Time for new deal for SMBI ratepayers
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By Mark Edwards

There is a quote “to know where you are going, you need to know where you have been” and this is certainly true with the Bay Islands. Over recent weeks I have lobbied the City Councillors to change their position on the inequitable distribution of funds throughout our City. I believe that SMBI do not receive their fair share of rate and other money spent on the islands. I also believe that the many millions of dollars each year that has been diverted to the mainland would have by now provided the islands with a decent standard of infrastructure.

To understand how this has come about, we need to look at the past.

Lots of land, lots of rates…
Early last century, SMBI were divided into several rural properties that grew produce for the region and Brisbane. The islands at that time were under the control of the State Government and in the late 1960’s the islands were subdivided into approx. 18,000 residential blocks, set out in a grid like pattern. Over 13,000 of these blocks were on Russell Island alone. 

The government allowed for the change of the islands from a rural aspect to an urban design that would generate substantial rate revenue.

The planning of the subdivision of SMBI was inadequate in that it allowed for new rateable properties to be acquired in flood prone and tidal areas and also allowed for very small allotments. Little by way of infrastructure and services were provided and there began the legacy that we are still faced with today.

On the 12th May 1973, SMBI were incorporated into the Redland Shire. It is interesting to note that the Council did not object to this incorporation. In fact the council had a windfall in revenue as the number of rateable properties that the islands brought more than doubled their existing rates.

There are two important issues about the incorporation of the islands that has benefited the mainland and not the islands.
1. At the time of incorporation, over $300,000 (in 1973 dollars) was paid by island rate payers. It was initially agreed by the State Government and Redland Shire that this money would be spent on the islands; however after a few years the council started to spend less on the islands than they received. This position has continued and is whitewashed by Council with an argument that does not stand up. (Read after point 2)

2. The State Government agreed to the council request for more Treasury Guaranteed loans to allow for the extra infrastructure on the enlarged shire.

Islands paid for the mainland…
Unlike today when a property is subdivided the developer pays for infrastructure, but back then the infrastructure and services was considered a “whole of community” responsibility.  Large treasury guaranteed loans were provided to councils at low interest rates and over long terms. These loans provided the roads, power, sewerage etc for the shire and the loans were paid off over time by the whole of the community through the rate revenue. Many years later the focus shifted from community payment to the developers paying for this infrastructure.

The Redland Shire used these loans paid for by the community to provide infrastructure however I have yet to find how much or if any of these loans provided infrastructure to the SMBI but I am sure the extra rates from the islands paid for the loans that provided infrastructure to Cleveland, Capalaba and other suburbs on the mainland!

For a Councillor to say “the reason for the differential rates is that owners of land on the bay islands did not pay the upfront infrastructure charge for there kerbing, bitumen and parks etc as the rest of the community have done” (actual quote) is not correct. Only over the recent history of the Shire have developments funded these costs. The Shire infrastructure was based on Community paying and the SMBI have paid for mainland infrastructure and not received the same fair treatment.

The Council also ignores the fact that for the past 35 years it has been receiving a large portion of its income from the islands and not spending a fair share back on SMBI development. From 1973 when over half its income was derived from the islands, it has kept milking the island money cow and giving very little in return.

There are other arguments put forward such as “we wish to preserve the island lifestyle” which is more often not made by people who live on the mainland. An island life style should not be confused with having a lifestyle similar to a third world country. Even most developing countries have paved roads and curbing.

It must also be remembered that the islands are NOT Rural. They have been subdivided as Urban blocks and very little rural land is available. In 1976 the Redland Shire Council incorporated the island blocks into their Town Plan and zoned most Residential A. So from the earliest point of incorporation with the Council, they have treated the islands as an Urban development, reaped the rewards of Urban rates but decided not to spend money on the islands as they would for other mainland urban areas.

In my opinion, Redland Shire/City Council has mismanaged the islands since 1973 and treats the SMBI as a source of revenue to fund other developments on the mainland. The islands are levied for development projects on their rates that the mainland ratepayers get for nothing. I would not be surprised if we receive a letter from the Council trying to explain they are doing their best and that you should treat my opinion as nonsense.  But history shows what has happened, the mathematics of revenue and budget expenses prove the islands give more than is returned and it is time for the Councillors to stand up and show their true character. I support a fair distribution of funds to the islands, the islands must have infrastructure and services comparable to the rest of the City and the island rates should not be used as a milking cow for the mainland.
Are the Islands a “Cash Cow” for the Council?








