992). Without the regular testing of drinking water
supplies for chemicals in Tasmania, it could be asked whether ‘an absence of evidence
indicates an evidence of absence’ (Irwin 2001, p. 73).

The findings indicate that managers and providers interpreted the current exclusion
of chemical testing in a number of ways. In some cases, managers and providers,
particularly those in local government, suggested that an absence of chemical testing
reflected a deliberate strategy by the government to not ‘open a can of worms’ (C19),

because it was an area ‘too hard to regulate’ (C8). In any case, regulating the testing of
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drinking water supplies.in Tasmania for particular chemicals was viewed consistently as
not amenable to any easy solution or able to be done through straightforward risk
minimisation strategies. For example, the only way that chemicals can be avoided is for
them not to be used at all. This raises larger issues associated .with the ability of
governments to regulate industry activity and its by-products, while also serving to protect
public health. This is ultimately a reflection of the power of governments to control the risk
agenda (Hannigan 2006) in the governance of drinking water, by determining what is tested
for and how. An absence of regular chemical testing can be therefore be suggested as
serving the interests of government bodies, particularly regulatory agencies in protecting
themselves from contestations over environmental quality and safety. Tasmanian
government regulators therefore exercise substantial social power by defining what risks
are ‘included or excluded from public discourse’ about drinking water (Hannigan 1995,
p. 106). These findings also demonstrate the highly contextualised and compartmentalised
nature of risk assessment in drinking water regulation in Tasmania, which does not
necessarily constitute a safe or holistic approach.

This study’s findings show that understanding and protecting drinking water
sources and catchments in Tasmania from both microbiological and chemical risks was

seen by managers and providers to be an important part of managing safe drinking water.

6.2.3 Reframing regulation and risk: a catchment-to-tap approach to drinking water

The findings of this study suggest that a lack of drinking catchment monitoring and control
had significant implications for declarations of safety and quality under the Public Health

Act 1997. Specifically, the current regulatory approaches to assessing risk and safety were
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seen to be inadequately protecting water quality because they were denying ‘the holistic,
intertwined and complex nature of the environment’ (White 1999, p. 242) and the wider
environmental factors that may influence drinking water quality. Managers and provideps
argued that testing drinking water alone was only an indicator of water quality problems
and that a dependence on micrqbiological water testing in the appraisal of drinking water
safety and quality was inherently problematic, because the scientific process of testing and
sampling took time to conduct. This exposed consumers to potential eontamination during
the testing and judgement process. The findings imply that until a more comprehensive
approach to drinking water management and risk is implemented, declarations of drinking
water safety would continue to be a source of contestation. The protection of drinking water
from ‘catchmént to tap’ was perceived to be a more rigorous approach to risk management
and the protection of public health. However givén the continuing competing and different
perspectives and interests amongst water managers and providers in Tasmania, the differing -
interpretations of §cience and risk and ultimately the protection of public health are unlikely
to be eliminated or ultimately resolved in the near future.

Internationally, there is consensus that the safety of cirinking water is greatly
increased if an integrated and preventative approach to governance is implemented (Boyd
2003; Hrudey & Hrudey 2004; Report of the Expert Panel on Safe Drinking Water). This
approach involves taking account of the ‘characteristics of the drinking water supply from
catchment and source to its use by consumers’ (Wsorld Health Organisation 2006, p. 2).
Although the Public Health Act 1997 Dfinking Water Quality Guidelines recommend that
large water authorities in Tasmania consider what potential risk may be in their system, it is

not mandatory for all water providers to develop drinking water management plans.
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Advocating ‘a catchment to tap’ and ‘multi-barrier’ approach indicated that participants
understood the risks associated with drinking water to be more omnipresent and
complicated than reflected in the current regulation in Tasmania. Such an approach
comprises ‘an integrated system of procedures, processes and tools that collectively prevent
or reduce the contamination of drinking water from source to tap in order to reduce risks to
public health’ (The Canadian Council of Ministers & the Environment & the Federal
Provincial Territorial Committee on Drinking Water in Canada 2002, p- .

The geographically diverse nature of Tasmania means that many parts of the state
are defined as separat-e water catchment areas. figure 3 illugtrates drinking water
catchments and known water intakes in Tasmania (Resource Planning and Development

Commission Tasmania 2006).

Figure 3: Tasmanian drinking water catchments and known water intakes

<
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Source: Resource Planning and Development Commission Tasmania (2006)

This study reveals that the protection of drinking water sources is complicated by
jurisdictional and legislative problems surrounding the regulation and management of
drinking water catchments in Tasmania. The main regulator of drinking water in Tasmania,
the Department of Health and Human Services, has no specific legislative or jurisdictional
authority under the Public Health Act 1997 or through any other legislation over drinking
water cafchments. Because many aspects of drinking water quality management, including
catchments and source water, are often outside and beyond the direct responsibility of water
suppliers and regulators (World Health Organisation 2006), it is essential that an integrated

approach to managing drinking water depends on a collaborative multi-agency approach
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(Bakker & Cameron 2002; Hrudey & Hrudey 2004; Global Water Partnership 200l0;
UNESCO 2008). An integrated approach to water catchment management demands an
ongoing process whereby various parties and stakeholders involved in water catchments
areas are brought together through land and water management plans to achieve
transparency in activities affecting the catchment and in improvemen£ of drinking water
quality (Cummings 1999; Falkenmark 2004; Victorian Department of Primary Industry
2008). This may include elements of drinking water quality management, such as
monitoring and reporting, emergency response plans and communication strategies between
stakeholders (government, private industry and communities) (World Health Organisation
2006, p. 2).

Managers and providers in Tasmania are anxious afaout the effects of industrial
activity on the state and quality 'of water catchments. Large-scale forestry plantations within
catchment regions and in particular the use of chemicals, such as herbicides and pesticides,
are of greatest concern. There has been a rapid increase in large-scale forestry plantations
within Tasmania in the past decade (Bleaney 2006). This has contributed to considerable
increases in plantation forestry activities, such as the aerial spraying of pesticides in and
around water catchment areas (Bleaney 2006; Cameron 2002). The findings of t‘his study
suggest that without better protection of drinking water catchments and source water in
Tasmania, managers and providers see that the quality and ultimate safety of drinking water
supplies will continue to be uncertain until reforms are made. The findings also show that
drinking water regulators in Tasmania face multiple demands for action that outstrip their
limited resources, which results in their often being forced to make regulatory decisions

about risk and safety based on economic and political influences (Percival 1992).
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Even Tasmanian state govemment officials identified that a lack of integrated
catchment management and limited legislative control over the activities affecting water
catchments was of significant concern in the governance of safe drinking water. However,
conflicting natural resource policy, the private ownership of land abutting catchments, non-
transparent industry practices, departmental fiscal constraints and a reluctance of
government treasury to allocate funds to facilitate these improvements are impeding on the
implementation of integrated approaches to the safety and protection of Tasmanian
drinking water catchments. These very findings support claims that a fundamental
contraﬂiction of environmental governance is the balancing of environmental quality,
economic expansion and the protection of public on the part of governments (Carson 1962;
Irwin 2001). The process by which the Tasmanian government regulates drinking water
quality involves expert risk decisions and trade-offs between values and competing
interests, and coﬁrses of action (Mehta 1995, p. 2). Specifically, defining what is acceptable
and what is not in regard to the quality of drinking water catchments is often rooted in
negotiations among different social groups and sectoral interests seeking to structure
relations among themselves (Hannigan 1995, p. 101).

Managers and providers of drinking water in Tasmania perceive that the regulation
and quality of drinking water are complicated by political-economic pressures on policy
makers from private industry, as well as greater governmental interests. While there is an
understanding among managers and providers that there are naturally competing demands -
for water resources, a reluctance of public health ‘legislators to implement mc;re stringent
regulatory approaches to the protection of water catlchments is perceived to be the

privileging of economic interests over the protection of public health. Industry’s significant
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contribution to the increasing pollution and degradation of fresh water sources (United
Nations Environment Programme 2007) has supported claims that ‘the social production of
wealth is systematically accompanied by the social production 'of risk’ (Beck 1992, p. 19).
This point is pertinent to Tasmanian drinking water governance, given that some of the
state’s largest and most valuable primary industries are forestry and agriculture, which are
reported to be of most concern to drinking water providers and managers. The findings of
this study subsequently indicate that the governance of drinking water in Tasmania is
complicated by the impact of non-environmental values such as the economy on public
health regulation (Percival 1992) and that the negotiation and mediation of competing
interests and demands for fresh water resources have become a distinguishing feature of |
environmental management and policy (Mehta 1995). This supports claims that
environmental regulators are unable to effectively balan;:e economic, ecologi‘calr and health
concerns, because they are often constrained ‘t';y a climate of capital accumulation and neo-
liberal policy (Buttel & Humphrey 1994; O’Connor 1594). The regﬁlatidn of Tasmanian
drinking water can therefore be seen to be inextricably bound by the impetus of capital
accumulation (Whit,e‘2002); the control of wafer catchments and théir use by industry raises
issues associated with power and economics, more specifically it highliéhts the political
and economic contexts in which governments dominate the framing of risk and whatv
activity is socially and environmentally acceptable (Hannigan 2008). This finding supports
White’s (1999, p. 237) claim that what is regulated and how it is to be regulated are

essentially issues of state and class power because economic interests and growth will often

frame the ways in which in the environment is regulated and managed.
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In negotiating and mediating regulatory frameworks for drinking water,
governments use such scientific and technical knowledge to define and construct risks to
occupy a level of social and political authority over risk that fundamentally suits their
environmental agenda (Beck 1992). The protection of public health in Tasmania is typically
framed by regula;tory authorities as a ‘best judgement’ informed by scientiﬁc evidence,
rational analysis and negotiation between regulators and industrialists (Irwin 2002). The
development and implementation of integrated water and catchment management schemes
worldwide have been leading examples of governments’ facilitating dialogue between those
most affected by the c;uality and quantity of water resources, such as communities, water
providers, industry and politicians. In Tasmania a lack of integrated catchment management
and chemical testing indicates the reluctance of governments to engage with a more
comprehensive understanding of the effects of industrial activity on drinking water quality
and public health. This raised tensions over the role of governments in encouraging
economic growth on one hand and protecting public health on the other (Carson 1962).

This study’s findings show that some participants perceived a lack of integrated
management of water resources in Tasmania as symptomatic of the state government’s
reluctance to mandate and engage in regulatory activities that may limit economic and
industrial gains and grov;'th. It highlights that competing public health and economic
demands for fresh water and the bureaucratic policies surrounding each of these areas are at
odds and constrain an integrated and collaborative approach to the management of fresh
water resources and catchments in Tasmania. This shows the need for the Public Health Act
1997 leéislation and ensuing regulation to be integrated better with other legislation

governing the environment and the economy (Bakker 2000).
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6.2.4 Are government regulators risk experts?

The finding that iriterpretations and deﬁnitic‘)ns of risk were highly contested between
providérs of drinking water and state government regulators indicates a high level of
contestation and uncertainty regarding the ;govemande of drinking water in the state.
Implicit to discussions vx;ith managers and providers were doubts over the institutional
expertise and knowledge of state government regulators to understand what was involved in
the local management of safe drinking water. Such contestations reinforce the hybrid and
dynamic negotiation of environmental issues and the highly politicised nature of protecting
public health and defining safety in the quality of water. Importantly this criticism and
questioning of gO\;emment regulation and expertise is a role most commonly reserved in
the environmental governance literature to the lay public (Beck 1992; Brown 1995;
Cameron 1996; Irwin 2002). In environmental debates and contestations between
government and lay people, the public are most often dismissed as lacking technical

-expertise and scientific knowledge (Hannigan 1995; Irwin 2001). However, the ﬁndiﬁgs of
this study suggést that environmental governance and the regulation of safe drinking water
are contested within the bureaucratic structure of government. Specifically, it indicates how
understanding of risk can vary among levels of government. This illustrates that decisions
about the regulation of the environment are negotiated and contested within institutional
levels of government itself. This raises larger debates about how effective and expert
governments are in regulating and governing drinking water resources and questions the
consensus that is thought to underpin all levels of governments in regulating the

environment and in constructing environmental risks.
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The capability of contemporary institutions such as governments to ‘cope flexibly
and effectively with environmental issues’ (Irwin 2001, p. 115) is an ongoing concern of
environmental sociology. These findings revealed that differing perceptions of risk and
effective managemerﬁ: ultimately came back to the issue of expertise and which institutions
should be charged with which responsibility for regulating public health and drinking water
quality. Water authority managers in particular were the most persistent in questioning the
expertise of government regulators and the bureaucratic system in which they operated.
Water authority employees placed little importance on the type of risk being defined by the
state government through public heailth legislation. They preferred instead to interpret the
management of drinking water in more holistic and comprehensive means, mainly through
multi-barrier, more integrated approaches to risk. Water authorities’ conceptualisation and
interpretation of risk was based on the control and measurement of risk by risk management
strategieé. Scientific terminology such as ‘probability’ and ‘likelihood’ were used to
explain what risk was and water authority employees viewed the notion of risk as ‘an
event’ or ‘incident’ that shouki be prevented. Risk events were thought to be possibilities
that could be calculated and managed strategically, as long as the brovision of drinking
water was seen as a systematic process that involved a raft of factors; for example water
treatment, water supply infrastructure, catchment protection, adequate testing regimes and
other factors that detemine the quality of drinking water. In this respect, participants who
strongly advocated a more holistic and integrated approach to managing drinking water
quality asserted that the management of risk had less to do with legislative compliance and
satisfying levels prescribed by the government, but more to do with a whole-of-system

approach. In this water authority employees and some local government managers were
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effectively questioning the ways government regulators were ‘making sense of
environmental matters’ (Irwin 2001, p. 114), especially in relation to the judgement of risk.
The suggested inability of government regulators to understand daily practicalities and
processes of the management and provision of drinking water led some participants to
elevate water authorities to a level of greater expertise compared to government regulators,
because they were perceived to be more cognisant of the practicalities involved in
managing and providing safe drinking water. These findings further demonstrate that the
governance of drinking water is intrinsically contested and that the institutional actions and
judgements of governments, charged with the ‘independent’ assessment of environmental
risks, are being increasingly questioned by those on the receiving end of environmental
governance. However, the continuing predominance of government regulators’ framing of
risk through drinking water policy, such as the Public Health Act 1997, challenges the
ability of governments ‘to control the official risk agenda’ (Hannigan 1995, p. 106) by

exercising power on a legislative and jurisdictional plane.

6.2.5 Rurality, resource constraints and regulatory responsibility

This research shows that there are a number of barriers affecting the governance of drinking
water in parts of Tasmania and that some communities are unable to access permanent safe -
drinking water. It is universally recognised that the local management of drinking water
governance is contextually diverse and is affected by a range of factors (Archer 2000;
Bakker & Cameron 2002; Hrudey & Hrudey 2004; Mollinga 2000). ﬁowever, some water
supplies are at more risk of being unsafe or poorly governed than others, leading to claims

that:
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‘It is essential in the development and implementation of water quality standards that
the current and planned legislation relating to water, health and local government
are taken into account and that the capacity to develop and implement regulations is
assessed. (World Health Organisation 2008, p. 2.)

The study’s findings ‘reveal that rural and remote Tasmanian communities and consumers
are at most risk from poor public health outcomes as a result of how drinking water is
managed, because many municipalities are struggling to meet the requirements and sfages
for ensuring safe drinking watet that are advocated internationally (Boyd 2003; Hrudey &
Hrudey 2004; Report c;n the Expert Panel on Safe Drinking Watelr for First Nations 2006).
Tﬁis éupports (;ngoing concerns with the quality and management of drinkiné water in |
geographically distanced regions worldwide. |

) For many rural and remote drinking water providers, the human and capital
resources needed to manage safe drinking water and pfotect public health are limited, or in
some cases non-existent. These findings indicate that poor and inadequatgly skilled staff,
’ ageing and insufficient water supply infrastructure and distribution systems, deficient or
’non-existent treatment facilities and the decreasing availability of fiscal resources for
improvement are severely impéding the provision of safe drinking water. Such findings
mirror similar probl;ams in Canacia (Report on the Expert Panel on Safe Drinking Water for
First Nations 2006) and support increasing‘ claims that the management of safe drinking
water in the world’s rural and remote communities is a cr_itical issue, requiring significant |
attention in order to sustain health and development (NHMRC & ‘World Health
Organisation 2005).

It has been recognised that major health gains can be achievéd throﬁgh

improvements to drinking water quality in rural and remote communities (NHMRC &
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World Health Organisation 2005), but as this research shows, this not always easily solved
in Tasmania due to a lack of interdisciplinary approaches to infrastructure upgrading and
the inconsistency of federal and state government funding for drinking water provision in
the state.

A lack of capital resources and investment needed to supply safe drinking water in
Tasmania has led to many rural and remote water providers experiencing a constant sense
of liability and risk associated with their jobs. The absence of incremental improvements to
water supp_ly infrastructure along with limited assistance and support from state and federal
governments had led a small number of water suppliers to renegotiate ethical and moral
notions of ensuring equal levels of safety for all drinking water supplies in favour of
minimising risk as best as possible to avoid liability. In some cases, a severely heightened
and ominous sense of risk attached to their responsibility for providing drinking water was
so prominent that some providers wanted to stop the supply of drinking water altogether to
some communities because they felt unable\Qeet regulatory guidelines and to adequately
protect public health. In this sense, the findings showed that participants were effectively
torn between the exigency of providing a basic human need to communities and the need to
protect their organisation from legislative and public health liability. In many cases, these
participants were critical of the current drinking water regulations in Tasmania and
advocated a more comprehensive and integrated approach to safe drinking water. But at the
same time, the prospect of future regulatory reform was a significant source of
apprehension and fear, because participants thought that it would be impossible for their

organisations to be able to afford more stringent water quality improvements.
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The size and location of municipal drinking water systems is viewed internationally
as an important consideration in assessing and developing regulatory options for water
quality improvement (Report of the Expert Panel on Safe Drinking Water for Advanced
Nations 2006). In nations such as Canada, where many municipal providers have

) responsibility for drinking water provision, regulatory and policy frameworks have begun |
to include key criteria and support for incremental improvement of water supplies. This
involves greater levels of community engagement, consideration of costs for water, supply
and management, ease of maintenance and repair and other ways of building the economic
capacity of water providers (World Health Organisation, National Health and Medical
Research Council 2006, p. 6). This study shows that there are inappropriate levels and
systems of financial and technical support, education and training and collaboration from
levels of government in maintaining the safety and long-tenn sustainability of rural and
remote community water supplies in’Talsmania and issues facing the day-to-day provision
of drinking water (World Health Organisation 2006). This affects how drinking water
managers and providers view their responsibility for water provision as liability rathe;r than

a social need. It is also impacting on rural and remote communities’ ability to equitably

access safe drinking water.

6.2.6 The social distribution of risk

This st.udy found that some Tasmanian municipalities are at more risk from unsafe drinki;lg
water than othérs. Issues of inadequate infrastructure, permanent boil alerts, detrimental
catchment activity, limited staffing and expertise were common problems .in over a third of
Tasmanian municipalities. The empirical findings chalienge Ulrich Beck’s prominent

claims that in modern society risks are egalitarian in nature and democratic in effect (1992,
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p. 36), because the distribution of risk posed by unsafe drinking water is endured most by
those in rural and remote commupities and also by financially constrained households.

The dispersed Tasmanian population and the prevalence of rural and remote
communities were shown to be critical influences on the structural factors that impede local
governments’ ability to provide safe drinking water to many of their constituents. Rural and
remote communities in Tasmania were not only being provided with unsafe and unreliable
drinking water supplies, but these same communities were often in a limited financial
position to be able to afford improvements to the infrastructure of their water resources.

- The findings support claims that class and geographic divisions in Tasmania are .
intensifying the predisposition to such environmental risks, because of the relative ability of
some Tasmanian communities and individuals to ‘financially buffer and resist’ the
environmental risks posed by poor quality drinking water (Mehta 1995, p. 191)'. For
example, people with less capacity to pay for bottled water or filter attachments will
generally experience a greatér proportion of risk when drinking water qqe.llity and
management fails (White 2002) in Tasmania.

. The prevalence of ‘boil water alerts’ in a number of rural and remote Tasmanian
municipalities is a major example of how some communities are more vulnerable to
contamination and management failures than others and of the social distribution of
drinking water risk. The issuing of ‘boil water alerts’ in Tasmania is a common practice in
many barts of the state, when water providers fail to meet regulatc;ry standards for drinking -
water qhality. It is primarily a way of ‘advising’ consumers to boil the.ir water or buy
bottled water in order to‘protect themselves from microbiological contaminants in their

drinking water supply. This can be understood as ‘risk communication’, a key process in

3

!
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the management and assessment of environmental health (Mehta 1995; Slovic 1987).
According to Covello et al. (1984) risk communication is defined as the purposeful
exchange of scientific information between concerned parties regarding health or
environmental risks. This transfer of information exists predominantly between the
government and science or ‘experts’ and the general or ‘lay’ public and has increasingly
been the source of contestations over claims of ‘truth’ and ‘safety’ (Brown 1995; Cameron
1996; Cohen 2000; Irwin 2002; Snider 2005; Lash, Szerszynski & Wynne 1996). While
risk communication and assessment is ostensibly intended to provoke rational debate
(Mehta 1995), the current processes of regulation in Tasmania suggest a ‘one-way flow’ of
information, thus limiting the ability of the public to engage in decisions about water
quality.

This study suggests that risk communication and management via ‘boil water alerts’
effectively individualise risk by reallocating the responsibility for protecting public health
* on to the individual consumers, ultimately avoiding the reasons Watei' is unsafe in the first
place. In many parts of Tasmania where permanent ‘boil water alerts’ continue, councils do
not have the financial resou.rces to upgrade their supply infrastructure; thus the onus 'of risk
continues to lie with the community. Issuing these alerts also raises issues about the
temporary management of risk, rather than providing permanent or sustainable solutions to
water quality problems in Tasmania. The prevalence of ‘boil water alerts’ and water quality
problems in some parts of Tasmania are indicative of neo-liberalism, which is concerned
with ‘minimising the interventionist role of the state’ (Portes 1997, p. 238). A neo-liberal
approach to public health ‘adopts a focus on the citizen as a rational consumer, who

engages as an autonomous individual in activities to prevent, reduce or protect them from
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health risks’ stemming from the environment (Petersen & Lupton 1996, p. 96). By shifting
responsibility from governments and on to individuals, citizens or consumers become
responsible for managing the risks posed by drinking water quality. The inherent nature of
neo-liberalism also raises social issues concerning who or which institutions or
organisations should be responsible for the provision of basic services such as drinking
water. The continuing shifting of responsibility for all types of services from federal and
state governments to local government is also symptomatic of a more neo-liberal approach
to governing the environment. The movement of responsibility, for example, is ‘ultimately
contingent upon baseline economic criteria’ (White 1999, p. 249) and involves less liability
and fiscal responsibility for the provision of essential water services by federal and state
governments. In addition the structure of local government is centred on income from rate-
payers and citizens, and so responsibility for upgrading and improving water quality is
again shifted bac{l,( on to individual consumers. This is neo-liberalism both because it
decentralises the nature of state power and transforms drinking water into an economic
resource, reinforcing the need for issues of social equity to be brought into the policy
decisions on drinking water provision (Mollinga 2000). The findings also strongly highlight
the relationship between power, inequality and the social construction of risk (Hannigan
1995, 2008) in drinking water provision, because many communities in Tasmania are being

‘marginalised by positions of economic, geographic and social isolation’ (Blowers et al.

1991).
6.3 The three C’s: commercialisation, commodification and corporatisation

This study reveals the increasingly localised effects of neo-liberal global policy on the

management, provision and control of drinking water in the state of Tasmania. The
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corporatisation of Tasmanian bulk water-supply agencies and the application of pricing
mechanisms have occurred under the banner of statutory frameworks, such as the COAG-
inspired National Competition Policy Water Reforms (Cater 1998; Sheil & Leak 2000;
Smith 1998). The social and institutional logic of these reforms have clear synergies with
neo-liberal policy that advocates the decreased role of the state in providing essential
services and, most pertinently, argues that the most effective way of managing drinking
water is to value it economically.

The findings indicate that, although the effective management of drinking water is
seen to be an important public health issue, economic efficiency and financial return,
particularly in the case of corporatised bulk water authorities, have become the underlying
imperative of their operations. Many managers and providers construct and interpret the
provision of drinking water to be an issue of cost recovery and economic viability, rather
than a human .right. This has several repercussions for the equitable provision and

consumption of drinking water in Tasmania.

6.3.1 Corporate control and commercialisation

Economic reforms to the governance of Australian water resources over the past decade
have mirrored those in other social-democratic nation states, which have embraced neo-
liberal water policies, such as commercialisation, commodification, corporatisation and
privatisation (Bakker 2005, p. 544). Under neo-liberalism, governments at all levels are
under pressure to remove regulatory economic restraints and to divest common resources,
such as drinking water, an(i publicly-owned enterprises, such as drinking water authorities,
to create private property rights, and to facilitate the private supply of goods and services

(Schneiderman 2000, p. 85).
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The last decade has seen the conversion of a number of major Australian water
authorities into commercial corporations (Leiss & Hrudey 2007.) The findings of this study
show that commercialisation and corporatisation are increasingly underpinning the
management, provision and control of drinking water in Tasmania. Commercialisation can
best be described as orienting labour and services away from a public service ethos to the
production of commgdities. Described as a kind of ‘creeping privafisation’.(Encyclopaedia
of Marxism 2008) commercialisation of water resources is ultimately about changing the
provision and control of drinking water to fiscal rather than human interests. Adopting
pricing mechanisms, such as the implementation of full cost recovery, is an example of the
comme?cialisation of drinking water in Tasmania.

Corporatisation is another stage of commercialisation found in the current
governance of Tasmanian drinking water. Water corporatisation can be generally defined as
the managemént of state water agencies and bodies as for-profit institutions (Whelan &
White 2005). Under corporatisation, water supply organisations act as independent
businesses, which is argued to improve the incentives of these agencies ‘to minimise
productior.1 costs and operate more efficiently (Kerr 1998). A key presumption amongst
supporters of corporatisation is that it increases accountability in the sense that it increases
efficiency, protects social welfare and empowers consumers (Archer 2000; MacDonald
2001; Moeller 2001; White 1998). There are, though, persistent concerns about the
corporate control of drinking water supplies in 'Fhat ‘converting water and other public
services into valuable corporate commercial activities’ (Sheil 2000, p. 3) raises social
tensions between the subordination of public interest and community service for the

achievement of profit and commercial imperatives.
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This study shows that corporatisation as a key area of reform is generally supported
by managers and providers of drinking water in Tasmania. The general rationale for
supporting commercialisation and corporatisation was the limited levels of funding for
local government to continue providing drinking water services. Participants indicated that,
in many caées, it was not economically feasible to continue providing and managing safe
drinking water. Therefore alliances with corporate water authorities and providers were
viewed as the primary means of improving efficiency and effectiveness of utility
operations. In one example, the corporate control of one local government water supplier
was constructed as the only possiblé solution to continuing water provision and supply
problems. For many others, fiscal partnerships already existed with corporate water
authorities in the provision énd management of drinking water supplies across the state.
Shifting responsibility for drinking water to corporate water bodies was subtly presented as
a way of minimising the threat of liability associated with some drinking water supplies. In
effect, participants who took this view implied that the corporate control of drinking water
was more likely to improve the quality of supplies and to minimise the possibility of public -
health risks associated with local government management. Only a small number odf
rﬁanagers and providers were concerned about the conflict between the necessity of
organisations to make profits and protecting social goals, such as the protection of public

~health, democratic access and environmental sustainability. These participants argu;ed that
the removal of responsibility for water services from local government made rate-payers
and citizens less able to participate in local decisions about their drinking water, because
corporatisation removes responsibility for water provision to a corporate not local level of

accountability.
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Because water corporatisation as a form of neo-liberal policy aims to ‘reduce the
extent of government intervention in the economy and to rely more on markets to organise
activity’ (Clar}(e 2000, p. 1) issues of public accountability and transparency should be
increasingly paramount (Beder 1998). In Tasmania managers and providers supporting
corporatisation showed little concern about corporatisation or whether the actions of
corporate water providers in the state should be subject to an adequate level of public
accountability and transparency. For many, corporatisation was viewed as a solution to
problems with drinking water provision and was seen as an ideal model for controlling
drinking water resources.

The implications of fiscal-driven corporatisation on the quality and management of
drinking water in Tasmania were barely considered by managers and providers. Only a few
participants spoke about the social and human health implications of water corporatisation.
In all three cases reference was made to the contamination of Sydney’s drinking water
sui)ply, as a way of constructing and justifying concerns about corporatisation.

Over a period of three weeks in 1998, an outbreak of Cryptosporidium and Giardia
in the drinking water supply of Sydney led to over three million residents being forced to
boil their drinking water (Beder 1998; White 1998). The contamination followed the
corporatisation of Sydney’s Water Board by the New South Wales Government in 1995.
Corporatisation involves changing public water authorities ‘from a public instrumentality
whose major purpose was to provide a service to the community...to a commercial
organisation selling products to customers’ (Beder 1998, p. 63). In corporatising Sydney’s
Water Board there was a focus on reducing operating costs by a quarter, the slashing

thousands of jobs, an increase in water bills by over a third and the private outsourcing of
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four treatment plants (Vassilopoulos 1998; White 1998), all key parts of managing safe
drinking water. An ensuing government enquiry showed that corporate cost cutting,
ineffective public health risk communication s.trategies between the water board and public
health officials, an ability of water management to respond with accurate and reliable
information and a limited level of corporate activity disclosure had ultimately contributed
to the increased public health risks posed by the incident (Leiss & Hrudey 2007).
Consequently, the corporatisation of drinking water raises concerns over the protection of
public health. For instance, where the producer or supplier has the exclusive rights to water
there ‘is less pressure on companies to provide a product that meets bare minimum quality
and safety standards’ (White 1998, p. 216). Governance frameworks based on disclosure,
transparency and accountability are therefore seen as essential in any moves to corporatise
or privately control the management, control or provision of drinking water (Sheil 2000).
The findings of this study reveal that most managers and providers accept national
neo-liberal water reform as an inevitable part of the future provision and management of
drinking water in Tasmania. This suggests that most participants did not conceptualise the
provision of drinking water to be a public service or that the corporate control of drinking
water had implications for the equitable distribution or safe management of drinking water.
However, at closer examination the infroduction of these economic reforms has inevitably
changed how Tasmanian consumers are accessing and consuming drinking water resources
across the state. The increasing commercialisation of Tasmanian drinking water supplies
and the paying of dividends to the state government via corporatisation can be seen to have
limited the rights of rate-payers_as owners of public authorities by reducing them ‘to the

status of customers, whose only recourse is compensation when things go wrong’ (Beder
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19§8, p. 5). By decrea;sing the democratic management of drinking water and by increasing
the distribution of drinking water through market mechanisms ‘rather than on the basis of

" communal assessment’ (White 2002, p. 84) economic water ref;ms highlight the role of
the ‘instrumental and structural role of the state in maintaining ana reproducing capitalist
relations’ (White 2002, p. 92). The economic aspects of commercijalisation and

corporatisation of drinking water and its provision and management are therefore inherently

linked to the process of commodification.

6.3.2 Consumers not citizens: the localised effects of commodification

This study shows that, by using full cost recovery through water pricing and metering,
drinking water s‘upplies‘in Tasmania are being commodified.

The commodification of drinking water is a process whereby drinking water is .
produced (collected, treated and distributed) and evaluated (priced) in terms of the capacity
for economic exchange. Through its commodification drinking water becores reduced to
monetary value (Miles 1998, p. 16) and the reasons for providing drinking water shift from
basic public need to economically driven oﬁes. The treatment of drinidng water as an
economic resource blurs the line between ‘use value’ (objects of need) and ‘exéha;nge
. value’ (commodities produced purely for exchange) (Burkett 1999, p. 25).

The commodification of drinking‘ water in Tasmaniz.:l éonceptualises and constructs
citizens and rate-payers as ‘consumers’ in the sense that they buy and consume drinking
water like other essential. services, such as electricity or foc;d, and that access to drinking
water is provided on the basis of ‘user pays’ instead of a public service delivered free.of
charge. The notion of individuals as ‘water customers’ is based on the'assumption that

individuals are both willing and able to exercise choices about drinking water ‘in the same
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way that they exercise choice about restaurants, hairdressers or supermarkets’ (Cook 2001,
p. 99). In most cases water consumers have very little choice, because water is a natural
monopoly (Moeller 2001). The risks associated with drinking reticulated water are not
voluntary, but imposed by those responsible for providir;g, managing and regulating that
water. Provision and consumption are further cor}lplicated by the idea that ‘certain habits of
consumption are intertwined with the pursuit of profit’ (White 2002, p. 86). Consumer
autonomy and freedom from the market in the use of services and resources are seen as a
hallmark of economic development apd efficiency (Clarke 2000; Cook 2001; Lazaro &
Azcona 1996; Shah 2605). This form of neo-liberalism also advocates removing
responsibility for water provision from govemmer;ts and on to individuals, who must take
responsibility for what water they choose to consume and use. The increasing global trend
towards full cost recovery (Barlow & Clarke 2003; Castro 2002; Hall 1999; Whelan 2005)
facilitates the capital and maintenance costs of water provision being passed on to the
individual consumer. In effect, removing responsibility for drinking water provision away
from governments reconceptualises drinking water so that it is no longer a public service or
good.

This sﬁdy’s findings signal that capitalism and neo-liberalism have changed how
drinking water is being provided and consumed in Tasmania. Many managers and
providers believe that the promotion of the common good through market mechanisms,
such as pricing and metering, are the most appropriate means of managing drinking water.
By constructing water scarcity to support the pricing of drinking water, managers and
providers saw the introduction of pricing as a way of forcing consumers to think more

appropriately about the value of drinking water (CRC 2006; MacDonald 2004; Urban
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Ecology Australia 2007). Scarcity is a key element of modern capitalism and economic
rationalism (Marsden 2003) and the process of managing resource scarcity by imposing
fiscal discipline is pervasive strategy both internationally and, increasingly, in Australia
(MacDonald 2004).

Support for assigning market and exchange value to drinking water was viewed as a
means to manage the sustainability of water resources. Demand managément and notions of
water scarcity emerged as a major consideration for many participants, particularly those
working in rural areas. However, in many parts of Tasmania, the natural supply of fresh
water is not constrained, which has implications for constructions of scarcity as a means to
validate economic approaches to the provision of drinking water. This ‘sus;cainable and
rational’ (Jacobs 1994) impetus for goveming Tasmanian drinking water by
commodification reflects a neo-liberal and capitalist agenda by presenting full cost
recovery as a legitimate solution to water sustainability problems (Jacobs 1994). The
suggestion of more traditional methods (Rijsberman 2004), such as the construction of
better water storage infrastructure, was a sideline consideration in how managers and
providers viewed solutions to water availability and sustainability. In this sense, support for
adopting cost and pricing measures for drinking water shows that some managers and
providers see economic markets as a solution to environmental degradation and also a
mechanism for the allocation of human rights (Petrova 2006).

Even though access to drinking water has been established as a basic human right
(International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 2002, p. 1), in Tasmania
one of the most significant effects of water reforms (e.g. National Competition Policy and

COAG-related policies) has been the introduction and prioritisation of water pricing based
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on the principles of full cost recovery. A full cost recovery and a user-pays approach to
drinking water provision moves responsibility for access from managers directly to'the
individual’s consumption choices. For example, people who may not be happy yvith the

quality of their reticulated drinking water have the choice to buy bottled water or to harvest
. ¢ N
‘their own water supply. Therefore there are social concerns whether commodification and a_

user-pays approach to drinking water are fair and equitable, because they make accessing -
safe dfinking water less of a social right and more of a consumer right (Rothenberger,
Truffer & Markard 2001). The disproportionate and potentially detrimental effect of |

commodification and pricing on households, individuals of lower socio-economic status, as
)

well as cultural and ethnic minorities is a particular point of concern (Beltran 2005; Bullard

/ \
1993; Di Chiro 1995; Halfacre 2005; Pauw 2003; Whelan 2005).

1

]
-

This research reveals that there was little acknowledgment of or concern about the -

]

social consequences of commodification among managers and providers. Only a handful of’

~

J -
participants expressed concern about access to drinking water being based on economic

i ’

criteria, rather than social criteria — specifically, the human need for safe drinking water.

One participant’s acknowledgement that lower socio-economic consumers had been
J

_temporarily cut off from a reticulated supply due to the non-payment of water bills was
evidence of the effects of global ”néo-iiberal water reforms \‘on the local .‘provision of
drinking water in Tasmania (Beltran 2002;' Marsden 2003; Pauw 2003; Whelan 2005). In
other parts of the \\zvorld,' the implementation of similar full cost recovery measures had led

L

to communities being unable to access drinking water, because it was unaffordable. In

b

some cases, the non-payment of water bills has led to citizens having no other choice than
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to acces)s unsafe drinking water supplies, leading to detrimental health outcomes (Castro
2002; Laifungbam 2003; Marsden 2003; Pauw 2003).

Benefits and objectives of ‘setting a price’ for drinking water often include
economic efficiency, cost recovery, revenue maximisation, regior.lal equity, ability to pay
and demand management (Albanese 2007; CRC for Water Quality and Treatment 2006;
MacDonald 2004; Urban Ecc;logy Australia 2007). In Tasmania findings show that limited
fiscal capacity to pay for drinking water provision, including the cost of improvements, is
testament to the class distribution of risk and justice and is a source of regional inequity. It
also supports claims that ‘financially constrained and vulnerable citizens receive fewer or
poorer quality goods and services than people with disposable incomes’ (White 1999,
p-91).

Support for ‘economies of scale’ was a clear indication that the provision of safe
drinking water to communities throughout the state was an economic not socially drivén
consideration that contributed to social inequities. According to the General Pricing ‘\
Oversight Commission (2006, p. 6), economies of scale are achieved when natural

~monopolies, such as urban water supplies, are characterised by declining average costs as
production increases. The unlikely achievement of economies of scale clearly emerged as J
the reason bulk water authorities in Tasmania were reluctant to manage and provide
drinking water to rural and remote communities. A clear lack of commercial profitability:
and viability was cited as eliminating the future possibility of assisting in the part or whole

i

management of drinking water resources in rural regions, once again indicating the

i

dominance of fiscal concerns underpinning the governance of drinking water in Tasmania.
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The introduction of water reforms in Tasmania was supposed to be uniform in its
implementation under COAG and National Competition Reforms, and yet these findings
show that there is regional inequity in pricing and full cost recovery measures in the state.
Some municipalities have implemented full cost recovery, while, metres away,
neighbouring municipalities have not. The reluctance of some local government councils to
adhere to state and national pressures to implement water metering and full cost recovery
signifies dissent in levels of government charged with responsibility for water provision. In
some cases, the financial costs of implementing full cost recovery have meant that some
municipalities in Tasmania are yet to introduce metering and two-part pricing of drinking
water. In'some parts of the state, neighbouring municipalities have different policies for the
metering and pricing of drinking water, and, in some cases, houses only streets away from
each other are subject to different water costing measures and instruments.

The Strategic Framework for the Efficient and Sustainable Reform of Water
Resources detailed in National Competition Policy (Tasmanian Department of Treasury and
Finance 2007) requires local government councils to progress reforms in achieving full cost
recovery; a closer examination of this policy states that this should only be implemented
‘where it is cost effective to do so’ (Tasmanian Department of Treasury and Finance 2007,
p. 2). This has led to regional inequities in the introduction of full cost recovery measures
and increasing dissent among water providers, manaéers and consumers about its fairness.
There has also been public resistance to the introduction of water metering and pricing, an
increasing trend in other parts of the world (Barlow & Clarke 2003; Beltran 2002;
Laifungbam 2003; Van Rooyen 1997). Managers and I;roviders in affected Tasmanian

municipalities constructed public resistance to economic water reforms as more of a social
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hindrance than a reflection of citizens’ view of drinking water as a public good that .should
'be exempt from economic processes, such as commodification. This is also indicative of

+ rights-based approaches to drinking water governance being subservient to economic
considerations in Tasmania and highlights the need for governments to consider the
capacity of people to pay and the regional and localised differences in the governance of
drinking water. It is also essential that the state, as a predominant institution in the
governance of drinking water resources and infrastructure, has legitimate refo;‘m objectives
based on service improvement, efficiency, sustéinability, conservation and inclusiveness

(K’ Akuma 2007). . L
6.4 Chapter Conclusion

This chapter has discussed and interéreted the findings of the research and has identified
the key social structures and processes underpinning the governance of Tasmanian drinkir‘ig
water. These are: the institutional judgement of risk; risk assessment; the social distribution
of risk; rurality; commercialisation; corporatisatiop; and commodification.

The chapter has revealed the dissonant nature of Tasmanian drinking governance by
showing how decisions and institutional judgements. regarding the safety and management
of drinking water through the Public Health Act 1997 are ﬁi ghly contested by managers,
providers and reguiators. It has shown that there are ongoing ‘expert’ disputes over the
most appropriate way of govJeming drinking water in Tasmania and how the protection of
public health, based on the definition, assessment and management of risk, is a considefable
source of confusion and controversy. The chapter has also examined barriers to the
management and provision of safe drinking Water in parts of Tasmania and has pointed to

the social distribution of risk and the need for a more integrated approached to drinking
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water gO\}emance, as well as better support for local government providers. The chapter
also identifies how neo-liberal economic water reforms and policies are affectir;g how
drinkEng water is controlled, accessed and valued in Tasmania. Specifically, it has signified
how the processes of commercialisation, commodification and corporatisation have
chanéed the way that water is faeing valued as an economic resource, rather than a basic
social need, which raises significant social justice concerns over the fair and equitable

access to safe and plentiful drinking water in Tasmania.

“\
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7 Turning the tap: summary & conclusion to the thesis

Water links us to our neighbour in a way more profound and complex than any other.
John Thorson

7.1 Introduction

This research was prompted by the immediate exper‘ience of poor quality drinking water in
Tasmania and the desire to understand the social conditions in which this was happé'ning.
Drinking water governance is a critical arc;,a of sociological inquiry. How our drinkiﬁg
water is managed, regulated and controlled has the capacity to positively or negatively
affect the health, wellbeing and livelihood of individuals, communities and nations at all
levels of global society aild is therefore deserving of continuing sociological attention. This
chapter will conclude the thesis. The following sections will briefly summarise the
strengths and limitations of the research approach and the contribution of the thesis, and
will conclude by pointing to the areas of future sociological inquiry and research into

drinking water and recommendations for the governance of drinking water in Tasmania
7.2 Strengths of the research

This research offers the first quaiitative and sociological account of ’drinking water
govemarlce in Tasmania and, as far as is currently known, in Australia. This thAesis'has
amassed a wide range of ideas and information relating to the niany dimensions of drinking
rwater governance. Along with drawing on a wide range of secondary sources, the research
has used semi-structured qualitative interviews to the study of drinking water governance in
Tasmania. This approach is used in this thesis to draw attention to the key institutions,

processes and practices, being used to manage and regulate water resources in Tasmania
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and the ways in which drinking water governance is contested, negotiated and legitimated

by different groups involved in the management, regulation, provision of drinking water.
¢ , . .
The thesis does not serve to offeér a critique of comparison of realist and social

constructionist approaches to drinking water governance, but rather supports Hanknigan

P

(2006) and White’s (2008) view that drinking water is undeniably a real and existing social

N

issue, however that is made ‘knowable’ through ‘dynamic social processes of definition,
negotiafion and legitimation’ such as regulatory decision making and policy (Hannigan

2006: 31).

{

In summary, the combination of primary and secondary data in this thesis haf been

essential to an in-depth understanding of drinking water as a social issues and by

¢

adequately interpreting each in light of each other, both have assisted in answering the

‘research aims.

7.3 Limitations of the research ' _ -
The findings of the study provide important insights into the processes underpinning

drinking water governance in Tasmania and potentially in other Australian States and

Territories. However, the meanings and interpretations Tasmanian managers, providers and

regulators have ascribed to the processes may not be representative of the views of others in

~
-

similar positions or responsibilities elsewhere. This is an inevitable oﬁtcome of interpretive
{

qualitative inquiry, which is not concerned with testing validity or reliability, but seeks to
create in-deplcﬁ understanding of issues from the viewpoint of the research subject at a

- particular time. The use of thematic anal;llsis allowed the interpretations, positions a'r'ld
View;‘of participants to be analysed, enabling the establishment of pétfcefns, consistencies .
and meanings (Gray 2004) surrounding the governance of Tasmanian drinking water to be

)
202



created as a way of addressing the research questions. A further limitation of the study
arose from the need to maintain and protect the anonymity and confidentiality of all
participants. At four stages throughout the data collection process, participants asked for the
recording of the interview to berstopped for particular discussions to take place ‘off the
record’. In each case, the organisational and political sensitivity of their opinions made
them reluctant to ‘risk publicly sharing’ these views, they preferred instead to disclose their -
positions and standpoints unrecorded. While this affected the nature of some drinking water
governancé issues to be inhibited in the formal analysis of the data, the use of a research
diary enabled me to include these issues as part of the findings and discussions without
attributing the concerns and or issues to a particular individual or organiéation. However, it
does raise questions about whether, given the inherently political nature of drinking water
regulation a;ld management, other participants may have ‘self-censored’ the ways they
spoke about drinking water governance.

In regard to data collection, it should be acknowledged that there were constraints
on the process of interviewing. Due to financial constraints, interviews were unable to be ~
conducted in person with one island municipality. In regard to time, interviewing fnanégers
and 'prow}iders from each of the local government municipalities in Tasmania took nearly
eight months. This was in part due to the difficulties of recruiting some local govemmen’t
managers to be part of the project and also in arranging times which were convenient to the
participants.

With respect to the use of C(;mplementary or alternative analytical and

'methodological frameworks, the use of discourse analysis and Foucauldian insights

(Foucault 1972, 1980; Hoy 1986; Hunt 2004, Kendall and Wickham 1999, Rabinow 1991)
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may have strengthened the theory and methodology of this thesis, and should be considered

in future sociological work of this kind.

7.4 Contribl_ltion of the thesis . '

This thesis offers contributions to new knowledge about drinking water asa key social
issue and area of sociological inquiry.

For policy makers and regulators this study and its findings provide an insight into
how those involved in the ‘local’ and immediate management and provisioq of'drinking
water interpref the current processes of regulation in Tasmania and broader public health
and envilronmental policy. It presents continuing challenges f01»' the Tasmanian State
Government in eva‘luating drinicing water policy and legislation, and points to particular
areas where future reform and research is needed.‘

For managers and providers, this research reveals the key concerns, issues and
aebates underpinning the governance of drihking water and shows how drinking water as a
. social and health issue is actively constructed and interpreted amongst mahagers, providers
and rlegulators.For citizens, this thesis reveals the underlying assumptions about and
processes of how people come toI access and experiénce drinking water resources. It
provides insight ifito those on the ‘other end’ of the water provision spectrum and the issues
and challenges underpinning how drinking water is provided, as well as the wider social
structures and forces impacting on people ‘turning on tﬁeir taps’. It also draws attention to
thc; institutions who hold the greatest power in how drinking water {ssues are constructed
and framed within public debate, and how these can often serve to marginaiise the views of

the lay public-. !
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For sociologists, this thesis contributes to sociological understanding and dialogue
regarding environmental and water governance. The thesis also contx:ibutes new knowledge
to three emerging areas of environmental sociological scholarship cited by Buttel (1987);
these are: environmental attitudes, values and behaviours; technological risk and risk
assessment; and the political economy of the environment and environmental politics.

The findings draw attention to constructions and definitions of risk, the processes of
risk assessment and the institutional judgements and decisions that underpin‘the governance
of drinking water safety and quality. It provides new insight into the key contentions,
ambivalences and dissensions surrounding the management and regulation of drinking
water. The thesis also shows how global trends and policies, such as neo-liberalism and
capitalism, are affecting how drinking and fresh water resources are being controlled,
managed and provided. The study shows that commercialisation and commodification have
changed how drinking water is being provided in Tasmania and has revealed the social

inequities and risk positions that have sprung up as a consequence of these processes.

7.5 Where to from here? Future directions and recommendations

This section concludes the thesis by indicating future directions for water-related research
and sociological inquiry and provides some recommendations for improving the

governance of drinking water in Tasmania.

7.5.1 Future directions for sociology

Drinking water is a cornerstone of society. As a fundamental human need, the water we
drink, the ways it is governed and the conditions under which we drink should be a

continuing source of sociological attention. Therefore there is an ongoing need for inquiry
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into drinking water as a critical social issue and real opportunities for thc;, generation of new
knowledge.

The findings of this thesis have obvious practical and theoretical implications for
those involved in the governance of drinking water in the state of Tasmania and potentially
offer insight into similar processes and understan&ing of governance in Australia and
possibly in other nations. Simultaneously, it opens up areas for future sociological inquiry
in:co drinking water and into the area of environmental governance more broadly.

An obvious sociological gap unable to be filled by the scope of this study is thé
need to explore the experiences of consumers in the consumption and provision of drinking
water; the ways that ‘lay publics’ interpret environmental risks, conditions and governance
is a growing area of sociological interest (Irvx;in 1995; 2001) that deserves more attentic;n.
Only limited research has been undertaken into understanding the localised effects of
environmental activity and degradation on water quality in Tasmania (Cameron 1995) and
the process of condﬁcting this research has revealed a plethora of anecdotal evidence and
experiences among members of the Tasmanian community, particularly those in,rur-sgll and
remote areas. ) | ‘

Another contribution to sociological inquiry lies in examining more thoroilghly the
ways in which water reforms, particularly issues such as corporatisati\on and
commodification are occurring in the capitalist economic systems and how competjng
perspectives and viewpoints of these issues are negotiated and ultimately resolved, if at all.

A closer examination of the role of the media in influencing claims ’about
environmental conditions and the quality and management of drinking water is also worthy

of sociological investigation. The media is described as one of the key institutions through
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which environmental knowledge and issues are presented to the public (Hannigan 1995). A
media analysis may therefore be useful for the future‘ study of drinking water and the
claims-making institutioﬂs surrounding its governance and its consumption. '
In addition, given the complex and rich history of environmental activism and
1 :
debate in Tasmania and its continuing place in Tasmanian society, futuré studies of not

only drinking water but environmental conditions generally should consider a

comprehensive sociological analysis of these issues.

7.5.2 Recommendations

The hndings of this thesis strc;ngly suggest that providing and managing reliable and safe
potable water to citizens is not an easy task. While it is acknowledged that thesis (
recommendations are not usually standard practice, the considerable practical, ideological
and political outcomes of the research pointed to the need for tangible recommendations for
Taémanian drinking water governance. The following recommendations are based on
thinking about improving the social conditions, under which safe drinking water is
governed and uitimately consumed and accessed iay citizens in Tasmania. Research and
policy directions for drinking water governance in Tasmania need to consider, not only the
economic and political drivers and influences, but also the sdcial, moral and environmental
aspects to providing and accessiﬁg drinking water. This means considering drinking water
as an economic resource for commodification as well as a fundamental human need and
right that requires due consideration of social equity and justice issues in its management,

<

control, provision and regulation.
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Recommendation 1: There is a pressing need\for drinking water governance frameworks in
Tasmania to embrace an integrated and comprehensive approach to the governance of
drinking water in order to increase levels of safety and to minimise public health risks. This
includes: the better protection and monitoring of drinking water sources and catchments;
capital investment in drinking water distribution systems and infrastructure; the
improvement of staffing levels and expertise; and more comprehensive water testing

regimes.

Recommendation 2: The underlying principles of water governance in Tasmania could
better ensure equal levels of safety for all drinking water supplies, regardless of their
location. .Improved federal and state funding frameworks for the local management and
provision of drinking water may benefit Tasmania. These should include criteria for
incremental capital and resource improvements for elements of drinking water
management, provision and regulation. Ingrural and remote communities, specifically where
small community water supplies exist, there may be need for more support for local
government water providers before corporate control should be considered.
Recommendation 3: There is an urgent need for the integrated rﬁanagement of drinking |
water catchments in Tasmania and the need to develop greater catchment protection
legislation. Integrated catchment management involves the improved monitoring and
regulation of drinking water and fresh water catchments and the collaboration of catchment
stakeholders, such as public health officials, industry, natural resource agencies,
landowners, and community members, in the rn‘onitoring’and sustainable use of drinking

water catchments to maintain water quality and protect public health. Legislative power for

public health officials'in Tasmania may prevent detrimental water quality activity and
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. should involve the ongoing auditing of water catchments by public health regulators and’
water inspectors.

Recommendation 4: There may be greater social benefits from basing the provision of
drinking water in Tasmania on the principles of social equity and justice, rather than by the
ability to pay‘. Although improving the safety and quality of drinking water provision is
paramount, the costs of improvements must be considered in regard to the needs of socio-
economically disadvantaged and marginalised gr(;ups. The provision of safe and plentiful
drinking water in Tasmania should be based primarilﬁy on the principles of social and public
good, not economic rationalism and efficiency.

Recommendation 5: Better frameworks for community consultation are needed in
Tasmania to underpin the governance of drinking water. Consultation with the community
should include increased dialogue and public knowledge regarding the costs of drinking
water, the ability of citizens to pay, community monitoring of water sources, the "
notification of a public health threat, information about drinking water testing and quality,
and greater transparency of the processes of governance.

Recommendation 6: Greater ongoing consultation and dialogue between regulators of
drinking water in Tasmania and managers and providers at the ‘local’ level, particularly
those in local government may improve tensions and ambiguities underpinning the
governance of drinking water. This may include regulators making the effort to visit
Tasmanian municipalities and to promote a greater understanding of the immediate and
diverse financial, environmental and organisational issues impacting on the ability of loéal

governments to continue providing safe and plentiful drinking water to communities.

e

209



While these recommendations would ultimately improve the social conciitions unﬁer which
drinking Water is being governed in Tasmania, it is important to acknowledge that a
persistent climate of economic rationalism, de-regulation and erosion of drinking water as a
social good by governments will likely impede on these recommendations ever being
adopted. Speciﬁcally, this research has shown that drinking water governance in many parts
of the world is being increasingly dominated b}l/ economic rather than social concerns, as
the interests of government to reduce expenditure and liability rather than meet public need.
Without the overt politi;:isation of water provision, there is little chance of substantial
positive change. In Bolivia for example, neo-liberal water privatisation reforms were

" resisted through mass protest actions - eventually culminating in the election of a left-wing
progressive to the Presidency, the first ever Indigenous person to be so.

Real social change will most likely érrierge from community-based action, ratfler than- E
through top-down benevolence or evidence-based rational choice: The contradictions and
paradoxes of governance can only therefore be overcome through exercise of political will
in support of a different politicai vision to that of neo-iiberalism. There needs to be
collection action aropnd drinking water that includes citizens at the most basic levels of

provision and management not only in the state of Tasmania, but in all parts of the globe.

This research started from the belief that sociologists have a substantial role to play in
making sense of the parts of our life that we often take for granted and so, for me the water
we drink and the conditions under which we drink couldn’t be more important. Never
before, has it been more important that sociologists continue to understand the social

prdccsses and conditions that underpin the most basic elements of our individual and
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collective existence, and the management, provision, control and consumption of drinking

water is an ideal starting point.
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Postscript

At the time of completing this thesis, the Tasmanian State Government announced that a
regulatory reform of water and sewerage in Tasmania would take place. The creation of the
Ministerial Water and Sewerage Taskforce would lead the reform in ‘identifying ways'of
achieving major léng term improvements in Tasmania’s water and sewerage services and
infrastructure through a collaborative approach with local government’. The initial
oﬁtcomes of the reform process have shown significant moves away from the control and

‘ provision of drinking water by local governments in Tasmania to more commercial
arrangements between government-owned business enterprises. It is yet to be seen how this

will impact on the state-wide control, regulation and provision of drinking water in

Tasmania.
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Appendices

Appendix A: Sample information sheet

Project: Tasmania’s Drinking Water: A Sociological Analysis

We would like to invite you to participate in a study of Tasmania’s drinking water. As part of the
requirements for a PHD in Sociology at the University of Tasmania, this is a state-wide study that
includes speaking with approximately thirty providers and managers of drinking water across
Tasmania.

The aim of this study is to gather information from those involved in drinking water provision,
regulation and management about the types of issues they see as important. With your assistance,
the information gathered will help in developing a comprehensive picture of the processes and
practices underpinning the management and provision of drinking water to Tasmanian
municipalities. This information will also help in understanding the key issues and concerns faced
by managers and providers in distributing safe drinking water in Tasmania. :

The kinds of questions we wish to ask include how water is managed and treated, what public
health guidelines you adhere to, what are the local issues if any impacting on your job and what
have been the key issues for you in the past 5 years managing and providing drinking water. Your
answers will help to ascertain specific issues with drinking water governance within Tasmania in
order to assist in improving local resources and devising better policies.

All participation is completely voluntary, and what you say will be treated with confidentiality. Non
names will be recorded and if there is no problem if you decide to withdraw from the interview at
any time.

Both myself (Jessica Whelan) and my supervisor Professor Rob White are more than happy to
answer any questions you might have about the project. If you would like more information, or have
any concerns about the study, then feel free to contact Rob White on 0362 262877 or myself on
0363 243254/ ‘

This study has received approval from the Northern Social Sciences Human Research Ethics
Committee (NTSSHREC), University of Tasmania. Feel free to discuss your participation in this
study with the project coordinators at any time. However, should you have any complaints
concerning the manner in which this PhD is conducted, please contact either the Executive Chair of
the NTSSHREC on the following phone numbers.

Ms Amanda McAully Professor Roger Fay
Executive Officer Chair of Ethics Committee
Ph: 0362 262763 Ph: 0363 243576

Thank you for your time and cooperation
Jessica Whelan (March 2004)
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Appendix B: Sample consent form

Project: Tasmania’s Drinking Water: A Sociological Analysis

1. Ihave read and understood the ‘Information Sheet’ for this study
2. The nature and possible effects of this study have been explained to me.
3. I understand that the study involves the following procedure:
o Interview of no longer than one hour duration
4. The interview will be recorded on cassette tape and my name will not be identifiable.

5. Tunderstand that all research data will be treated as confidential and will be securely stored
on the University of Tasmania premises for a period of 5 years. The data will be destroyed
at the end of 5 years.

6. Any questions that I have asked have been answered to my satisfaction.

7. Iagree that research data’gathered for the study may be published provided that I cannot be
identified as the subject.

8. Iagree to participate in this investigation and understand that I ' may withdraw at any time
with any effect to myself.

Name of participant

Signature of participant . Date

9. Ihave explained this project and the implications of participation in it to this volunteer and
I believe that the consent is informed and that he/she understands the implications of
participation.

Name of investigator

Signature of investigator Date
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Appendix C: Sample interview schedule

Background

What is your current position?

What are the main responsibilities of the position (including drinking water)

Who are you responsible to?

How long have you been employe& within this position/ industry?

Do you have a previous background in environment/ drinking water management/ health?

What do you see as the main issues within your role associated with the management, provision,
regulation of drinking water?

What area of Tasmania does your council/ water authority manage?

Is there regular testing of drinking water (who does it, how often, how are they trained?)
Are the results of testing available to the public (how often are they reported?)

How do you know if drinking water is safe or not? What do you do if it is not safe?

- Who are you accountable to and how?

Do you think that drinking water regulation should be mandatory? What mechanisms or regulatory
frameworks do you think are most appropriate for managing drinking water in Tasmania?

Do you think that there adequate public consultations surrounding drinking water governance in
Tasmania?

Is your council aligned with a water authority/ bulk water provider in any way? If yes, how does
this affect how you provide and manage drinking water?

How is drinking water here controlled, priced? What tariffs are placed upon water in your
municipality, how is this done?

Do you think that consumers should pay more/less for drinking water?
What do you think about the use of water meters as a means of regulating supply and provision?

Have there been any significant changes in operational practices in recent years in relation to the
private sector and or government reforms?

What do you see as the main issues for drinking water management, provision, regulation and
control in the next 5-10 years in Tasmania?
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