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About Remote communities: Improving access  
to essential services

Infrastructure Partnerships Australia advocates for policy reform 
across all of Australia’s infrastructure. While many Australians 
benefit from infrastructure in metropolitan areas, there are 
up to a million Australians without the luxury of accessible, 
reliable and safe essential services. These are often the most 
disadvantaged of Australia’s population, especially Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander peoples. Infrastructure Partnerships 
Australia strives to achieve the best policy outcome for remote 
communities across the country.

For the purposes of this report, Infrastructure Partnerships 
Australia’s definition of what constitutes a ‘remote community’ 
includes those which are not connected to trunk infrastructure 
and national or regional networks and systems, instead relying 
on smaller and standalone services where they exist.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Millions of Australians benefit from world-class infrastructure services, with governments and 
industry working closely to conquer challenges unique to Australia, including the tyranny of 
distance, rapid population growth and extreme weather. Despite these successes, hundreds 
of thousands of Australians lack access to reliable and safe essential services – including 
drinking water, electricity and telecommunications services. By some reports, almost a 
million Australians live without reliable access to clean drinking water and sanitation, while 
an estimated 30 per cent of remote and very remote Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples still have no household access to telephone services or internet.ª 1 2

Australia already has access to the tools, technology, 
resources and expertise to improve remote community 
outcomes. Many solutions have been put in place with 
great success across all Australian jurisdictions and in 
other parts of the world. But these often have limited 
scopes and are not being routinely or consistently 
applied in all remote communities. There are many 
contributing factors to this – challenges with cost and 
access among them – but we can do more. 

Providing safe and reliable essential services to remote 
communities is critical to addressing the health and 
social disadvantages of Indigenous peoples, who are 
disproportionately affected by poor service delivery. 
This includes 17.6 per cent of Indigenous Australians 
residing in remote communities, compared to just 1.5 
per cent of other Australians.3 In some of Australia’s 
most remote and disadvantaged communities, 
service standards fall well below those that Australia 
has signed up to through the United Nations’ (UN) 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), while service 
standards and outcomes for infrastructure users vary 
greatly across state and territory borders. Many existing 
service standards across different forms of remote 
infrastructure are unclear, inconsistent, poorly applied, 
or simply do not exist. 

The first step must be to address gaps in the service 
standards governments set for remote infrastructure 
across the country. These can and should be aligned 
to the SDGs, which Australia has committed to deliver. 
By tightening existing gaps, improving clarity and 
addressing inconsistencies, these standards can act as 
a minimum expectation for service delivery across the 
country, for all Australians. These can be agreed by all 
governments through National Cabinet, with outcomes 
reported on publicly and transparently.

But it is not enough to simply set new national targets 
and baselines. The agreements through which 
governments, utilities and service providers come 
together for many essential services – Community 
Service Obligations (CSOs) – need to work harder and 
better for all Australians.

CSOs have been a fixture of service delivery in Australia 
throughout much of the past century, but have not 
evolved significantly. The issues with today’s CSOs 
are remarkably similar to those raised by the Industry 
Commission (now Productivity Commission (PC)) 
nearly 30 years ago.4 While CSOs have delivered 
immense benefits for millions of Australians over the 
years, many have failed to keep pace with changes 
in technology and customer expectations, while their 

ª Infrastructure Partnerships Australia acknowledges there is no single or neutral term that encompasses the diversity of Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander peoples, along with their cultures, languages 
and histories. To be inclusive of all, the terms First Nations peoples, Indigenous Australians or Indigenous peoples are also used throughout this paper.
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rigidity around costs and performance metrics has 
often not allowed governments and service providers to 
work collaboratively towards better outcomes for users. 
Without meaningful reform, we will still be talking about 
these same issues in another 30 years.

In order to help address the ongoing challenges with 
some CSOs, Infrastructure Partnerships Australia is 
proposing a new financing mechanism for providing 
and subsidising remote infrastructure – Community 
Infrastructure Partnerships (CIPs). These new 
arrangements could see governments and service 
providers take a more collaborative approach to meeting 
local needs, mitigating risks and adapting to changing 
circumstances, or adopt technologies that can improve 
services and reduce costs as they become available. By 
fostering a spirit of innovation and open-mindedness in 
solving long-standing service delivery challenges, and 
incentivising performance improvements rather than 
merely compliance, CIPs could make public funding 
work more effectively to improve outcomes in regional 
and remote Australia.

There is no doubt that real change will come at a cost. 
But few investments could be more worthwhile than in 
infrastructure to ensure all Australians’ living standards 
at least meet the SDGs. And by structuring service 
delivery through CIPs, governments can ensure taxpayer 
dollars deliver lasting benefits for remote communities, 
while presenting opportunities for the private and not-
for-profit sectors to bring their own expertise and defray 
some of the cost to taxpayers. Short-term costs can 
be offset by long-term savings through more resilient 
standalone systems and networks, while the improved 

services can underpin real improvements in the living 
standards, economic, social and cultural potential of 
Australians living in remote areas. 

A shift in how services are contracted will need to 
be supported by changes to how these services are 
regulated. While the changes needed would vary across 
each jurisdiction, these would see improvements in how 
performance standards for utilities are set, reviewed 
and monitored, how social licence is established and 
maintained, and what constitutes best practice service 
delivery. In many cases, best practice means giving 
management of remote communities to those best 
placed to deliver them. This requires a shift in mindset 
from the traditional ‘top-down’ regulatory model, by 
empowering locals to drive changes in their own 
communities – supported by appropriate safeguards – 
helping to build trust and momentum for real change.

This paper does not purport to have all the answers, nor 
does it seek to criticise past performance. The fact we 
can point to published evidence of poor service delivery 
is a positive, and where critical reviews have been 
undertaken – it should be applauded, because it is only 
through knowledge of the issues that we can effectively 
move toward a better solution. Instead, the paper 
proposes a shift in approach to challenge the status 
quo and strive for improvements for some of Australia’s 
most disadvantaged communities. A critical next step 
is engagement with not only governments, utilities and 
service providers, but also representatives of Indigenous 
Australians’ communities. There is no denying the scale 
of challenges across the country, but they present an 
opportunity for Australia to lead the world and show how 
transformation in line with the SDGs is possible.
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ESTABLISHING A COMMUNITY 
INFRASTRUCTURE PARTNERSHIP 

Commit to national minimum 
standards of remote service delivery 
through National Cabinet

Commit to reviewing and updating 
funding and financing mechanisms  
for remote infrastructure

Evolve CSOs into a  
new model  CIPs

Undertake regulatory  
reform to support the 
establishment of CIPs

      Obligations  
to innovate

    Better transparency

    Consistent and  
Clear Reporting

     Social Licence

     Collaboration 
and Coordination 
between sectors

Key features of a CIP
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WHAT IS THE PROBLEM?

Many communities require diesel 
to be shipped hundreds of 
kilometres, with some northern 
Australian communities isolated 
for months at a time during the 
wet season 

Remote communities consistently experience 
poor quality water services
Many remote water supplies are untreated, below health 
standards, lack security, are prone to drought, and do not 
meet Australian Drinking Water Guidelines. 

8 per cent of remote households do 
not have working facilities for washing 
people5 

115 remote communities in Australia 
did not meet Australian Drinking Water 
Guidelines (ADWG), excluding NSW8 

Meanwhile electricity supply is often unreliable 
Similarly, electricity supply in remote communities is unreliable 
and subject to shortages, with diesel generators forming the 
primary power source for many remote communities. 

Shipping diesel to remote communities 
poses health and environmental 
risks, including noise pollution, 
environmental risks from spillage, 
increased emissions from shipping and 
burning diesel, and increased strain on 
transport infrastructure11 

14 per cent reported not having 
working facilities for washing clothes 
and bedding6 

21 per cent reported not having 
working water facilities for preparing 
food7 

408 remote communities did not meet 
the ADWG’s definition of a ‘good’ basic 
level of drinking water quality, excluding 
NSW9 

These all fail to satisfy Australia’s 
commitment to Sustainability Development 
Goal 6: to ensure clean water and sanitation 
for all

The Kaltukatjara community in the 
Northern Territory requires 60,000 
litres of diesel to be transported 
more than 2,000 kilometres 
along highways and dirt tracks 
every eight weeks to maintain  
a power supply10 
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Remote communities have limited access  
to telecommunications services

In telecommunications, remote users are subject  
to a lack of affordability, limited access, and poor  
service reliability and quality. 

The quality and reliability of telecommunications 
services in many communities serves to reinforce 
inequality, by deepening the digital divide

11.4 per cent of remote internet users and  
27 per cent of very remote users rely exclusively 
on ‘out-of-home’ connections, which can present 
significant challenges to telehealth and education12 

83 per cent of metropolitan households access 
the internet, compared to just 61 per cent 
of remote and 49 per cent of very remote 
households13 

Underlying a lack of quality and reliability of 
telecommunications services is a lack of holistic 
understanding of the issue’s extent. 

Australia has committed to 17 Closing the Gap 
Targets, including three dedicated to education  
(3, 5 and 6) and one to ensuring access to information 
and services (17), all of which are compromised by a 
lack of digital inclusion in remote communities

However, Australia currently has no comprehensive 
baseline for measuring the gap of Indigenous peoples’ 
digital inclusion across access, affordability and digital 
ability measures in remote communities

WHAT IS THE PROBLEM? (CONTINUED)
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The unavoidable isolation

Providing essential services to remote 
communities is inherently challenged by the vast 
distance between communities and metropolitan 
services and resources, consequently resulting 
in higher delivery costs. It is simply too far and cost 
inefficient to run poles, wires and pipes to, and between, 
remote communities to deliver essential services in 
the same way they are delivered in cities and towns. 
Beyond installation, the operations and maintenance 
of assets challenges service providers, with many 
remote installations being expensive to maintain using 
traditional, ‘centralised’ approaches, such as providing 
maintenance support from major cities. For many 
communities, it is not a case of simply connecting 
one geographic area, town or community to trunk 
infrastructure. Instead, numerous communities can be 
located in a relatively small geographic area, which all 
require their own individual service connection.

COVID-19 has amplified the challenges facing 
isolated remote communities by increasing the 
barriers to delivering essential services.14 In 
telecommunications especially, the case for improved 
services has been highlighted throughout the pandemic, 
with states and populations entering lockdowns. 
This has further isolated communities by preventing 
specialised personnel from providing education or 
health services, compounding existing inadequate 
digital connectivity and reliability.15 

A lack of meaningful engagement with 
communities for services delivery

A lack of meaningful engagement with remote 
communities and First Nations peoples stymies 
efficient investment and prevents best outcomes 
for users. Each remote community differs in terms 
of needs, requirements, values, and culture. Failure 
to understand the issue and communities’ dynamics 
results in assets which are not fit-for-purpose in that 
community. For example, in telecommunications, some 
communities would benefit from improved mobile 
services, while others may require improved internet 
access through satellite technology. However, a lack 
of meaningful engagement results in a one-size-fits-all 
approach being adopted which is inefficient and does 
not achieve the best outcomes for communities.

WHAT ARE THE  
CONTRIBUTING FACTORS?

Insufficient and uncoordinated collaboration 
between governments, utilities, land-owners and 
First Nations peoples prevents the development of 
social licence for new assets. Without collaboration 
between parties, especially with First Nations peoples, the 
development, construction and operation of infrastructure 
assets will face barriers without first building trust and 
developing community-led solutions which address 
individual needs. Similarly, uncoordinated engagement 
with communities places unnecessary burdens on 
Indigenous Australians. Governments need to ensure 
they engage meaningfully from a whole-of-government 
perspective on the full set of issues in each community, 
rather than on an ad hoc and uncoordinated basis.

Inequality barriers

Inequality barriers facing remote communities 
can stymie efficient service delivery, especially 
in telecommunications. For example, many people 
in remote communities cannot always afford smart 
phones, or data allowances on their phones, rendering 
them unable to access modern applications. Without 
the ability for remote community populations to access 
modern technology, service providers will continue to face 
challenges to installation and integration of new solutions. 

A lack of resources is holding utilities back

Providing services to isolated communities incurs 
higher costs per capita compared to customers in 
cities or towns that cannot be fully funded through 
user charges.16 The result is a string of CSOs and capital 
grants to completely, or partially, subsidise the delivery of 
services. The scale of capital investment required places 
strain on government balance sheets, which will be further 
exacerbated by increasing fiscal constraints.

Many remote assets are aging or obsolete and 
require substantial investment to renew and 
update. In some communities, assets no longer 
comply with health and environmental regulations. For 
example, in New South Wales, the Federal PC’s National 
Water Reform Inquiry 2020 identified that over 50 town 
water supplies were deemed ‘at risk’ in early 2020.17 
Meanwhile, the 2021 NSW Water Strategy estimated that 
smaller local water utilities in the state had an annual 
revenue of $1.5 billion in FY2018-19, and a combined 
infrastructure replacement cost of $28.8 billion.18 To 
add to the challenge, the majority of assets in remote 
communities endure harsh conditions, which can 
significantly reduce their lifespan, further compounding 
the challenges of an aging asset base.
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The cost of introducing new technologies is 
capital intensive, with government departments 
and utilities facing funding shortages – when 
financing could provide new infrastructure with 
lower operations or whole-of-life costs. Utilities and 
service providers face constant challenges to access the 
funding to provide long-term solutions which can lay the 
foundations for improving outcomes for communities. 
The result is investment in short-term or ad hoc 
solutions, with significantly higher operations costs than 
is necessary, as a higher initial outlay investment can 
provide significant whole-of-life cost benefits.

A lack of resources leads to outdated or 
insufficient infrastructure being installed in place 
of more efficient emerging technologies. Many 
utilities are subject to annual or budget-cycle windows 
for capital investment, with little to no transparency 
surrounding future budget allowances. This results in a 
lack of clear long-term investment pipelines as without 
funding certainty, utilities are unable to commit to 
delivering projects. 

Without access to financing to invest in the upfront 
cost of new and emerging technologies, providers 
are required to opt for outdated, inefficient and 
unreliable technologies to provide services. These 
technologies are often insufficient for communities 
to rely on. For example, some telecommunications 
providers elect to install small cell deployment and fixed 
voice service technology, which is quickly outstripped 
by demand once built, and faces ongoing maintenance 
challenges.

There is a systemic lack of transparency, 
monitoring and reporting

A stark lack of monitoring and reporting stymies 
governments or utilities making efficient and 
informed investment decisions. As of 2018, across 
water, energy and telecommunications there were an 
estimated 163 CSOs in place, 41 per cent of which were 
identified as being ‘untransparent’ – valued at $4.9 billion 
per annum.19 More specifically, in telecommunications, 
56 per cent of CSOs are classified as ‘untransparent’, 
while the same is true for 44 per cent of energy CSOs 
and 31 per cent of water CSOs (see Figures 1 and 2).20 
On a jurisdictional basis, the Northern Territory has 
75 per cent of its CSOs ‘untransparent’, while South 
Australia has 59 per cent.21 Additionally, the Federal PC’s 
National Water Reform Inquiry 2020 identified that most 
funding in New South Wales and Queensland for remote 
water services do not meet the National Water Initiative’s 
criteria of a ‘transparent’ CSO payment.22 

Figure 1: Proportion of ‘untransparent’ CSOs by sector

Telecommunications

56%

Water

31%

Energy

44%

Figure 2: Proportion of ‘untransparent’ CSOs by jurisdiction

Northern 
Territory

South 
Australia

Western
Australia

QueenslandNew South 
Wales

75%

59%

25%
20%

38%

Source: The Centre for International Economics

Public reporting on the performance and delivery of 
services in remote areas across most jurisdictions 
falls short of international standards.23 Where public 
reporting does exist, it lacks transparency and clarity, with 
population estimates, testing guidelines and community 
consultations unclear, not published and not disclosed.24 

For example, NT Power and Water Corporation’s 
subsidiary, Indigenous Essential Services (IES) has no 
legislation mandating licensing or levels of service or 
standards in its delivery of power or water.25 Similarly, 
an audit into the Government of Western Australia’s 
(WA Government’s) Remote Essential and Municipal 
Services program in 2020 found the WA Department 
of Communities does not – and is not required to – 
publicly report on the performance of power, water and 
wastewater services in remote communities.26 The audit 
also identified that information on service provision for 
16 remote communities serviced by WA Government-
owned Horizon Power is not published.27 The scale of 
the problem at hand for other jurisdictions is less clear, 
with a lack of publicly available reviews of comparable 
detail to the Western Australian audit, with the PC not 
publishing data on other jurisdictions.

WHAT ARE THE CONTRIBUTING FACTORS? (CONTINUED)
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Importantly, this is not a reflection of utilities or 
service providers failing in their tasks, nor is it a 
criticism of their performance in public reporting – 
rather a broader reflection of the extent of the challenges 
facing service providers, and why national leadership and 
governance is required to provide overarching guidance. 

In telecommunications, Australia currently 
has no baseline for measuring the digital 
inclusion ‘gap’ of Indigenous peoples in remote 
communities.28 The Australian Digital Inclusion Index 
reports on all Indigenous peoples, however, does not 
specifically cover First Nations peoples living in remote 
communities. The 2019 edition included one case study 
of a community in Queensland, however, the 2020 
and 2021 editions provide few references to remote 
communities’ digital inclusion.29 Without a transparent 
baseline reference of remote communities’ digital 
inclusion, or knowing what the digital ‘gap’ is, measuring 
success against Closing the Gap Targets will be a 
challenge in and of itself.

Improving services would open new opportunities 
for growth, connection and improve service 
delivery, especially through improved public safety, 
day-to-day business, social, health and education 
outcomes for remote communities, as well as facilitating 
skilled labour migration to regional and remote Australia. 

Skills and education shortages

A lack of skilled labour presents a challenge 
to improving service delivery and quality in 
remote communities. Without skilled labour, remote 
communities cannot maintain quality testing, perform 
maintenance tasks on complex equipment, particularly 
in water and energy, leading to higher costs and 
resource constraints for governments and utilities 
servicing communities. 

These issues also plague government departments 
and local councils, particularly in the current 
global employment market. Government departments 
and local councils who operate assets in remote 
communities frequently face skills and capacity 
shortages, with a lack of resources to train and keep 
skilled staff to operate complex assets.

Inconsistent regulation and poor 
governance continue to impede 
improvements 

Imperfect governance structures across jurisdictions, 
and the lack of a genuinely independent regulator, 
results in inadequate service delivery not being 
holistically addressed. Regulatory structures are 
inefficient and do not transparently ensure the delivery of 
services or produce the best outcomes for users. Cost 
recovery, affordability and accountability for water utilities 
remains a primary goal of the National Water Initiative, 
however, many council-owned local water utilities (LWU) 
– especially in New South Wales, which has a total of 89 
LWUs and Queensland, which has a total of 69 LWUs – are 
unable to meet regulatory requirements.30 31 

The delivery of water services in all jurisdictions faces 
a lack of clarity surrounding governance structures 
and the division of responsibility between government 
agencies, departments, regulators and utilities.32 
Inefficient governance structures can deter progress 
toward improving service quality as the service providers 
are not wholly held accountable. In some jurisdictions 
utilities are tasked with reporting to multiple ministers and 
government departments with multiple programs and 
goals, defraying utilities’ abilities to develop assets. While 
all jurisdictions fall short of best practice governance and 
regulatory structures, there are opportunities to share 
challenges and successes between jurisdictions to 
improve service delivery across all of Australia. 
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WHAT IS POSSIBLE?

While a difficult issue for service providers and government departments to overcome, these 
challenges are not insurmountable. There are a variety of established technologies and 
governance approaches being applied across all jurisdictions – but they are coming at a 
glacial pace for most remote communities. 

Technology is enabling vast improvements 
in remote areas

Installing fit-for-purpose renewable microgrids 
can provide a sustainable, low-cost and 
low-maintenance energy source for remote 
communities. Microgrids can provide energy security, 
reduce emissions, reduce costs, and provide scalability 
to service communities with less than 10 residences and 
communities with over 500 residences – allowing utilities 
to apply fit-for-purpose assets which reflect individual 
community priorities. 

CSOs and government initiatives have been 
successful at driving uptake of microgrids 
for remote communities, but at a slow rate. In 
Queensland, Government-owned Ergon Energy  
operate 33 isolated power stations, supplying  
39 remote communities with generation capacity of  
46 megawatts.33 34 However, this includes an installed 
capacity of just one megawatt of Ergon Energy-owned 
renewable energy resources and four megawatts of 
customer-owned solar energy installations.35 

Similarly, in South Australia, the Department of Energy 
and Mining, through the Remote Area Energy Supply 
(RAEAS) Scheme, service 10 remote towns and 15 
‘Aboriginal Communities’ with energy.36 Of these, 
currently four communities utilise hybrid and renewable 
energy generation.37 

Emerging technologies can provide firming for 
remote solar assets. Batteries have taken significant 
strides in capability and their falling costs over the 
past decade provides an opportunity to support solar 
assets in remote communities. Similarly, there has 
been significant developments in using hydrogen as 
a firming technology. In WA, Horizon Power and QIC-
owned Pacific Energy have committed to develop a 
hydrogen demonstration plant in the remote community 
of Denham as a pilot to test hydrogen’s ability to 
produce dispatchable power in remote communities.38 
The project is being funded through the Australian 
Renewable Energy Agency (ARENA) and the WA 
Government and, if successful, could become a viable 
technology which could be implemented in other remote 
communities where they are fit-for-purpose.

Stunted progress for remote communities over the 
past few decades has had one positive result – a 
relatively clean slate for improvements. Despite 
a lack of progress in remote communities, decades 
of band-aid solutions and kicking the can down the 
road has resulted in vastly outdated technology. Many 
communities solely rely on diesel and have not been 
transformed to include Liquid Natural Gas or other 
generation technology in the transition. This has resulted 
in more attractive price points for service providers 
for solar assets coupled with batteries, with lower 
maintenance and transition costs included in many 
instances.

The energy-water convergence

Renewable energy has unlocked an array of 
technologies to improve remote communities’ 
services, most notably in the water sector. Individual 
communities, or small networks of communities, can 
operate on renewable energy-based water treatment 
and supply systems. Beyond water and energy, 
technology advancements in telecommunications, 
including satellite monitoring and digital maintenance, 
can improve efficiencies and outcomes. Evidence of 
using isolated water treatment facilities can be found 
across many Australian jurisdictions – which are 
incorporating technologies such as the Gilghi remote 
water purification system into their water supply mix (see 
Case Study 1). 
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Case Study 1: Gilghi remote water 
purification system39 

Aurecon and Ampcontrol have developed the 
Gilghi off-grid water purifying system, designed 
to service remote Indigenous communities with 
potable water. The unit can operate using solar 
generation, a battery energy storage system, 
backup diesel generators and also connect to 
mains power. The unit is capable of producing 28 
kilolitres of potable, treated water per day through a 
containerised water treatment plant. The plant can 
produce potable water that meets the Australian 
Drinking Water Guidelines and requires little 
ongoing maintenance. The Gilghi project utilises 
satellite communications for remote monitoring to 
provide ongoing quality and security assurance, 
highlighting the opportunities for convergence 
between energy, water and telecommunications.

Image courtesy of Aurecon

Similarly, NT Power and Water Corporation has installed 
remote gas chlorination facilities that use chlorine gas 
to treat and disinfect potable water supplies, leading to 
improved cost efficiencies, safety benefits and water 
quality for customers.40 Likewise, SA Water service several 
communities in the APY Lands with a renewable-energy 
powered desalination plant, which treats water from bores 
and transports it through 12 kilometres of pipelines to 
service the Murputja, Kanpi and Nyapari communities 
- allowing one facility to service three separate remote 
communities.41 

Embedding the circular economy in remote 
water delivery

There is an opportunity for governments to support 
the development of recycled water for non-potable, 
and eventually potable use in remote communities 
– which remains a largely untapped opportunity that 
requires further development. While Australia is not yet 
at the point of adopting purified recycled water as a 
source, and nor should it be piloted in remote areas, 
the potential benefits of this change over the medium- 
to long-term in remote areas could be far greater. It is 
unlikely to be appropriate for most remote communities, 
however, developing the technology could embed 
foundations for integrating water reuse into remote 
communities’ water supply mix. 

For example, SA Water operate a water recycling scheme 
in one community in the APY Lands that recycles 70,000 
litres of wastewater from the treatment facility for non-
potable use each day. Further, recycled water for potable 
use is not a nascent technology and has been safely 
deployed in many other parts of the world. Singapore 
currently has five ‘reclaimed water plants’ which can supply 
approximately 40 per cent of Singapore’s water supply, 
including for potable use.42 43 Once a social licence for the 
technology has been established in metropolitan regions of 
Australia, it could be deployed in the APY Lands and other 
remote regions to supplement other water sources where it 
is the most cost-effective water supply option.

Increasing frequency and efficiency  
of water testing

Advancements in water testing technologies enable 
real-time monitoring in communities that have 
historically been hardest to test. There is a regulatory 
gap in holistic catchment to tap water management, 
resulting in quality risks. Water testing should be 
managed and regulated beyond just the tap, and  
should be developed at a catchment level and adopt  
a multi-barrier approach.

Mobile water testing kits can complement 
traditional water testing infrastructure to promote 
more healthy communities and early detection of 
water contaminations, while also improving training  
and education on these issues. 

In South Australia and Western Australia, for example, 
water quality testing is currently required to be processed 
by a National Association of Testing Authorities accredited 
analytical laboratory. However, mobile testing kits would 
allow remote communities to test their water quality 
independently and more consistently.44 45 Residents of the 
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Dunjibar community in South Australia sought water quality 
health checks and testing for two years without success, 
with community members not aware whether testing had 
been conducted at all, with no information shared with 
town residents.46 Mobile testing kits and education of the 
dangers of harmful water would enable these communities 
to identify risks to their community immediately. Even if 
these tests are treated as ‘preliminary’, it allows service 
providers to react quickly and ensure further contamination 
and health crises are averted.

The rollout of highspeed broadband has only 
scratched the surface of what’s possible

Australia has a well-established telecommunication 
network which services municipal cities and 
regional towns, yet many remote communities 
still have unreliable or irregular access. 
Telecommunications services are essential for delivering 
health and educational outcomes for communities 
through remote connectivity, as shown by the 
Cooperative Research Centre for Developing  
Northern Australia (CRCNA) in Case Study 2.

second to all Australian communities.49 However, 
improving telecommunications connectivity and service 
delivery requires further development and widespread 
implementation.

Expanding the highspeed broadband network 
throughout remote communities provides an 
opportunity to overcome the digital divide between 
Indigenous peoples and other Australians. 
Broadband in remote areas would be an enabler of 
services and opportunities in communities that have 
historically had very poor access to both. 

There are better forms of governance and 
benchmarking being applied

Resource pooling between utilities and local 
governments can drive investment in infrastructure 
and provide scale benefits, especially for local 
government utilities in New South Wales and 
Queensland. Utilities and councils that pool resources can 
provide better services to communities, which individually 
lack the resources or available capital to invest in new 
infrastructure. The PC’s National Water Reform Inquiry 2020 
identified that local utilities, especially across New South 
Wales and Queensland, should seize opportunities to 
strategically collaborate between communities to achieve 
economies of scale and improve service delivery.50 This 
could include sharing resources, skills and facilities 
between communities, like the Central NSW Joint 
Organisation (CENTRALJO), as shown in Case Study 3. 

Case Study 2: CRCNA telehealth 
program47 

The CRCNA is leading a $1.6 million program – 
‘Developing a simple, robust telehealth system 
for remote communities’. The program aims 
to develop a simple and affordable telehealth 
system using NBN satellite connections and 
telecommunication technologies to enhance 
telehealth access and use in remote Aboriginal 
Community Controlled Health Organisations.48 This 
service will train community members to create an 
ongoing role for local people and improve health 
outcomes by improving diagnosing capabilities 
and managing community health.

The NBN network and Sky Muster program have 
improved connectivity for remote communities. The 
Sky Muster program has highlighted the opportunities 
available through application of new technologies, such 
as utilising two satellites to provide telecommunication 
access to remote areas including Norfolk Island, 
Christmas Island, Lord Howe Island and the Cocos 
(Keeling) Islands. In July 2020, the Federal Government 
made it a statutory obligation for NBN Co to provide 
broadband services that can achieve peak download 
and upload speeds of at least 25/5 megabits per 

Case Study 3: CENTRALJO51 52 

CENTRALJO is a coalition of councils which have 
pooled resources in order to fund infrastructure 
projects and develop the infrastructure sector in 
local councils, where individually, it is too difficult to 
fund projects through user-charges. CENTRALJO 
has initiated several projects, including the Clean 
Energy Central Program, which aims to drive 
progress to net zero and accelerate outcomes 
at the local level for communities. CENTRALJO’s 
Water Utilities Alliance has also played a significant 
role in training and education for water and 
wastewater asset delivery, improving public 
health, delivering clean water and improving water, 
wastewater and recycled water operations. 

WHAT IS POSSIBLE? (CONTINUED)
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A WAY FORWARD 

To fully realise the potential of emerging 
technologies and opportunities, Australia’s 
governments need to agree to an ambitious 
program of reform to remote service 
delivery. 

This should comprise:

1.  commitment from all governments through National 
Cabinet to establish minimum standards of service 
delivery for all Australians across water, energy and 
telecommunications, and report on their performance 
against these standards

2.  evolution of CSOs into Infrastructure Partnerships 
Australia’s proposed new model - Community 
Infrastructure Partnerships (CIPs) - which take a user-
centric, technology-first and collaborative approach to 
service delivery in remote areas

3.  commitment from governments to fund and finance 
the investments in remote infrastructure required to 
deliver real change, and

4.  undertake regulatory reforms to enable CIPs, build 
social licence for change and give local communities 
greater say in the services they receive.

Establishing a national minimum 
service baseline

Governments should commit to a minimum 
level of service to provide a baseline for 
change

As a first step, the Federal, state and territory 
governments need to establish a baseline 
of national minimum service delivery across 
telecommunications, energy and water. These 
minimum standards should align with the SDGs and 
provide a clear and transparent outcomes-focused 
baseline. By tightening existing gaps, improving clarity 
and addressing inconsistency between jurisdictions, 
these standards can act as a minimum expectation of 
service quality. Without a clear and transparent minimum 
standard, the monitoring, reporting and provision of 
services to remote communities will remain stagnant.

Between the Federal Government and National 
Cabinet, there is a significant opportunity 
to establish minimum standards across 
telecommunications, water and energy. While 
it is essential that services are delivered by those 

best placed to deliver them - including utilities, local 
governments and service providers - there is a role 
for the Federal Government to provide top-down, 
overarching guidance. 

Governments should be accountable for 
service delivery

It is essential that all Australian jurisdictions 
commit to the minimum service standards through 
National Cabinet, with outcomes reported on 
publicly and transparently. Instead of enforcing 
compliance, national minimum service baselines should 
incentivise achieving performance outcomes, which can 
embed public reporting through National Cabinet. While 
different jurisdictions will require different approaches 
to achieve these minimum standards, it provides an 
opportunity to provide better outcomes for communities 
in a way which best suits each individual jurisdiction. 
Reporting should be embedded in existing processes, 
with a national body such as the PC reporting annually 
on performance of infrastructure services in remote 
areas across each jurisdiction.

Evolving CSOs into CIPs
CSOs are an essential component of delivering 
infrastructure services to remote communities, however, 
decades of stagnant reform and limited evolution has 
thwarted their efficient and successful application. 
The same issues that undermined CSOs’ efficient 
delivery nearly 30 years ago have not changed, and 
efforts to improve them have not resulted in consistent 
developments to services or living standards in many 
parts of the country. 

Despite the many benefits that CSOs bring, 
some have fallen short of adequate efficiency 
and transparency standards, and many lack a 
trigger for boosting productivity by incentivising 
improvements in outcomes for users. As previously 
mentioned, in 2018, across water, energy and 
telecommunications there were an estimated 163 CSOs 
in place, 41 per cent of which were identified as being 
‘untransparent’ – valued at $4.9 billion per annum.53 

CSOs’ current structure and design can prove 
rigid, with limited opportunities for incentivising 
performance outcomes for service providers, 
but are not outcomes-focused for communities 
themselves, and provide limited flexibility 
over longer periods of times. For example, in 
telecommunications, Telstra is contracted through the 
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Universal Service Obligation (USO) to provide fixed voice 
services in remote communities, however, this does 
not extend to include broadband or data services.54 In 
2018, the Federal Government incorporated the USO 
into a new Universal Service Guarantee. Under the new 
arrangements, Telstra provides the infrastructure for fixed 
line services for phone calls in remote communities, 
meanwhile NBN Co provide broadband services to 
remote communities, with separate infrastructure 
provision costs – leading to inefficiencies in service 
delivery and inconsistent outcomes for communities.

Evolving CSOs to become CIPs through national, 
top-down reform would deliver better outcomes 
for communities at a better value for taxpayers. 
Establishing and reinforcing an outcomes-focused 
national standard of service delivery across energy, 
water and telecommunications that holds state 
governments and local utilities accountable could make 
taxpayer dollars work harder to deliver better outcomes 
for remote communities. 

Federal Government leadership provides an 
opportunity to deliver a new national commitment 
to minimum levels of service nationwide, which 
are drawn from SDGs and all states and territories 
commit to through National Cabinet. Federal 
Government guidance also provides an opportunity 
to review the funding mechanisms behind CSOs and 

establish a larger, more sustainable, and long-term 
mechanism, which could include Federal contributions 
on a 1:1 scale with state and territory governments and 
incorporates private and not-for-profit capital where 
appropriate to unlock efficiencies and offset the capital 
costs of improving assets.

A CIP with a renewed, outcomes-focused baseline 
of service standards should include more robust 
transparency and monitoring requirements, from 
utilities, service providers, state governments 
and contractors to ensure standards and value-
for-money are being delivered. This baseline of 
standards should be just that – a baseline. Improving 
competition for service delivery contracts, especially 
long-term contracts where they exist, should be 
rigorously procured using competitive processes for 
every contract and bids evaluated against exceeding 
minimum service outcomes.

The ultimate goal of a CIP should be to provide 
autonomy to those best placed to deliver services. 
Managing essential services in remote communities 
should be the responsibility of those best placed to 
deliver the service, and typically, that means giving the 
tools, funding and financing to utilities and community 
members to determine which solutions should  
be applied. 

A WAY FORWARD (CONTINUED)
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Key features of Community 
Infrastructure Partnerships

Obligations to innovate

Embedding contractual requirements or 
incentives for private service providers to 
innovate and deploy new, more efficient 
technologies is one policy option already 
established across Australia.55 Australia’s remote 
communities differ significantly in terms of 
needs, place, proximity to other communities 
and opportunities for application of various 
technologies. But with utilities best placed to 
determine what solutions are fit-for-purpose, they 
can set requirements for a dynamic approach to 
service provision alongside KPIs which mandate or 
incentivise the implementation of new technologies.

Beyond innovation, obligations to achieve social 
outcomes, such as Indigenous employment 
levels, can be further entrenched in new and 
existing contracts. Improving First Nations peoples’ 
employment will enable issues to be more swiftly 
rectified, to ensure that when issues with quality or 
supply arise, their impact on remote communities is 
minimised. It can also improve outcomes for remote 
communities and reduce costs over the long term, by 
supplementing the need for service workers to travel 
from metropolitan areas, as well as achieving social 
outcomes which may not necessarily be captured 
in the narrow scope of some Benefit-Cost-Ratio 
assessments.

Innovation can reduce the largest cost 
challenges to utilities – operations. The delivery 
of new assets is essential to bridge the gap and 
improving service delivery to remote communities, 
and new technologies will require far less operational 
costs – but existing and legacy assets are a different 
story. The operations of existing assets remains 
the primary challenge for utilities and contractual 
obligations to innovate and find more efficient ways 
to deliver services can reduce the cost for existing 
assets with high operational demand and costs. 

Better transparency in CIPs

A near indecipherable web of contracts, services 
and costs hinder the health and social benefits 
of CSOs. Despite CSOs successfully providing 
remote communities with access to services 

otherwise unfeasible, a lack of transparency prevents 
efficient investment and inhibits consistent service 
delivery and quality. 

An independent, nationally-led regulatory and 
reporting mechanism could publicly report 
on CIPs performance in each jurisdiction and 
lay out recommendations and determinations on 
their performance against KPIs spanning quality, 
outcomes, reliability, cost and value for money. 
Leveraging existing mechanisms and bodies, such 
as the Federal PC, would provide governments a 
clearer picture on how and where investment is 
required to improve outcomes.

Better reporting will lead to better 
outcomes

The current regulatory structures across 
Australia lack nationally consistent objectives 
and clarity on holding utilities accountable 
for service delivery. Individuals, government 
departments and private entities are not held 
responsible or accountable for the delivery of 
essential services to remote communities, with audits 
too few and far between, and often limited in scope.56 
Better reporting requirements would put responsibility 
on utilities and service providers to accept 
accountability for delivery, determine where and how 
best practice is applied, and which communities 
require investment.

Social licence must be built and 
maintained 

Meaningful engagement with local communities 
should be undertaken for each project in each 
community to build social licence. Social licence 
is an essential component of remote service delivery. 
Although essential infrastructure can provide a 
building block for improvements in the quality of life 
and economic opportunities of remote communities, 
social licence cannot be assumed or taken for 
granted by operators or governments. Early and 
continued engagement with each remote community 
can help to establish a common understanding of 
local needs, build trust and develop solutions that 
improve local outcomes. Many of the emerging 
technologies and solutions for remote communities 
are off-grid and modular, allowing for greater flexibility 
in where and how they are located, used and 
serviced. 
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Meaningful engagement can also help to 
identify and address any local concerns or 
issues early in planning processes, avoiding 
potential risks, costs and delays during 
approval and delivery phases. Collective 
engagement with, and decision making by, 
communities can necessarily be complex or 
lengthy. This includes instances of negotiation 
around land rights, where Indigenous land-
owners and native title holders have procedural 
rights that cannot and should not be undermined. 
Governments and operators should work with 
communities and land rights holders to build trust 
and identify potential points of contention early 
where possible, but also respect the autonomy 
and sovereignty of local communities through 
engagement and negotiation processes.

Collaboration and coordination across 
sectors

Improving collaboration, coordination and 
transparency between energy and water 
service providers can provide efficiency 
and productivity gains to maximise asset 
utility. Uncoordinated delivery between 
telecommunications, water and energy asset 
classes can increase both capital and operational 
expenditures and deliver worse outcomes for 
remote communities. Combining programs 
and contracts by installing remote microgrids in 
coordination with remote water infrastructure, for 
example, can unlock productivity and efficiency in 
service delivery. 

Case Study 4 highlights how regulatory structures 
can help support best practice by placing improved 
outcomes at the core of NBN Co’s business plan, as 
well as supporting improved reporting. 

Case Study 4: NBN Co Statement  
of Expectations

In August 2021, the Federal Department of 
Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development, 
Communications and the Arts released its 
Statement of Expectations for NBN Co’s provision 
of services. The Statement includes a requirement 
to provide remote services, even if uncommercial, 
through cross-subsidies from other returns in the 
business as well as contributions from the Regional 
Broadband Scheme – which came into effect on 1 
January 2021 to drive transparent and sustainable 
funding for essential broadband services to 
regional, rural and remote Australians.57 Mandating 
improved performance and cross-subsidisation 
incentivises NBN Co to improve the efficiency, 
affordability and quality of its service provision 
to improve their returns. The Statement also sets 
the requirement for NBN Co to be ‘transparent in 
delivering these activities’58 – mandating improved 
reporting and transparency in service delivery. 

A WAY FORWARD (CONTINUED)
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Funding and financing CIPs
Evolving CSOs into the CIP model will inevitably induce 
elevated costs in their initial outlay, however, this should 
not deter action. Getting the cost settings of CIPs right 
will lay the foundations of long-term benefits for remote 
communities and value-for-money for taxpayers. Short 
term costs can be defrayed by long term savings, 
when they embed new, more efficient technologies. 
This should extend beyond states and territories simply 
fronting up additional funding, and should include 
reforms to finance mechanisms and sources, including 
recognising and utilising the role that private and not-for-
profit capital and expertise can play. 

Upfront investment in new technologies can 
unlock long-term efficiencies

While the upfront costs of these investments can 
be considerable, this can be defrayed by operation 
cost savings across asset lifecycles, especially 
diesel and its transportation. For example, in 
2020, the NT Government announced the Titjikala 
community would receive a 970-kilowatt hour Battery 
Energy Storage System to complement its existing 
400-kilowatt solar farm to power the community, saving 
approximately 156,000 litres of diesel being shipped 
annually.59 This project cost approximately $950,000, 
which is expected to be saved within five years through 
reduced operating costs compared to diesel power 
generation. 

Similarly, Horizon Power in Western Australia has 
announced it will install a 929-kilowatt solar farm and 
1.78-megawatt-hour battery in the remote community of 
Kalumburu. The project is expected to deliver $150,000 
in cost savings over 10 years, which will be reinvested 
in future projects in Kalumburu and other remote 
communities in the Kimberley.60 

Beyond the direct operational savings and efficiencies 
from replacing diesel generation with solar and 
batteries, upfront investment to finance projects can 
lead to broader infrastructure benefits, including 
reduced costs from road damage and upkeep caused 
by diesel shipping. In addition, better assets provide 
energy security, and less diesel reliance can improve 
efficiencies, with smaller diesel storage capacity in 
communities required.

Considering the broader economic, health and 
environmental benefits, as well as enhanced 
security and reliability of energy supply for remote 
communities these solutions can bring, there is a 
strong public policy case for prioritising finance 
for these investments. Project finance can catalyse 
the delivery of these solutions with upfront capital for 
a specific project – allowing fit-for-purpose assets, 
solutions, finance structures, and risk allocation to 
be delivered in remote communities. This finance 
could be sourced from the public sector, including 
through an organisation such as the Northern Australia 
Infrastructure Facility (NAIF) and the Clean Energy 
Finance Corporation (CEFC), or the private and not-for-
profit sectors, and be provided to local utilities as well 
as government-owned corporations, as shown in Case 
Study 5. 

Case Study 5: NAIF financing for 
government-owned corporations

In February 2022, NAIF provided $255 million in 
debt financing to two WA Government-owned 
corporations – WA Water Corporation and the 
Pilbara Ports Authority – for new infrastructure 
facilities.61 62 The projects include a new multi-use 
wharf and facilities at the Port of Dampier, and the 
expansion of the Burrup seawater supply and brine 
disposal scheme. As the first loan from NAIF to a 
government-owned corporation, it demonstrates 
the opportunity for NAIF to provide finance for 
remote infrastructure projects being developed by 
utilities such as WA Water Corporation, Horizon 
Power and NT Power and Water Corporation.  
This could be repaid through ongoing CIPs. 
NAIF’s financing option allows government-owned 
corporations, which face challenges in securing 
funding beyond a budget-cycle ‘allowance’ 
to secure the upfront capital to produce new 
infrastructure that can be paid back over time 
through cost efficiencies – such as the reduction in 
water and diesel shipping.
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Case Study 6: Northern Territory 
microgrid program

In April 2021, the NT Government took a progressive 
step toward engaging the private sector to 
improve energy service to remote communities 
by announcing a program to transition 72 remote 
communities to renewable energy microgrids by 
2030.63 The program aims to develop a contestable 
delivery framework to unlock approximately $400 
million of private investment in remote power 
systems and microgrids for communities supplied 
by IES, a subsidiary of Government-owned NT 
Power and Water Corporation. The framework calls 
for the integration of innovative renewable energy 
technologies, such as renewable hydrogen.  
The NT Government has proposed to undertake a 
two-stage competitive process to secure the delivery 
of renewable energy, following project assessments 
and community engagement.

The private sector has a lot to offer

One policy option available to governments and 
utilities is reforming how contracts for essential 
services are structured. For example, employing 
an availability-based Public Private Partnership (PPP) 
procurement model could maximise the benefit of private 
sector innovation and expertise, and value-for-money for 
taxpayers. In place of individual, small and untransparent 
contracts to deliver services, governments could provide 
availability payments to a Special Purpose Vehicle (SPV) to 
finance, design, construct, operate and maintain energy, 
water and wastewater assets in remote communities. 

Under this model, governments and utilities would 
retain ownership of the assets, pricing powers 
and regulatory control to set standards and best 
practice. The SPV would receive regular CIP availability-
payments to maintain the service, and be accountable 
for testing, reporting and improving service delivery. 
Using private finance in a contracted model would 
be especially applicable for communities serviced by 
government agencies which are restricted from access 
to Commonwealth financing facilities such as NAIF or 
the CEFC.

Delivering ‘essential services’ in place of contracting 
to specific energy or water suppliers would provide 
a whole-of-life and whole-of-service approach to 
delivering services. Tendering long-term contracts 
for service delivery to a SPV that comprises energy and 
water providers could deliver holistic services to remote 
communities, rather than ad hoc approaches, which lack 
coordination. Furthermore, contracting to a SPV to deliver 
remote assets can simultaneously provide a mechanism 
to generate efficiencies of scope and scale by combining 
sectors for individual communities, or to provide services 
for geographical areas, with a single SPV responsible 
for water and energy services across, for example, the 
Kimberley or the APY lands. 

An availability PPP could clearly and transparently 
mandate and incentivise Key Performance 
Indicators (KPIs) and requirements to improve 
reporting and transparency, and increase innovation 
and adoption of technologies. Risk allocation would be 
shared between the public and private sectors to allow a 
collaborative model which encourages best practice. 

There is a unique opportunity to capitalise on recent 
announcements by the Northern Territory Government 
(NT Government) to contract the delivery of microgrids 
across remote communities in conjunction with remote 
water infrastructure solutions (see Case Study 6). NT 
Power and Water Corporation is perfectly positioned 
to broaden the program to require the private service 

Attracting private capital to finance new assets 
can foster greater interest from larger and more 
sophisticated contractors. Attracting private capital will 
encourage tier one and two contractors to participate that 
are likely more capable of overcoming certain challenges 
to service delivery than less experienced or resourced 
counterparts. Using private capital puts an onus on 
private participants to improve services and maintain 
standards, while also allowing for more skilled personnel 
who can operate and manage both water and energy 
assets. Equally, the provision of long-term contracts 
enables governments and utilities to establish the right 
incentives and mandates to train, employ and upskill local 
workforces to service and maintain remote assets.

PPP contracting – especially when led by 
government-owned departments – can provide a 
framework for other service providers and utilities. 
Many local government utilities with remote communities 
lack the expertise to deliver complex contracts to private 
service providers, with the size and complexity of a 
PPP requiring a sophisticated skill and resource base. 
While each remote community has different needs, 
requirements, history and context, establishing a PPP 
procurement model or ‘template’ contract that can apply 
to other communities would allow local government 
utilities to employ advanced procurement models for 
new remote assets – which can be tailored to individual 
communities’ needs.

A WAY FORWARD (CONTINUED)

providers to enter into a SPV to deliver infrastructure 
spanning energy and water services. 
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Improving competition when engaging the 
private sector

A competitive market for service delivery is 
crucial to providing the best outcomes for 
remote communities and taxpayers. A competitive, 
transparent and consistent procurement process 
can drive more ambitious service delivery, which 
incorporates technological innovations and KPIs 
to deliver certain testing and reporting levels, while 
simultaneously delivering value-for-money solutions 
for taxpayers and governments. For example, the 
Western Australian audit previously mentioned found 
that the Department of Communities did not retender 
the provision of a Program Manager contract for water 
service delivery for seven years, using six ‘contract 
extensions’ without a retendering process.64 

Regulatory reforms to enable CIPs 
and underpin lasting change
Introducing a new CIP will undoubtedly require changes to 
the regulatory structures and settings which oversee CSOs. 
While changes will vary between jurisdictions, the key 
features of CIPs, outlined above, should be a fundamental 
pillar of reform which underpins best practice. Establishing 
performance standards, and reviewing and monitoring 
these standards, will ensure those best placed to deliver 
services, have the autonomy and power to make positive 
changes, but remain accountable. 

Establishing ‘best practice’

Regulatory reform can redefine what constitutes 
‘best practice’ and lift the base expectation for 
outcomes in remote communities. Ensuring that 
health, social and educational outcomes are the 
measure of successful service delivery will improve 
outcomes. Measuring communities based on quality, 
outcomes, reliability, cost, and value for money 
benchmarks will inform government investment 
decisions and direct funding where it will improve 
outcomes. Benchmarking of service delivery both within 
and across jurisdictions will also enable regulators to 
determine whether governments, utilities and service 
providers are meeting best practice.

The 2022 Federal Election campaign saw the successful 
Labor Government make several commitments, 
including $26 million to re-establish the National Water 
Commission (NWC), which was previously abolished 
in 2014.65 In its previous rendition, the NWC was 
responsible for driving reform of the water industry 
and National Water Initiative. A returned NWC would 
provide the Federal Government with a policy lever 
missing for nearly a decade to drive positive reform in 
the water sector. This includes laying the foundations 
for establishing ‘best practice’, assisting decision-
making, and improving performance monitoring against 
nationally consistent outcomes in remote water delivery.
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Changing the rules to support best practice

The first step to improving service delivery and 
technological innovation is giving service providers 
the tools and regulatory settings to do the job. The 
regulatory environment, particularly in energy, can be 
archaic, with many existing regulations designed on the 
foundation of a single source of supply (either energy 
or water), and transported through its respective grid 
or pipeline.66 To facilitate greater uptake of emerging 
technologies, the rules need to change. For example, 
reforming regulatory structures to facilitate renewable 
microgrids would allow greater uptake of the technology, 
and the Australian Energy Market Commission (AEMC) 
has already made a move in the right direction (see case 
Study 7).

Case Study 7: AEMC integrating Stand 
Alone Power Systems (SAPS) into 
regulatory frameworks

In May and October 2021, the AEMC released 
the Final Report for two priorities for a Review of 
the regulatory frameworks for stand-alone power 
systems.67 68 These reports recommended a 
number of changes to energy laws to enable the 
use of SAPS by distributors, including providing 
customers serviced by SAPS to retain existing 
consumer protections. It also included reforms to 
allow proportionate responses from distributors to 
prevent a one-size fits-all approach being applied.69 
The response from jurisdictions should build in 
opportunities for private and government-owned 
corporations to engage with the private sector 
more easily to implement SAPS.

A WAY FORWARD (CONTINUED)
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Case Study 8: WA Department of 
Communities transfers management 
of remote communities to government-
owned corporations

In 2020, an audit into the WA Government’s 
Remote Essential and Municipal Services program 
identified 37 remote communities in Western 
Australia that tested positive for water contaminants 
between 2019 and 2020, and a further 51 
communities that were not tested for water quality 
for four years after they were included in the 
program in 2015.70 Despite testing commencing 
for 50 of the 51 communities in 2020, the WA 
Government was slow in its response to poor water 
quality, taking nine months to issue a ‘no drinking’ 
notice to one particular community that did not 
meet Australian Drinking Water Guidelines.71 

Following the audit, the Department commenced 
collaboration with Horizon Power and WA 
Water Corporation, and proceeded to transition 
management of the 141 communities serviced by 
the Department as part of the Remote Essential 
and Municipal Services program to Horizon 
Power and WA Water Corporation.72 The project 
has seen collaboration between the Department 
and both utilities to determine the best path for 
each individual community, including through 
consultation and asset inspections, allowing for the 
utilities to determine the best possible outcome for 
each specific community. Horizon Power and WA 
Water Corporation are currently in the process of 
reviewing the assets, management structure, roles 
and responsibilities to be determined through the 
transition.

Regulatory overview should hold all utilities 
to the same standards

The quality of essential services in many remote 
communities is well below standards, however, it is 
important to recognise the challenges utilities face 
in delivering services, and regulate accordingly. 
While utilities should be held to a high standard, it 
is important to treat regulation of utilities, including 
government-owned utilities, equal to the expectations 
and regulations of other providers – especially when 
transitioning services from local councils to larger 
utilities. Engaging regulators early in the process, 
and ensuring that utilities have ‘transitionary periods’ 
to improve assets and operations after assuming 
responsibility of services for communities would provide 
more confidence for better equipped utilities to take on 
service responsibility.

Best practice means giving management of 
remote communities to those best placed to 
deliver them

Managing essential services in remote 
communities should be the responsibility of 
those best placed to deliver the service. Many 
local councils and service providers lack the skilled 
personnel and expertise to deliver the vast array of 
technologies and opportunities available. Where other 
utilities or service providers are better placed to deliver 
services, governments should consider transitioning the 
management of communities to other, more capable 
or resourced providers, as shown in Case Study 8. 
Similarly, best practice should extend to meaningful 
collaboration between utilities, agencies, jurisdictions 
and sectors to ensure the best solutions are being 
utilised in the best places.
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NEXT STEPS

1. Engage on proposed reform solutions

Remote service delivery reform should be based 
on engagement with all stakeholders, including 
governments, utilities and service providers. Crucially, 
this should extend to meaningful engagement with 
communities themselves, including customers, 
Traditional Land Owners, Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Elders and others in the community who may 
be impacted. 

Changes to the delivery of services, including new forms 
of technology, should only be implemented following 
meaningful engagement with local communities. In 
particular, changes should be respectful of local cultural 
traditions and values, and access to Indigenous lands 
and resources should be negotiated on a community-
by-community basis.

Through engagement, governments and service 
providers should prioritise perspectives and solutions 
by and for Indigenous Australians, which draw on First 
Nations cultures, knowledges and connection to country.

2.  Work with communities to maximise  
the benefits of change, monitor and 
address issues

Governments should work with members of remote 
communities and local Indigenous-run businesses 
to maximise the benefits of these changes and drive 
jobs, growth and employment for remote community 
members. Ongoing engagement should also seek 
to improve governments’ and service providers’ 
understanding and knowledge of the issues, solutions, 
and education specific to each community. Reliable 
monitoring of benefits, costs and service outcomes, 
including drinking water quality, electricity outages and 
broadband connectivity, should be undertaken and 
made public through transparent and ongoing reporting. 

3.  Establish a nationally consistent  
minimum service baseline

Governments, through National Cabinet, should 
establish a nationally consistent minimum service 
baseline for water, energy and telecommunications 
in remote communities, drawn from the SDGs. These 
baselines should apply to all jurisdictions, with National 
Cabinet committing to achieve them, and establish a 
clear path to improving service delivery.
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This should include determining a measurable ‘gap’ of 
service delivery in each jurisdiction. Where evidence 
exists, governments should work with service providers 
to build on this and better understand necessary 
improvements, then apply these findings to other similar 
regions and service delivery models.

Where there is a lack of evidence, or inconsistent 
monitoring of service quality, governments should 
prioritise establishing these processes, and work with 
local communities to better understand issues.

4.  Prioritise and implement contract-based 
changes to establish accountability

Service contracts under existing CSOs should transition 
to the new CIP model as they expire, and embed the 
nationally consistent minimum service baselines and 
incentivise innovation, efficiency and performance 
improvements. 

Where critical issues are identified, particularly where 
there are risks to human health, these should be rectified 
immediately, including through contract variations to 
existing service contracts if required. 

In all cases, accountability for service delivery outcomes, 
mitigation of key risks, as well as monitoring and 
oversight should be set clearly, and with appropriate 
incentives for out-performance and penalties for under-
performance.

5.  Establish best practice in contracting 
to deliver the best outcomes for remote 
communities and taxpayers

Governments should establish best practice in 
contracting CIPs, with a focus on enabling services 
that at least meet minimum service baselines, provide 
incentives for beating targets, encourage service delivery 
at scale where possible, and ensure service providers 
are selected through a competitive procurement 
process. Where appropriate, governments should 
consider all sources of public, private and not-for-profit 
finance to provide capital for the upfront costs of support 
infrastructure solutions that deliver service improvements 
and value-for-money through CIPs.

6.  Implement consistent standards, and 
regulatory reform of governance issues

Each jurisdiction should undertake an independent 
review of the regulatory and governance frameworks 
for remote service delivery, and enact reforms where 
deficiencies are identified. In particular, reforms should 
address issues with unclear division of responsibilities 
between public sector agencies, opaque governance 
structures and reporting lines, or a lack of transparency 
in decision-making processes.

7.  Report on performance against nationally 
consistent standards

National Cabinet should report annually on performance 
of infrastructure services in remote areas, tied closely 
to the nationally agreed minimum service baseline and 
Australia’s obligations under the SDGs. These should 
specify regions of concern or common issues across 
jurisdictions, as well as sharing lessons from best 
practice case studies.

National and state-based data from regular, consistent 
and reliable monitoring of infrastructure performance 
in remote areas should be added to the Federal 
Government’s Infrastructure Performance Dashboard, 
with data kept up-to-date. Performance data should 
also be published in other government reports, such 
as the Productivity Commission’s annual Report on 
Government Services.

Once CIPs have been established, the PC should be 
tasked with undertaking triennial reviews of benefits, 
costs and performance changes in remote service 
delivery, and make recommendations in relation to 
further reforms required to support CIPs, changes to the 
CIP model and evolution of best practice in relation to 
remote service contracting. 
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