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FO R E WO R D
THINKING, PLANNING AND  
ACTING FOR THE FUTURE

Louise Dudley 
Chief Executive Officer  
Queensland Urban Utilities

At Queensland Urban Utilities, we 
understand the fundamental role 
safe drinking water and adequate 
sanitation facilities play in fostering 
healthy, liveable communities;  
an understanding that is reflected 
in our purpose: Enrich Quality of Life. 

As an organisation we may be seven years old,  
but our foundation is built on 150 years of water 
and sewerage services in South East Queensland. 
It is a history filled with individuals who were, in 
their own way, futurists—people who thought 
about and planned for the future. Without them, 
we wouldn’t enjoy the benefits of the essential 
services accessible in our lives today.

As a custodian of these essential services, we 
are committed to making them sustainable, 
affordable, reliable and resilient for the 
generations of today and tomorrow. However, the 
question remains: How do we remain relevant and 
valued to our customers and the communities we 
serve? This is why we’re motivated to become a 

Utility of the Future—an organisation that thinks 
about the future, and acts accordingly. 

We know that becoming a Utility of the Future 
won’t come without its challenges—yes, a lot 
will change over the decades to come, just as life 
has evolved over the course of the last century. 
However, we are meeting this challenge head on.

Like any organisational transformation, it needs 
to start from within. Our workforce has already 
provided a multitude of valuable insights, 
innovative thoughts and creative ideas to inform 
our Utility of the Future concept. We have also 
leveraged off the vast research into global 
megatrends and micro trends, as we recognise 
their value in planning for success and shaping our 
future. The Utility of the Future: Future Directions 
paper is the result of our internal and external 
consultation and investigations. 

We cannot ignore the changing customer landscape 
if we are to become a Utility of the Future. It’s no 
secret that we are part of an increasingly complex 
society, where customers expect excellence from 
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organisations within a whole-of-society context. Current business 
models based solely on financial return are no longer adequate, 
and we need to find new ways of meeting customer and 
community expectations for liveability, evolving service offerings, 
and reaching new markets. We also recognise it is important to 
continue to work with our key stakeholders and shareholders 
to ensure we make a positive economic and environmental 
contribution in South East Queensland.

Through the Utility of the Future work, we will continue to 
improve our information, strategies and investment decisions 
to help us better understand and meet the evolving needs of our 
customers. If we can get this right and build on it, there are no 
boundaries to what a Utility of the Future can achieve. 

I encourage you to provide your views on how Queensland Urban 
Utilities can grow as a Utility of the Future.

Louise Dudley  
Chief Executive Officer, Queensland Urban Utilities
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E X E CU T I V E  
S U M M A RY
A HITCHHIKER’S GUIDE TO THE FUTURE

IT ALL BEGINS WITH THINKING, 
AND WHEN WE THINK TOGETHER 
ABOUT OUR FUTURE, IT BEGINS 
TO TAKE FORM. 
We have decided to accelerate our planning for the future. We’re not 
alone in this endeavour, given the exponential change and pressures 
all around us. But that’s not the only reason for our decision. 

Water and sanitation services are fundamental to our society’s 
wellbeing and we want to be able to keep standards high for our 
communities into the future. This is the work we love—our 
organisation was purpose-built to keep society functioning for future 
generations as much as for the present one—and so we are compelled 
to look ahead, to anticipate and prepare.

This view has led us to centre ourselves in our purpose to Enrich 
Quality of Life as we considered our aspirations, investigated future 
trends and scenarios, identified what a Utility of the Future might 
look like, and identified what actions we need to take to become one.



01  /  T
H

E
 C

A
S

E
 FO

R
 C

H
A

N
G

E

We looked within ourselves, and 
asked a slew of people from across 
the business to fill in the blank: 

“Thinking twenty and thirty 
years out, the future is… ?”

Their answers were as varied as  
they were.

“I have no idea”
“Scary” 
“Exciting”
“Revolutionary” 
“Digital” 
“Over-populated” 
“Uncertain” 

...and we agreed with all of them.

When something works out well, we applaud our 
great foresight; if it doesn’t, we berate ourselves 
for the lack of it. In this study, we’ve blended 
hindsight with insights of present and future 
trends as well as our aspirations, to develop a 
collective foresight to inform our future strategy. 

When we look back to now from thirty years in the 
future, what will we be applauding and berating 
ourselves for? Now is the time to create that  
future applause.

In this paper, we define quality of life through 
the lens of liveability. Liveability is about more 
than living well, with average standards and 
costs of living. It’s also about creating resilient 
communities, by sharing our resources, our joys 
and our sorrows. The disadvantaged and the dying 
are equally valued, not just for their perspectives 
on life but also for the responses they elicit in  
the community.

At the beginning, when we say ‘we’, it means 
Queensland Urban Utilities in its current state 
as a starting point for creating a very different 
entity for the future. Throughout this journey, our 
purpose will continue to define our identity. We 
will partner with those organisations, institutions 
and ideas that will help us Enrich Quality of Life 
for future communities wherever they may be, and 
whatever they may look like. This highly relevant 
future organisation is our conception of the Utility 
of the Future.

Our collective definition of the Utility of the Future 
is that it creates value for the wellbeing of the 
community and Enriches Quality of Life.  

It provides a range of services and products, at the 
core of which are water and wastewater services, 
extending into the water-energy-land nexus.

In this paper, we have described a 
Utility of the Future by using five 
connected themes.

• Environmental Leadership

• Customer and Community Centricity 

• Commercial Viability and Acumen

• Balancing Risk and Opportunity 

• Our Attributes and Capabilities 
 
We developed these themes further into the  
future directions we must take to become a  
Utility of the Future.

This Future Directions paper offers a strategic 
approach to creating the Utility of the Future—to 
connect with and across communities, people, 
technology, things, and economies; to create value 
beyond existing boundaries and constraints—in a 
way that will continue to Enrich Quality of Life in 
the years ahead.

Without our purpose, there is nothing to be 
fulfilled. The biggest regrets we can have—as 
individuals, and as an organisation—are those of 
unfulfilled potential. Whether your plans are to 
build your superannuation, or to build your soul, 
the principle of setting aside a little each day for 
your future benefit and enjoyment is as important 
for the survival and success of our organisation as 
it is to enriching the quality of our own lives.
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Our conversations enliven the spirit 
of the future, and our commitment to 
our goals. Future Directions is a critical 
analysis of the data we’ve collected in 
the course of our research, and plots a 
clear path for our future evolution. But 
it is also about the people and the 
discussions, the ideas and aspirations 
we all share for our future together, as a 
community, and as an organisation. It 
by no means captures every possibility, 
but as you read, your own ideas will 
come to the fore and add to the rich 
image and depth of value we can all 
share in. The conversation isn’t over. 
We are eager to hear from you.
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F U T U R E  D I R E C T I O N S

W H Y
WE EMBARKED ON THIS JOURNEY  
INTO THE FUTURE 

In most organisations, strategy 
is something that’s developed in 
the rarefied atmosphere of the 
boardroom1. More often than not, 
the focus is on the organisation as 
a discrete entity; its growth and 
success for its own ends. It’s a rare 
organisation that thinks beyond 
this square, to the direction of 
their industry as a whole and the 
influence they could have on  
its evolution.



01  /  T
H

E
 C

A
S

E
 FO

R
 C

H
A

N
G

E

It’s no one’s fault. Whether we’re at executive level or 
keeping things humming in the field; whether we’re 
helping a customer, or balancing the books, all of us 
can find ourselves getting caught up in the immediate 
demands of the day. Meetings, phone calls, bulging email 
inboxes, looming deadlines…

But if we let reactivity become the rule, we miss the 
chance to consider the future changes in the environment 
and in technology. We can lose touch with the needs 
of customers and important stakeholders and miss the 
opportunity to lead the change. 

The consequence of this is that all our decisions end 
up being made on our limited ‘in the moment’ and 
‘organisation in a bubble’ perspective, leaving us 
vulnerable to rapid and unforeseen changes that can 
come from factors that are outside our control. 

Trying to ‘predict’ the future is equally fraught. We 
could never imagine every variable, and we could leave 
ourselves just as vulnerable if the assumed future  
doesn’t eventuate.

STRATEGIC FORESIGHT
The answer to this dilemma lies in our 
approach—one that not only takes into 
account the uncertainties of the future, but 
also creates an internal capacity to think 
about future possibilities when making 
decisions at any level. From this perspective, 
we can create contingencies that will make 
us more resilient and allow us to adapt to 
changes, instead of potentially being  
blind-sided by them. This in turn, gives us the 
power and control to succeed in the face of 
challenge, and be a leading force for change 
in our immediate spheres of influence2.

While strategic planning is about developing 
a pathway to a goal (the ‘how to’), strategic 
foresight incorporates existing information, 
knowledge, and understanding of trends and 
projections, to create a collective space and  
scope to integrate new thinking into a 
narrative of the future we desire2.
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SCENARIOS HELP US  
TO IDENTIFY...
the key characteristics and traits of a successful utility  
no matter which potential future unfolds. 

The direct result of a scenario planning approach is  
a clearer understanding of the business’s purpose,  
supported by strategies and policies that are much  
more robust and flexible. 

Within this culture, how we respond to challenges and  
plan for the future becomes part of the fabric of our  
everyday operations.

DEVELOPING FUTURE 
SCENARIOS

“The best way to predict 
the future is to create it.”
A b ra h a m  L i n co l n

Developing future scenarios is a robust 
approach to strategic foresight that allows 
for a range of possible future situations, 
rather than being limited to a generic 
‘guestimate’ of what may happen3.

Scenarios provide a vital structure to 
strategic foresight, by asking the ‘what 
if…?’ question of a range of current 
pathways and projected future scenarios. 
The answer to the question gives us a set 
of ‘stories’ about potential situations, 
which we can then integrate with our 
existing knowledge, from across the 
organisation, to inform more robust 
planning and explore our alternatives in 
the context of our strategic intent3.

The real value of this approach lies in 
the process itself1. By creating a culture 
that supports ‘thinking the unthinkable’, 
we become more in tune with what’s 
happening outside our organisation, 
as well as within it. This in turn puts us 
in a much stronger position to identify 
emerging trends and opportunities for  
our business to create ‘shared value’,  
and have forewarning of any storms on the 
horizon so we can build the resilience of 
our business and protect our stakeholders.

“There is little to be gained 
from developing a plan 
per se. There is everything 
to be gained from the 
thinking that lies behind 
the plan—and the action 
that follows it.”
I a n  W i l s o n 
S t ra te g i s t
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FROM THINKING  
TO DESTINY 
In adopting the idea of the Utility of 
the Future, Queensland Urban Utilities 
has opened up a conversation for all its 
stakeholders—from staff and business 
partners, to customers and community 
groups—to influence the type of 
organisation we can become in the years 
and decades ahead.

Our first step in this conversation is to 
build a better understanding of what a 
Utility of the Future might look like—what 
its defining characteristics are, and what 
challenges it might face in the future 
(Figure 1). To define this vision, we first 
started talking with our people, gathering 
ideas and insights from across the 
business. Throughout our consultation, 
we kept our minds open to new ideas, 
conscious of the fact that no one can 
clearly predict the future.  We also 
engaged with experts and academics,  
who helped us deepen our perceptions 
of how a successful Utility of the Future 
might operate.

This paper is the culmination of this 
early consultation and research. Called 
Future Directions, it is a narrative about 
the direction Queensland Urban Utilities 
might take in becoming a Utility of the 
Future. The intent for Future Directions is 

as a starting point for a longer journey—
one where we build a collective vision of the 
future. From this, we may craft strategies 
and tactics that will balance or link our 
immediate operational needs with our 
medium-term strategies and long-term 
aspirations, while remaining true to our 
purpose to Enrich Quality of Life.

The next natural 
progression from  
Future Directions 
will be to extend this 
conversation to a broader 
range of our external 
stakeholders, customers 
and the community.
From this broader conversation, we will 
be able to paint a vivid image of a future 
that everyone—inside and outside the 
organisation—will have a part in making 
a success. In so doing, we will build 
a collective vision (what we want to 
achieve) and transform our thinking into 
strategic and operational efforts to create 
the future.

GROWTH
MINDSETCULTURE

ACTION

DESTINY

THINKING

I N F LU E N C E

D E C I S I O N
M A K I N G

D I S C I P L I N E

FIGURE 1 
From Thinking to Destiny
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T h e  fu tu re  d o e s  n o t  j u s t  h a p p e n  to  u s ;  
w e  o u rs e l v e s  c rea te  i t  b y  w h a t  w e  d o  a n d  
w h a t  w e  fa i l  to  d o.  I t  i s  w e  w h o  a re  m a k i n g 
to m o r ro w  w h a t  to m o r ro w  w i l l  b e . 

Fo r  t h a t  rea s o n ,  fu tu r i s t s  t h i n k  n o t  s o  m u c h  
i n  te r m s  o f  p re d i c t i n g  t h e  fu tu re ,  a s  i n  te r m s  
o f  t r y i n g  to  d e c i d e  m o re  w i s e l y  w h a t  w e  wa n t 
t h e  fu tu re  to  b e . 
 
E d wa rd  C o r n i s h ,  P re s i d e n t 
W o r l d  Fu tu re  S o c i et y 
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F U T U R E  D I R E C T I O N S

H OW :
OUR APPROACH 

Before we started the 
conversations with our 
stakeholders, we carried out 
a great deal of research. This 
included gathering information 
on megatrends and macro trends, 
collecting data, reviewing case 
studies, collating views and 
insights from internal and external 
sources, as well as performing 
a detailed review of existing 
research into current states and 
future possibilities for  
our industry. 

Armed with this bank of 
knowledge our approach was 
then to engage widely within the 
organisation and with our 
key stakeholders.
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We did this via a number of channels including direct dialogue and debate, 
consultation and workshops, coffee-shop sessions, Yammer chats and surveys. These 
manifested in a discussion paper that stimulated the next wave of engagement and 
assisted us in catalysing our “vision of the future”. 

To make sense of all this data, we sorted, grouped and filtered it into four main categories.

•  Current knowledge and observed trends

•  Knowledge and predictions of the future

• Aspirations for the future

•  Themes that defined a Utility of the Future

The resulting analyses shaped our Case for Change (WHY) and Future Directions (FORESIGHT).

At all stages, we used our purpose—Enrich Quality of Life—to help us stay focused on what is of  
most importance and value. The focus at this stage was to understand our ‘desired state’ as a 
Utility of the Future. Developing strategies to realise the pathways to this desired state is a 
separate body of work that the business is undertaking.

ANALYSIS TOOLS
We adopted the Narrative Foresight approach4, wherein we posed six questions, 
collated the answers, then discussed and tested them through the development 
of scenarios (Figure 2). This approach allowed for a much broader conversation 
on future possibilities. We found this method to be more suitable for longer-
term future directions compared to a traditional SWOT analysis, which relies on 
current states of play and mindsets of the present5.



CHAPTER 3

CHAPTER 8

P U R P O S E - L E D  O R G A N I S A T I O N

W H A T  I S  T H E  U T I L I T Y  O F  T H E  F U T U R E  V I S I O N  a n d  O U R  F U T U R E  D I R E C T I O N ?

CHAPTER 4 CHAPTER 5 CHAPTER 6 CHAPTER 7

FIGURE 2 
A simplified overview of our approach, with the six questions that were posed as part of the analysis.

QUESTION 1

What are the major 
influences shaping 

the future?

We used megatrend 
analyses to arrive 

at the major 
influences on the 
utility industry.

QUESTION 2

What are the  
forces of change?

Informed by the 
major influence,  
the forces that 
create change 

within the  
utilities sector  

were identified.

QUESTION 5

What are the defining 
characteristics of 

these Utility of the 
Future scenarios?

Review and 
analysis of more 
than 150 trends 

helped to identify 
the key defining 

characteristics of 
the Utility of the 
Future scenarios.

QUESTION 4

What is the 
likelihood of these 

scenarios occurring 
in the future?

Analyses of 
the impact and 

likelihood of 
relevant scenarios 

facilitated the 
development of 

scenarios that were 
most likely to help 

us define the Utility 
of the Future.

QUESTION 3

How may these forces 
manifest for utilities and  

in particular the water sector?

Forces won’t play out in 
isolation. Analysis of the 

forces interacting with each 
other was tested in  

12 distinct scenarios. 

QUESTION 6

What are the  
Utility of the  

Future themes?

The common identified 
characteristics of 
the Utility of the 

Future scenarios were 
categorised in distinct 
themes that define a 
Utility of the Future.



02 /  STA
R

T
IN

G
 T

H
E

 C
O

N
VE

R
S

AT
IO

N

19

F
U

T
U

R
E

 D
IR

E
C

T
IO

N
S





F U T U R E  D I R E C T I O N S

0 3 / P U R P O S E - L E D 
O R G A N I S A T I O N

03 /  P
U

R
P

O
S

E
-LE

D
 O

R
G

A
N

IS
AT

IO
N

F
U

T
U

R
E

 D
IR

E
C

T
IO

N
S

21



E N R I C H I N G
QUALITY OF LIFE  

F U T U R E  D I R E C T I O N S

OVERVIEW
A fundamental assumption for the 
Future Directions paper is that our 
purpose to Enrich Quality of Life 
remains unchanged no matter 
what the future may be. Our 
purpose is our identity.
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BEING PURPOSE-LED
Being purpose-led means the golden thread that is our 
purpose is clearly visible to all stakeholders throughout 
the organisation—it pervades our thinking, our decisions, 
our speech and actions. 

A purpose-led utility considers and demonstrates its 
purpose at all levels and at all stages, from devising 
strategy to operating in the field. Just as we established 
a Safety Culture as a non-negotiable principle of our 
organisation, so too does a successful, purpose-led 
organisation infuse its purpose throughout the business.

The World Health Organisation defines ‘quality of life’ as 
individuals’ perceptions of their position in life, in the 
context of the culture and value systems in which they 
live, and in relation to their goals, expectations, standards 
and concerns6. It is a broad-ranging concept affected in a 
complex way by a person’s physical health, psychological 
state, level of independence, their social relationships, 
personal beliefs, and their relationship to salient features of 
their environment6. This leads us to consider the diversity 
of benefits Queensland Urban Utilities’ services deliver and 
how these services are the foundation to creating social, 
economic and environmental value for the community—
value that can be best described in terms of liveability.

ENRICHING QUALITY OF LIFE  
THROUGH LIVEABILITY
Liveability dominates current discussions about the 
planning and performance of cities and regions around  
the world. 

Providing safe, reliable and resilient water and wastewater 
services is an underlying foundation for the liveability of 
Australian cities7,8.

The Water Services Association of Australia (WSAA) 
describes liveability as being “all those things that make 
a place somewhere people want to live, communities 
flourish and businesses choose to invest”. To be long-
lasting and resilient, a liveable city or region must consider 
the needs of future generations and use systems-thinking 
to understand and respond to shocks and long-term 
change9. WSAA constituents defined liveability into the 
three categories: amenity and community wellbeing; 
productivity; and sustainability and future focus. Within 
each of these categories, WSAA members have identified 
three to four measures that may be used to assess a 
utility’s performance in achieving liveability.
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LIVEABILITY
Liveability is about more than just having a place we can use. Its definition goes 
beyond an environment where people live—different people perceive liveability 
differently (Figure 3).

Liveability is made up of a balance of head and heart factors, for present and 
future generations. 

Across the world, water utilities have stepped in to urban renewal projects, 
addressing challenging social and environmental issues. They have initiated 
programs using water to improve the health of inner city kids, solve urban decay 
and crime, reduce traffic congestion, and enable economic growth, employment 
and prosperity. Great examples of achieving all these aspirations can be found in 
The Plus Pool in New York, a lifestyle asset created through crowd-funding, and 
the Mirror Pool and City Park in the UK town of Bradford, which created a safe 
precinct for families. 

In both these examples, solutions to social, environmental or economic 
challenges were delivered without any trade-offs. This is where true shared value 
is created for the benefit of all.
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FIGURE 3 
Elements of water 
and liveability7,8



CREATING 
SOCIAL VALUE
Investment that 
addresses social and 
environmental objectives

CREATING 
SHARED VALUE

Investment in long-term
business competitiveness that 

simultaneously addresses social 
and environmental objectives

CREATING 
BUSINESS VALUE

Investment in long-term 
competitiveness

WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO 
CREATE ‘SHARED VALUE’?
The notion of creating shared value was initially 
explored in 2006, and later brought into the public 
domain in a 2011 article by Michael E. Porter and 
Mark R. Kramer that was published by Harvard 
Business Review10. Creating shared value challenges 
organisations and leaders to redefine their purpose 
beyond profit, a mindset that has dominated 
executive management practice since 1970, at times 
leading to disastrous results11.

Shared value is created when companies recognise 
the tremendous opportunities for innovation and 
growth that come from treating social problems as 
business objectives12. Shared value occurs when an 
organisation’s purpose is designed and manifested 
in ways that consider the people it impacts, its 
effects on the planet, the profits it can create, and 
how these profits can be redistributed. 

The concept of shared value is central to the water 
industry whose services underpin all aspects of the 
social, environmental and economic development of 
the communities they serve.

The idea of creating shared value offers businesses a new paradigm: 
To create economic value in a way that also creates value for society by  
addressing its needs and challenges10.

FIGURE 4 
Model of shared value12

MIRROR POOL 
AND CITY PARK 
BRADFORD, UK  
The Mirror Pool and City Park is a high 
quality, 2.4ha public space in the heart of 
Bradford City, and includes UK’s largest 
man-made water feature.

City Park provides a superb landscape of 
fountains, trees and attractive green spaces 
making an ideal environment for walking, 
relaxing and quiet contemplation. It is a 
critical part of Bradford’s regeneration, 
designed to bring jobs and prosperity to the 
city by attracting visitors and businesses 
into the district, and helping to create the 
landscape for future investment.

The Mirror Pool has been successful in 
bringing the community together. It has 
helped reduce crime, in turn making the city 
centre feel safer, supporting local shops and 
encouraging growth.

03 /  P
U

R
P

O
S

E
-LE

D
 O

R
G

A
N

IS
AT

IO
N

25

F
U

T
U

R
E

 D
IR

E
C

T
IO

N
S



F
U

T
U

R
E

 D
IR

E
C

T
IO

N
S



F U T U R E  D I R E C T I O N S

0 4 / F O R C E S 
O F  C H A N G E

04  /  FO
R

C
E

S
 O

F C
H

A
N

G
E

27

F
U

T
U

R
E

 D
IR

E
C

T
IO

N
S



M E G AT R E N D S
AND MACRO TRENDS

The scenario planning approach 
takes place within a broader 
context of megatrends and macro 
trends, which may redefine 
our operating environment in 
profound ways.

F U T U R E  D I R E C T I O N S



T h e  megatrends  p h e n o m e n o n  i s  d e f i n e d 
b y  t h e  CS I R O  Fu tu re s  tea m  a s  a  “ s i g n i f i ca n t 
s h i f t  i n  e n v i ro n m e n ta l ,  e co n o m i c  a n d  s o c i a l 
co n d i t i o n s  t h a t  w i l l  p l a y  o u t  o v e r  t h e  co m i n g 
d e ca d e ( s ) ”.  Megatrends  p re s c r i b e  a  p o s s i b l e 
fu tu re  t h a t  m a y  h a v e  a n  i m pa c t  a c ro s s 
s o c i et i e s ,  i n d u s t r i e s  a n d  e co n o m i e s .

Macro trends  a re  t h o s e  t h a t  h a v e  a  s p e c i f i c 
i m pa c t  o n  o u r  i n d u s t r y.  C o l l e c t i v e l y 
co n s i d e r i n g  m ega  a n d  m a c ro  t re n d s  g i v e s 
u s  a  b roa d  f ra m e w o r k  o f  fo rce s  t h a t  m a y 
i n f l u e n ce  o u r  fu tu re ,  w h i c h  ca n  t h e n  i n fo r m 
t h e  s ce n a r i o s  w e  d e v e l o p  to  i d e n t i f y  t h e 
c h a ra c te r i s t i c s  o f  a  U t i l i t y  o f  t h e  Fu tu re .
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The pre-eminent studies  
on megatrends include: 

•  The CSIRO Futures research team’s publication 
Our future world: Global megatrends that will 
change the way we live, which identified six 
interlinked megatrends that may redefine the 
world we work in13.

•  PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC) study Five 
megatrends and possible implications provided 
a more nuanced view of the potential impact 
of those megatrends across all industrialised 
sectors. This included a succinct commentary to 
Queensland Urban Utilities on how these forces 
may affect the utilities industries14. 

•  KPMG International conducted a further  
study, Future State 2030: The global megatrends 
shaping governments, which focussed on the 
implications various global megatrends may have 
on national governments and public sector  
policy makers15.

These analyses present a collective view of the 
major influences that will drive global changes. 
The overarching message emerging from these 
reports is that to survive the changes over the 
coming decades, a Utility of the Future will need 
to be agile and adaptable. It is highly likely that 
businesses that don’t change their current models 
of operation (i.e. the status quo) won’t survive the 
challenges of this dynamic new world.



EN
VI

R
O

N
M

EN
T

SO
CI

AL
 &

  P
O

LI
TI

CA
L

EC
O

N
O

M
Y

TE
CH

N
O

LO
G

Y
CSIRO

FUTURES
KPMG 

FUTURE STATE 2030

MORE FROM LESS
The need to manage the Earth’s limited 

supplies of natural mineral, energy, 
water and food resources.

GOING, GOING… GONE?
Population growth and rapid industrialisation of 

emerging economies may have unforeseen 
consequences (climate change) that may take 

many habitats to the brink of extinction.

FOREVER YOUNG
An ageing population creates new challenges 

(health care costs) and opportunities 
(skills, knowledge, wisdom and mentorship).

GREAT EXPECTATIONS
A trend away from material wealth and toward 

experiential value (e.g. tourism, culture, 
entertainment, education etc.).

THE SILK HIGHWAY
The shi� in world economic power from 

west to the east has major consequences 
for all participants.

VIRTUALLY THERE.
Unprecedented levels of connectedness 

of people, businesses and governments as we 
transition to a virtual world for delivery and 

access to services, information and interaction.

CLIMATE CHANGE
Climate change drives a complex mix of unpredictable environmental changes 
that tax resilience of natural and built systems. Achieving the right combination 

of adaptation and mitigation policies will be diicult for most governments.

RESOURCES STRESS
Population growth places increased stress on essential resources 

including water, food, arable land and energy.

URBANISATION
Urbanisation creates significant opportunities for social and economic 
development and more sustainable living, but also exerts pressure on 

infrastructures  and resources.

DEMOGRAPHICS
Higher life expectancy and falling birth rates will challenge the solvency of social 

welfare systems (pensions and healthcare).

RISE OF THE INDIVIDUAL
Advances in global education, health and technology empower individuals 

like never before, leading to increased demands for transparency and 
participation in government/public decision-making. 

ECONOMIC POWER SHIFT
Emerging economies li� millions out poverty and exert more influence on the global 

economy. With rebalancing power, international institutions and national 
governments need to maintain transparency and inclusiveness.

ECONOMIC INTERCONNECTEDNESS
An interconnected global economy sees continued increase in international trade 

and capital flows, but progress and optimum economic benefits may not be realised.

PUBLIC DEBT
Public debt constrains fiscal and policy options through to 2030 and beyond. 

ENABLING TECHNOLOGY
Over past 30 years, information and communications technology transformed 

society. A new wave of technological advances is now creating opportunities, while 
testing governments’ ability to harness their benefits and provide prudent oversight. 

PwC 
5 MEGATRENDS

CLIMATE CHANGE 
AND RESOURCE SCARCITY

A challenge of ensuring that supply of finite 
resources can keep up with demand growth; 

carbon target for temp rises <20C is at risk.

ACCELERATING URBANISATION
Two thirds of the world population 

will live in cities by 2050 
(up from 50% today and <2% in 1800).

DEMOGRAPHIC AND SOCIAL CHANGE
Population expands from 7 to 8 billion 
by 2023; half of girls born today have 

life expectancy >100 years. 

SHIFT IN GLOBAL POWER
Welfare growth: by 2030, the E7 overtakes G7; 
how to secure suicient investment capital?

TECHNOLOGICAL BREAKTHROUGHS
Falling cost of new technologies and rising 

adaptation. Telephones took decades to reach 
50% penetration; mobile phones took <5 years.

FIGURE 5 
A schematic summary and broad alignment of megatrends
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FIGURE 6 
PwC’s key strategic questions

>  Where is value likely to be created along the water and wastewater value chain?
>  How big are the value pools that exist or are emerging under each option?
>  What are the potential future models that Queensland Urban Utilities
 could adopt to leverage its core brand and assets?

> What capabilities does Queensland Urban Utilities
 have and where does it need to invest to enable the 
 future Way to Play and drive sustainable cost reduction?

KEY STRATEGIC 
QUESTIONS TO ADDRESS WAY TO PLAY

PRODUCT & SERVICE FIT

>  What are the services, products and required capabilities 
 that underpin the various options for Queensland Urban Utilities? 

>  What trends and forces are shaping the industry and 
 what is the potential impact on Queensland Urban Utilities?
>  What trends are we seeing globally that may translate to Australia?

CAPABILITIES SY
ST

EM

UNDERSTANDING THE 
IMPLICATIONS OF  
MEGATRENDS FOR THE  
UTILITY OF THE FUTURE
PwC carried out a further study that provided  
a more nuanced view of how the disruptive  
dynamics we have just identified may affect the  
utilities sector. In their assessment, PwC advised  
that some of the major forces operating on the  
industry would include:

• customer behaviour—less need for utilities

• competition—more competitors that are agile and 
competent and have the ability to seize key  
revenue segments

• production service model—out-dated or out-of-
market assets leading to stranded investments

• distribution challenges—innovative digital platforms 
that match demand and supply become more 
dominant

• government and regulation—shifting policy goals 
and regulatory risks  undermine business decisions.

In its presentation to Queensland Urban Utilities, PwC 
posed a number of strategic questions for the business 
to consider (Figure 6). They suggested the central 
challenge in understanding the business’s position for 
the future would be to determine which trends and 
forces will shape the Australian water industry and 
potentially have the greatest impact on our business. 
These included: consideration of structural change 
(e.g. increasing decentralisation); changes in economic 
conditions; potential for technological disruption; 
potential integration across utility boundaries; and 
governance arrangements (specifically, a drift away 
from monopoly service provision).



FIGURE 7 
Identified forces of change

FORCES OF CHANGE
Forces of change are those factors that operate in our 
immediate working environment (such as social, 
technological, economic, environmental, and political 
shifts in the wider world). From our research and extensive 
consultation across the organisation, we identified five 
main forces that will help define future directions (i.e. 
what may happen), and potential transition pathways  
(i.e. how it may happen) within our industry (Figure 7). 

One of the most obvious drivers we identified during the 
consultation process was the likely development of more 
decentralised models of service delivery. The recent 
experience in the electricity industry demonstrates how 
quickly new technologies can change business dynamics. 
This strategy suggests it is no longer reasonable to 
assume previous paradigms in favour of scale economies 
will continue to apply in the future. 

Technological innovation can create new platforms 
for delivering services. A virtual network connecting 
many decentralised plants is now a reality and can 
be operated just as efficiently and effectively as a 
physically connected network. For the water industry, 
whose fundamental technology has barely changed in 
a century, such revolutionary change is likely to create 
significant disruption.

Responding to such changes may require us to adopt 
models of organisational governance that favour more 
competitive and adaptable modes of service delivery. 
This may be essential for managing the challenges 
created by new, more agile competitors entering the 
market and targeting key revenue segments—as has 
already happened in the electricity sector. For those 
businesses that are unable to successfully respond,  
it is possible that the increasing connectedness of 
services could lead to greater integration of utilities  
 

(water, energy, telecommunications, etc.). This may 
be achieved either through a traditional merger/
acquisition, or a virtual integration as part of becoming 
a provider that offers a broader range of services.

Each of these forces will influence—and be influenced 
by—the economic conditions that prevail over the 
coming decades. It is more likely that a robust economy 
will provide greater opportunities for innovation, 
leading to changes in the industry. Conversely, a fragile 
economy will most likely create specific challenges for a 
business such as Queensland Urban Utilities, for whom 
social outcomes are a significant component of 
measuring our performance.

It is worth noting while the physical environment was 
consistently identified as a key force, it doesn’t arise 
separately from those identified above—rather, it underpins 
each of them.
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F U T U R E  D I R E C T I O N S

U N D E RSTA N D I N G
POSSIBLE FUTURES

When we identified the 
megatrends and driving forces 
that were most relevant to our 
business’s future, we saw that 
none of them functioned in 
isolation—each could impact on 
or be impacted by its fellows to a 
greater or lesser degree.

Comparing the five forces 
identified in Chapter 4 against 
each other gave us a total of 40 
different scenarios. We refined 
this list into those that gave us 
the broadest spectrum of future 
possibilities across a wide range  
of external influences. We outline 
the resulting 12 scenarios in  
this chapter.



SCENARIO 3
“Batten down 
the hatches”

SCENARIO 4
“Doing what we do,

but better”

SCENARIO 1
“Competing for a 

piece of the future”

SCENARIO 2
“Meeting the challenge
 through collaboration

 and innovation”

FIGURE 8 

U N D E RSTA N D I N G
POSSIBLE FUTURES

TECHNOLOGY VS.  
ECONOMY

05  /  FU
T

U
R

E
 S

C
E

N
A

R
IO

S

37

F
U

T
U

R
E

 D
IR

E
C

T
IO

N
S



SCENARIO 1
“Competing for a 

piece of the future”

SCENARIO 1
Revolutionary and Robust  
“Competing for a piece of the future”

In Scenario 1, private investment in the 
water industry creates strong competition 
to provide water and wastewater services. 
The robust state of the economy 
encourages businesses to innovate and 
invest in a range of onsite solutions and 
service offerings such as decentralised 
water and wastewater technologies, 
micro-grid and residential-level 
technologies. Revolutionary technological 
developments make water utilities 
financially attractive and competitive.

These new developments, along with 
increased industry competition, lead to 
exceptional environmental outcomes 
and resilience, raising the community’s 
environmental and liveability performance 
expectations. However, this also has 
the potential to decouple water service 
provision from large infrastructure 
networks, leading to stranded trunk 
assets and rising fixed utility costs.

The revolutionary nature of technology 
creates emerging fields and disciplines 
that lead to severe talent shortages and 
competition for skilled workers. It also 
leads to increasing use of machines and 
artificial intelligence, replacing the 
traditional workforce and changing the 
work landscape.

Competition for customers sees Uber-
like service providers becoming water 
and wastewater provision ‘middle men’, 
reducing utilities’ interaction and 
relationship with end users. Large utility 
companies are being forced to re-invent 
themselves, potentially partnering with 
other utilities or industries to create 
shared value, or creating subsidiaries  
to compete more effectively with  
private players.



SCENARIO 2
“Meeting the challenge 
through collaboration

and innovation”

SCENARIO 2
Revolutionary and Fragile  
“Meeting the challenge through 
collaboration and innovation” 

In this scenario, with increased public 
debt and limited investment, the 
emphasis shifts from physical to digital 
assets in an effort to minimise or defer 
capital expenditure. Advanced software 
technologies that facilitate better 
decision-making (business intelligence) 
and the automation of planning and 
design activities enable this shift. 
Introducing artificial intelligence to help 
cut costs creates mass job displacements 
and social upheaval.

While revolutionary technologies make 
huge improvements in how things get 
done and how much they cost, they  
often come with a higher initial price. 
Couple this to a fragile economy and the 
gap between the ‘haves’ and ‘have-nots’ 
can widen, potentially exacerbating 
social inequality. For those who can 
afford the up-front costs to invest in new 
technologies, there will be less ongoing 
utility costs; whereas those who can’t 
who must rely on existing technology, and 
face increasing running costs as current 
systems age and struggle to cope with 
growing demands. 

Under such conditions, the government 
and community put increased pressure 
on the incumbent utilities to reduce 
their service costs. As a consequence, 
operational costs (including research and 
development) and the need to maintain a 
social contract with its customers, become 
a focus for the business. 

Some utilities seek to differentiate their 
service offerings by providing services 
with a high perceived value to more 
affluent areas, then using this revenue to 
subsidise service costs in lower socio-
economic areas. 

Community consultation is critical, and 
‘participatory planning’ becomes the 
norm to ensure all the services the utility 
provides are based on clear evidence of 
customers’ preferences and willingness 
to pay. 

Managing this situation well means 
maximising all the resources available to 
deliver the highest degree of value. All 
major stakeholders need to collaborate 
effectively, sharing costs and benefits 
to deliver the most efficient and cost-
effective outcomes for the community.
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SCENARIO 3
Incremental and Fragile  
“Batten down the hatches”

As in Scenario 2, the fragile economy 
puts utilities under greater pressure from 
the government and the community to 
maintain standards of service, while 
keeping costs to serve down. Similarly, 
participatory planning will remain the 
norm, as every cent spent must be 
justified by clear evidence of customers’ 
preferences, and their ability to pay. In 
the broader social context, questions of 
investment (in capital, employment and 
training) become defining measures of 
the business’s purpose.

In a Scenario 3 world, there is higher 
unemployment and higher cost-of-living 
pressures. The community’s anxiety 
over the prices of all essential services, 
particularly as inequality grows and 
more customers become vulnerable to 
hardship, increases pressure on utilities 
to provide core needs more than 
‘value-added’ services. This is not an 
environment that supports innovation 
or infrastructure development.

With only incremental technological 
changes, traditional responses to 
providing services using long-life 

assets are countered by an economic 
environment in which utilities’ revenues 
are constrained; and yet stakeholders 
look to the business to provide 
opportunities for employment and 
economic stimulus.

While the fragile economy restricts our 
ability to increase costs in order to fund 
new infrastructure, the incremental 
technological changes mean there are  
no critical breakthroughs to drive the 
need for major capital investment  
beyond renewals. 

Tension between environmental and 
financial outcomes leads to increasingly 
stringent government regulation in 
both areas, complicating collaboration 
with utility stakeholders. Under these 
conditions, only the most resilient will be 
able to manage the uncertain—and much 
riskier—industry environment. With a 
low tolerance for risk, and limited funds, 
‘business as usual’ is limited to bare-
bones operations, as utilities have limited 
capacity to adopt alternative solutions.

SCENARIO 3
“Batten down 
the hatches”



SCENARIO 4
“Doing what we do, 

but better”

SCENARIO 4
Incremental and Robust  
“Doing what we do, but better”

While technological advances are slower 
in this scenario, the robust economic 
situation means there is more opportunity 
to invest in developing the business. 
Partnerships and research providers are 
considered expensive; however, they 
are trusted for providing value-added 
outcomes to their customers, their 
stakeholders, and to industry regulators. 
For those utilities that are commercially 
sound, the stronger economy relieves  
cost-to-serve pressures, and the slower 
progress of technology reduces 
implementation risks, creating clear paths 
for capital investment in infrastructure.

In the absence of revolutionary 
technological change, utility providers 
invest heavily in refining traditional 
technologies to improve environmental 
and social outcomes, and address any 
resilience issues. Collaboration will still 
play a critical role, and with participatory 
planning being the norm, customers’ 
preferences and willingness to pay helps 
deliver these outcomes. 

Incremental technology change sees 
improvements in existing systems, and 
those jobs that are replaced by digital 
solutions in transactional sectors 
are offset by the creation of higher 
value roles. In Scenario 4, there are 
no significant drivers for consumer 
behaviour change, beyond the predicted 
growth in new housing and development. 
Some utilities may take the opportunity 
to develop their capabilities in key areas 
such as environmental leadership.
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SCENARIO 7
“More of the same”

SCENARIO 8
“Show us what you 

can do”

SCENARIO 5
“Going it alone”

SCENARIO 6
“Give me options”

FIGURE 9 

SERVICES SUPPLY MODEL VS.  
GOVERNANCE
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SCENARIO 5
Decentralised and Competitive 
“Going it alone”

In Scenario 5, the challenge for larger 
entities will be their ability to respond 
with agility in a competitive and 
decentralised market.

It’s important to keep in mind that 
‘decentralised’ doesn’t necessarily mean 
‘disconnected’. While there may be a 
segment of the customer base that goes 
‘off-grid’, a foundation service is still be 
valuable for situations when the available  
technology is insufficient to meet customers’ 
needs. This means that the assets of the 
incumbent retail business remain an 
important aspect of service continuity.

In a market where there is a choice of 
providers, responsibility for the network 
is spread across multiple entities, 
unlocking growth potential for each of 
them, and concomitant opportunities 
to develop a range of new technologies. 
However, another possibility is that not-
for-profit community utilities and private 
service providers carve out most of the 
larger operators’ service areas, leaving 
them to manage the most expensive and 
difficult-to-service areas. 

This possibility affects the water 
business’s commercial viability by 
reducing revenue and increasing the 
per-unit cost to serve, as significant fixed 
costs such as depreciation and financing 
are spread across a smaller customer 
base. The impacts of this decentralised-
competitive scenario have been seen in 
other utility sectors; however, the challenge 
for the water industry is in regulating the 
public health outcomes provided by a 
plethora of new water service providers.

A commercially sound and agile business 
that has a clear vision for its future will 
be well positioned to manage these 
challenges and pursue opportunities as 
they arise. Some water utilities may seek 
to create shared value by developing 
additional services or focus on a specific 
niche (e.g. environmental services, 
prestige services, bundled services, etc.). 
Others may structure their businesses 
into independently owned and operated 
enterprises whose cost structure of the 
operating arm will be largely independent of  
the asset base, enabling the business to freely  
provide services across current boundaries.

SCENARIO 5
“Going it alone”



SCENARIO 6
Decentralised Monopoly  
“Give me options”

The advantages of a monopoly are in the 
business’s ability to generate economies 
of scale, focus on providing services to 
a high standard, and develop innovative 
new technologies to meet the demands of 
a growing population. But with protection 
from outside competition, comes a 
greater degree of public and political 
pressure should an organisation fail to 
deliver a good quality-to-price balance 
to its customers. To stay ahead of this 
curve, the Utility of the Future must 
understand the relationship between 
drivers, and prioritise key drivers such 
as social, environmental and community 
outcomes, costs, resilience and growth, 
and innovation (not just technologically 
but also in their approach to business).

Decentralising operations gives a larger 
utility a greater ability to offer differing 
products that may be based on 
geographical area, levels of service to 
customers (e.g. basic vs. full vs. high 
reliability), and/or additional niche 
services offered on a needs basis. 

This increased flexibility of service  
also allows the provider to improve 
network efficiencies.

Sea level rises and flooding now present 
unacceptable risks of failure with existing 
centralised assets. With the progress in 
small-scale treatment technologies, large 
utilities are considering decentralised 
servicing to maintain customer service 
levels in the face of these potential threats.

While there is more innovation in Scenario 6, 
there is potential for less social equity 
as customers have no choice of provider. 
However, by consulting with their 
customers and providing the standards 
and services they want, leading utilities 
build trust with their communities. 

SCENARIO 6
“Give me options”
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SCENARIO 7
Centralised Monopoly  
“More of the same”

Scenario 7 represents a future 
view that is an extension of the 
current position. Under these 
circumstances, ‘business as usual’ 
becomes a gradual evolutionary 
development of the existing utility 
model. Customers’ choices are 
limited or non-existent, due to 
the nature of a monopoly and as 
such the market is ‘artificial’, with 
the water utilities continuing to 
operate in the political grey area 
between certainty and uncertainty.

This ‘status quo’ scenario may 
foster a sense of complacency—
customers do not engage in water 
management, leaving matters of 
public health and environmental 
outcomes to large organisations. 
The organisation’s direction 
becomes influenced by drivers 
identified in other scenarios, such 
as emerging technologies and 
economic conditions, rather than 
more dynamic market pressures.

SCENARIO 7
“More of the same”



SCENARIO 8
Centralised and Competitive  
“Show us what you can do”

A number of water utility service areas 
already operate under a centralised-
competitive model. Private sector 
companies like Suez Australia and Veolia 
offer design-build-operate-maintain 
solutions to councils, utilities and 
businesses around the country that 
tender contracts for these services at 
regular intervals. The competition has 
created shared value with customer bills 
reduced and environmental and social 
outcomes improved. Should regulators 
step in and open the distribution/retail 
water market to private entities,  
utilities would have to compete for  
their existing customers. 

In a centralised-competitive scenario, 
water utilities consider separating into 
two companies—one as a retail business; 
the other focused on infrastructure 
services. Telecom New Zealand is a 
current example of a company that  
moved from a monopoly model to an 
open market entity. 

Should a water utility fail to deliver  
cost-effective, customer-focussed  
services and good environmental 
outcomes, it will lose the trust of its 
customers and the community and 
quickly become a pariah. Building on 
a strong reputation, and values like 
consultation and collaboration, will  
help water utilities maintain their position 
as a market leader in a competitive 
market scenario.

SCENARIO 8
“Show us what you 

can do”
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SCENARIO 11
“Status quo”

SCENARIO 12
“Better together”

SCENARIO 9
“Autonomous 
communities”

SCENARIO 10
“Ultimate 

customisation”

SERVICES SUPPLY MODEL VS.  
UTILITIES INTEGRATION

FIGURE 10 
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SCENARIO 9
Decentralised and Integrated 
“Autonomous communities”

SCENARIO 9
“Autonomous 
communities”

Scenario 9 depicts a world in which 
households, communities and industry 
are independently coordinating their 
utility services considering the 
inter-relation of water, energy and 
telecommunication systems. Such a 
decentralised and integrated utility 
system offers the customer a broad  
range of choices, giving them the ability 
to implement a strategy that best suits  
their needs.

Under this scenario, individual 
households are able to manage many of 
their own water and wastewater needs, 
with commercially available products 
such as rainwater tanks, atmospheric 
condensers, package toilet plants and 
grey-water recycling systems. Such 
self-sufficiency has the potential to set 
the notion of ‘utilities’ on their head as 
households can manage solid and liquid 
waste within their property boundaries, 
even profiting from peer-to-peer resource 
trading. In the earlier stages, households 
that can afford it immediately take the 
leap to self-sufficiency. However, this 

impacts the per-unit cost of the existing 
network and governments intervene, 
subsidising the remaining customers who 
cannot make the initial investment. 

The most innovative and forward-thinking 
utilities have already moved into the 
household water and wastewater appliance 
market to diversify their businesses, along  
with offering resource recovery and 
environmental enhancement services to 
private companies and governments.

Scenario 9 offers an opportunity for ‘mass 
customisation’, with localised solutions 
tuned to customers’ needs, be they 
individuals or groups. Telstra’s approach 
to mass customisation is demonstrated 
in their bundling of different services 
(landline, mobile phone, internet, TV 
and entertainment) to meet the needs of 
different market segments. In the water 
and wastewater space, other utilities 
such as electricity and internet could be 
‘bundled’, but whether it would reflect the 
optimal solution to meeting the needs in 
each utility would be up for debate.



SCENARIO 10
Decentralised and Separated 
“Ultimate customisation or 
survival of the fittest?”

From a customisation perspective, this 
scenario offers a wide range of options 
and choice for customers; however, it 
is restricted to the utility’s function 
(e.g. water services). Customers need 
to actively engage with each of their 
suppliers to achieve their desired cost 
and service goals. The question that 
arises is whether the average customer 
is motivated enough to want to deal with 
each of the separated services to create 
a package that suits their needs. This 
motivation comes down to clear evidence 
of cost-to-solution benefits that make the 
exercise worthwhile. Another challenge 
arises in the need to ensure quality water 
services are maintained to protect public 
health outcomes.

A potential threat to utilities arises under 
this scenario where innovative companies 
target the business’s most lucrative 
customers, leaving them as a ‘service 
provider of last resort’. 

As a twist on this approach, and viewing 
customers as the limited resource, 
providing water services may give utilities 
a foot in the door to delivering additional, 
value-added services, over and above 
traditional utilities. As an example, some 
technology companies ‘give away’ much 
of their product, but create their revenue 
stream from advertising. A similar 
situation could be applied where water 
is the ‘free service’ with the purchase of 
high-margin lifestyle products.

Decentralisation has already allowed 
water utilities to adapt to changing 
climactic conditions, without losing 
their trust base among communities and 
governments. The decentralisation of 
wastewater treatment means up to 95% 
of wastewater can be recycled, providing 
a climate resilient source of water and 
meeting rapidly increasing customer 
expectations for liveability and cool, 
green spaces.

SCENARIO 10
“Ultimate 

customisation”
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SCENARIO 11
Centralised and Separated  
“The status quo”

This scenario mirrors the current approach to 
providing water services. However, it does not 
represent stagnation, as it is continually making 
incremental improvements.

Historically, water utilities have harnessed 
technological improvements to provide excellent 
centralised services that are low-cost and easy 
enough to manage that customers are happy for 
them to go about their business of maintaining, 
planning, and decision-making. The very success 
of these complex improvements has been a direct 
result of, and is heavily reliant upon, centralisation. 
These same aspects have prevented competition 
from so far gaining a foothold in the market.  
Water utilities’ trust equity in this market is also  
of a high level, making it less appetising a prospect 
for competitors wanting to establish a presence.

Continuing with a ‘business as usual’ approach 
has limitations in a rapidly changing market. It 
represents limited choice and opportunities for 
consumers as well as the utilities themselves. As the 
market evolves, having to deal with separate utility 
providers may prove too time consuming, costly, 
and inefficient for customers and communities.

SCENARIO 11
“Status quo”



SCENARIO 12
Centralised and Integrated  
“Better together”

In Scenario 12, we see industries and 
utilities collaborating across a centralised 
system(s), integrating water services with 
other utilities. With increased opportunity 
for creating one customer-focused point 
of contact, a ‘service broker’ could provide 
a single, integrated bill, and better 
integration of services. Under this 
scenario, customers potentially benefit 
from better efficiency in terms of time 
and costs. This solution offers the 
ultimate ‘hands off’ from the customer’s 
point of view, as they only have to deal 
with a single integrated entity providing 
utility solutions that continues to meet 
their needs and expectations.

In this scenario, a water utility in this case 
would offer a service where they identify 
what is important to their customer and 
shop the best deals from utility providers on 
their behalf. Once established, the customer 
receives a single bill, issued by the ‘broker’, 
covering all their utility services and showing 
how the spend is allocated. 

Customers can adjust for their changing 
needs at any time through the single 
contact point. To stay competitive, 
incumbent utilities partner with one 
another to deliver shared value through 
innovative integrated services. They 
combine their existing assets and 
resources with the Internet of Things to 
take advantage of synergies between 
water, energy, food and communications, 
adding value that would not otherwise be 
achievable. These providers work actively 
with the broker to provide customised 
solutions that meet market demands, and 
maintain their preferred supplier position 
in the community.

While creating a kind of ‘mega’ utility helps 
deliver shared value through resource 
sharing, process standardisation, and the 
cost savings that come with that, the risk 
to water utilities is in a lack of incentive to 
innovate (i.e. becoming a ‘dinosaur’ that’s 
less able to respond with the agility that is 
critical to the business’s future success).

SCENARIO 12
“Better together”
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To be relevant to our business we 
needed to refine the broader 
characterisation of the Utility of 
the Future suggested by the body 
of work presented so far into more 
specific terms. This is essential to 
understand how we may make 
the transition from our current 
circumstances into a Utility of  
the Future.

F U T U R E  D I R E C T I O N S

A N A LYS I N G
THE DATA
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OVERVIEW

IMPACT AND UNCERTAINTY
The scenarios we developed in the previous chapter define a spectrum 
of distinctively different futures. As with all speculations and forecasts, 
no one can predict all of the influences or scenarios we may encounter 
in the future. The value of the scenarios lies in the discussions they 
generate and the insights they provide. It is from these insights that 
we can identify the common characteristics that may make a utility 
successful, regardless of circumstances.

To better understand the characteristics of a Utility of the Future, we 
made a distinction between those scenarios that may have a higher 
impact on water utilities and assessed the degree of certainty with which 
these scenarios may manifest (i.e. possible, plausible, or probable). The 
resulting Impact/Uncertainty matrix gave us a guide to assess the next 
stages in our analysis.

By mapping the scenarios on a scale of increasing impact and 
uncertainty, we created a clear hierarchy of relevance for each with 
respect to our business. Figure 12 shows the matrix plot of impact 
against uncertainty, along with four concepts that have emerged from 
our scenarios.

Figure 12 also illustrates how our existing strategy builds the business’s 
fundamental operational capabilities (‘business as usual’) into a longer-
term strategic response; however, becoming a Utility of the Future will 
require something more. The Utility of the Future can only be created by 
developing an emergent strategy that will allow the business to tackle 
the broader range of challenges forecast for the coming decades.
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FIGURE 11
Main trends emerging from scenarios’ Impact/Uncertainty map

1. Operational Response 
 
Issues that are known, i.e. low uncertainty, and have a limited impact on the 
business; typically those that are already managed as part of ‘business as usual’.

2. Strategic Response 
 
Issues that are known and recognised as important; typically considered in the 
business’s existing strategy.

3. Marginal 
 
Issues that are highly uncertain and deemed to have limited impact on the business; 
can be managed using a ‘watching brief’.

4. Utility of the Future 
 
Those issues that may have a high impact on the business and are dynamic,  
i.e. high uncertainty, should be ‘on the radar’; the factors that fall into this  
quadrant inform us about the attributes we need to become a Utility of the Future. 
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APPLYING IMPACT/UNCERTAINTY  
TO SCENARIOS
Assessing each scenario using the Impact/Uncertainty matrix gave us a 
visual reference of where each one lies relative to the others (Figure 12). 

Scenarios falling in the Operational Response  
quadrant (business as usual)

Scenarios 3, 4, 7, 8 and 11 largely represent a version of water 
utilities as they are currently, and have been in the past. They are the 
most familiar to us and, in many cases, the characteristics of these 
scenarios are integrated into our current operational practices (e.g. 
Scenario 7 as a centralised monopoly business; or Scenarios 3 and 
4 where the operating environment is dominated by incremental 
technology under differing economic circumstances).

Scenarios falling in the Strategic  
Response quadrant

Scenarios 1, 6 and 10 could be characterised as extensions to water 
utilities businesses, i.e. the next step in their evolution. For example, 
Scenario 1 represents the business in a robust economic and 
technologically revolutionary environment.

FIGURE 12
Scenarios plotted against Impact and Uncertainty

TECHNOLOGY vs. ECONOMY
SCENARIO 1 /  Revolutionary and Robust “Competing for a piece of the future”
SCENARIO 2 /  Revolutionary and Fragile “Meeting the challenge through collaboration and innovation”
SCENARIO 3 / Incremental and Fragile “Batten down the hatches”
SCENARIO 4 / Incremental and Robust “Doing what we do, but better”

SERVICES SUPPLY MODEL vs. GOVERNANCE
SCENARIO 5 / Decentralised and Competitive  “Going it alone”
SCENARIO 6 / Decentralised Monopoly  “Give me options”
SCENARIO 7 / Centralised Monopoly  “More of the same”
SCENARIO 8 / Centralised and Competitive  “Show us what you can do”

SERVICES SUPPLY MODEL vs. UTILITIES INTEGRATION
SCENARIO 9 / Decentralised and Integrated  “Autonomous communities”
SCENARIO 10 / Decentralised and Separated  “Ultimate customisation”
SCENARIO 11 / Centralised and Separated  “The status quo”
SCENARIO 12 / Centralised and Integrated  “Better together”
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Scenarios falling in the  
Utility of the Future quadrant

Scenarios 2, 5, 9 and 12 represent a potential step-change 
in our industry’s operating environment. As such, it was 
these scenarios we considered the most instructive in 
defining the characteristics of a Utility of the Future.

Scenario 2—Meeting the challenge of revolutionary 
technological change.

Scenario 5—Going it alone in a decentralised and 
competitive market.

Scenario 9—Serving autonomous communities in a 
decentralised and integrated industry.

Scenario 12—Better together within an integrated, 
centralised model.

The challenge presented in each of these four scenarios 
will demand a high level of agility to determine successful 
responses to external forces. The added challenges these 
scenarios represent will influence our business’s direction 
as one that extends and enhances our strategic thinking, 
and envisages a new mode of operating so we can realise 
our potential as a true Utility of the Future.

APPLYING IMPACT/UNCERTAINTY 
MEASURES TO TRENDS
Our analysis of these scenarios provides a general direction 
for changes in the operating environment that may define 
the Utility of the Future. However, there is still a need for 
further detail. We therefore extended our analysis to 
accommodate a wide range of trends that influence the 
water industry now and into the future.

To achieve this broader view, we reviewed and collated 
more than 150 trends from several different sources, 
including engaging with stakeholders and staff. The 
outcomes from our process were then used by the 
Queensland Water Directorate (QWD) as a key input for  
a comprehensive assessment of trends. The work QWD 
carried out included a survey of the broader water 
industry’s views on the importance of each trend.

We then further analysed the outcomes of the QWD’s review 
at our internal Trends Analysis Workshop to identify the 
likelihood of these trends emerging in the future. Using the 
same Impact/Uncertainty approach that we applied to the 
scenarios, we mapped each trend on a scale of increasing 
impact and uncertainty. This process gave us additional 
detail to consider in outlining our definition of the 
characteristics of the Utility of the Future (Figure 13).
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Analysed trends
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ANALYSIS

COMMON CHARACTERISTICS 
Our analysis identified and collated a wide range of 
concepts and findings that can be summarised in a broad 
hierarchy of ideas. 

The mega and macro trends helped us identify industry 
forces that we developed further through consultation. 
These forces informed the development of scenarios, 
which in turn highlighted cases that had common 
characteristics. The scenarios we identified as most 
representative of a Utility of the Future, i.e. high impact 
and high uncertainty, then informed our development 
and refinement of a series of common characteristics. 
The more detailed industry trends work carried out by the 
QWD can be characterised in similar terms. 

We have distilled these inputs into a series of themes  
that form a model to define the framework of a Utility  
of the Future (Figure 14). 

• Environmental Leadership

• Customer and Community Centricity 

• Commercial Viability and Acumen

• Balancing Risk and Opportunity 

• Our Attributes and Capabilities

These themes link the higher order forces that are driving 
change, i.e. at the global and industry level, with the 
trends and characteristics of a flexible business. A Utility 
of the Future will be one that can develop its capabilities 
within these themes to give it the capacity and resilience 
to withstand and exploit the opportunities that such 
change brings.

The following themes consistently emerged as being the 
most relevant to the Utility of the Future.

Environmental Leadership

Our assessments identified the Utility of the Future as 
needing to demonstrate leadership in managing the 
environmental challenges that will confront it in the 
coming decades. While historical challenges such as 
sustainable development and water security are now 
largely integrated into existing business strategies, it is 
perhaps on the bigger issues of climate change and 
resource scarcity that the community will judge the 
environmental integrity of the Utility of the Future.

Customer and Community Centricity

Throughout the assessment, the most consistent theme 
was the importance of retaining a focus on customer and 
stakeholder needs. As the macro environment changes, 
the Utility of the Future will need to develop a robust 
capability in managing customer engagement and 
community expectations. While this is one of the defining 
factors of any service business, it is also an area where the 
water industry—which has historically held a monopoly—
has not been considered very strong. A move from a 
reactive business to one that is proactively focussed on 
customer and community needs will be a defining aspect 
of the Utility of the Future.

Commercial Viability and Acumen

The Utility of the Future will need a strong commercial 
capability to respond effectively to the broader economic 
challenges we identified in our scenario assessments. The 
business’s ability to cost and price its services in a way 

that ensures its long-term commercial viability under any 
circumstances is an essential element of being a Utility of 
the Future.

Balancing Risk and Opportunity

The assessment model was based on assessing the 
variability of the impact and likelihood of various events 
occurring. While megatrends may be foreseeable, their 
impact is highly unpredictable. A Utility of the Future 
needs to ensure its risk and opportunity framework is 
sufficiently flexible to accommodate change, and lets the 
business adapt to challenges and exploit opportunities as 
they manifest.

Our Attributes and Capabilities

Perhaps the biggest challenge for the industry will be in  
the area of technology and innovation. This is a recurrent 
theme at the macro level, confirmed by CSIRO, PWC and  
KPMG, and at the micro level, as confirmed by the QWD.  
Technology itself does not change a business. Its 
technological capability must partner with other 
attributes—such as workforce agility—so the business 
can transition into a Utility of the Future.

Overall

These key themes will define the Utility of the Future for 
our business. The next challenge for us is to understand 
what the ‘end state’ may look like for each theme, and 
broadly identify a pathway from our current practices to 
this end state.
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FIGURE 14
Utility of the Future themes development

COMMON CHARACTERISTICS OF THE UTILITY OF THE FUTURE

CONSULTATION

Internal/External 
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Employee Feedback
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External Consult

CEO Roadshow

Leaders Forum

Interviews

Balancing Risk and Opportunity

Our Attributes and CapabilitiesCommercial Viability 
and AcumenEnvironmental Leadership

Customer and Community Centricity

Political

Technology and InnovationEconomicSocialEnvironmental

Governance

Utilities Integration

Service Supply Model

Technology

Great Expectations

Technological
Breakthroughs

Virtually There
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Global Power
Shi�

Silk Highway
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social change
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resource scarcity

Going, Going, GoneMore for Less
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In this chapter, we further explore 
the Future Directions themes we 
developed in Chapter 6. We will 
discuss what we discovered, the 
context for each theme and how 
that theme will manifest in a  
Utility of the Future. We’ve also 
written a ‘Future Narrative’, 
describing a situation that could 
eventuate, and how it might be 
managed. These narratives are 
conjectures of a scenario; they 
are not predictions.

While we will look into the themes 
one at a time, it’s important to 
emphasise the fact that they are not 
mutually exclusive. They interact in 
complex ways, aligning with one 
another around the central core 
that is Queensland Urban Utilities’ 
purpose. As a result, there is no 
implicit tension or counteraction 
between the themes, and in this 
chapter we will also explore how 
they work together, in concert with 
our purpose, to create shared value.

F U T U R E  D I R E C T I O N S

CO R E  T H E M E S
FOR THE FUTURE
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Moreton Bay, Queensland



WHAT WE DISCOVERED
Global initiatives such as the UN Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDG)16 and the Global Compact17 recognise the 
importance of working with environmental factors, as well as 
local imperatives, to support developments that will sustain the  
population well into the future. In their Occasional Paper 31,  
Liveability Indicators9, the Water Services Association of 
Australia identified environmental sustainability as one of the 
three key drivers that define the water industry’s contribution 
to liveability. The specific factors were: Protection of the 
natural and built environment, effective management of 
resources, and increasing resilience to climate change and 
extreme events.

Our shareholders have all identified environmental 
sustainability as an essential factor to the liveability of their 
communities. We need only look around—at our homes, our 
farms, our workplaces, even our moods and conversations—
to see how entirely reliant our society is on our environment 
to enjoy our quality of life. In the conversations we have had 
over the past year, our people and Board members have 
indicated environmental leadership as an aspirational goal 
that is fundamental to enriching quality of life and to meeting 
the evolving needs of our customers. 

We have an opportunity to transform our role from water and 
wastewater managers, into that of environmental leaders. The 
question is no longer “How can we afford environmental 
leadership?” but “How can we afford not to?”

“Queensland Urban Utilities will be seen as an 
environmental company. In the future there 
will be no discharge of effluent to any rivers 
or creeks, or to Moreton Bay. We will produce 
clean, recycled water for domestic, industrial 
and agricultural use.

“As part of the process we will produce energy 
and commercially useable nutrients. We will 
have been part of the solution, using 
stormwater for urban cooling and for creating 
aesthetically and environmentally pleasing 
housing developments. We will … provide an 
investment opportunity for environmentally 
conscious individuals and funds.”

My vision for the future  
from the Utility of the Future discussion

GEOFF HARLEY, CHAIRMAN  
QUEENSLAND URBAN UTILITIES BOARD

ENRICHING 
QUALITY OF 
LIFE THROUGH 
ENVIRONMENTAL 
LEADERSHIP
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WHAT DOES ENVIRONMENTAL 
LEADERSHIP LOOK LIKE?
Based on input from our people and our additional 
analyses of trends, knowledge and predictions, we have 
developed the future direction theme of Environmental 
Leadership into the following description, trajectory and 
future narrative.

Environmental leadership is about going beyond just 
minimising or preventing the environmental impacts—
even beyond notions of sustainability—to proactively 
identifying and anticipating future environmental 
and social needs and enhancing our environment 
and liveability. As the community’s expectations and 
understanding of liveability increase, their perception 
of an Environmental Leader will be of an entity that 
ensures the sustainability of ecosystems and provides 
environmental services; that not only solves problems 
and prevents environmental degradation, but enriches  
the environments they value. 

Environmental leadership is holistic and visionary, as well 
as eminently practical. It is taking the next step in creating 
a shared value philosophy that cares for the planet and 
people as well as profit.

This ‘Environmentalism 3.0’ philosophy strikes a chord 
with our peoples’ values and aspirations, and drives 
concurrent thinking about process and outcomes to 
ensure that opportunities for environmental outcomes 
are at the heart of our decision-making, whether it relates 
to our people, our customers, our infrastructure or 
operations. Examples of environmental shared value are 
ecological services, such as waterway health, that enrich 
quality of life and enhance liveability. 

As our population and economy grows, demand for 
resources and services will increase. The capacity of 
waterways to assimilate the nutrients we discharge into 
them is constrained and we must look for cost-effective 
ways to minimise our environmental footprint. It is 
imperative for us to maintain the capacity of the 
environment to provide ecological services, and also to 
enhance it so it can continue to meet the growing needs 
of our community for generations to come. 

To achieve this, we will engage constructively and 
collaboratively with regulators on overcoming 
impediments in the regulatory environment, opaque or 
non-existent market conditions, and issues regarding 
access to public infrastructure. Through these mechanisms, 
we will aim for Net Zero levels of greenhouse gas (GHG) 
emissions and nutrient discharge to waterways and the  
Bay. We will set a new benchmark for excellence in 
ecological values and biodiversity conservation, creating 
standards that will outlast and outperform old regulatory 
regimes and paradigms, and lead the water sector 
beyond its current product and service offerings.



 Ensuring Compliance

Least-cost driven solutions to achieving 

environmental compliance.

 Establishing Environmental Capability

Demonstrating a commitment to environmental outcomes 

beyond minimum standards of compliance.

 Environmental Leadership

Leading the agenda in environmental 

management and enhancement.

ENVIRONMENTAL

LEADERSHIP

   Environmental Leadership

- Actively pursuing environmental

  opportunities 

- Leading the environmental agenda

- Partnering to deliver shared value

- Investing in research to determine 

  ‘leading practice’

   Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services

- Improved aquatic and terrestrial services

- Improved waterway health

  City Ecosystem
- Developing solutions that enhance the
  physical environment, aesthetic value, 
  community health and safety

  Resilience- Maximise the use of resources
- Integrated solutions

- Climate adaptation

  Stakeholder Shared Value

- Working across boundaries to enhance

  environmental outcomes for a range of

  stakeholders
- Enhancing the environment through

  the strategic alignment created among

  all Utility of the Future themes

Regulatory
compliance Nutrient o�sets

Energy management

Define linked-city ecosystem

Environmental accounting

Environmental o�sets

Environmental
repair/restoration

Environmental services
circular economy 

Provider of aesthetic services

Environmental
futures trading

Energy positive

Biosolids re-use Climate adaptation

Net zero discharge

100% water re-use

Define green precincts

Net zero GHG emissions

Resource recovery

Integration of stormwater
and sewer

Leading regulatory debate

Bubble licence

Access to western corridor

E�ects-based planning

Standards-based design

DESIRED STATE

ACTIVITY-BASED APPROACH   > > > > >   STRATEGIC ALIGNMENT   > > > > >   SHARED VALUE CREATION
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IT ISN'T EASY BEING GREEN.

WHAT UNFOLDED
Following the Paris Agreement on climate change, the Boards of 
leading companies immediately set about demonstrating  
commitment to environmental outcomes. The environmental  
services markets matured beyond ‘voluntary mechanisms’ to 
tradeable-property rights, including those for carbon, sediment, 
nutrients and biodiversity credits. 

The water industry as a whole was slower to react, simply waiting  
for the regulators to set new standards for compliance. Historically, 
there had always been tension between the environmental and 
economic regulators with the political reality (including implications 
for cost-of-living) exacerbating the tension. This instance proved to  
be no different. 

WHAT H2ONE* DID
Recognising the growing increase in climatic events and community 
support for environmental outcomes, the Board of H2One resolved, 
through policy, to shift the business’s focus from environmental 
compliance to environmental leadership. The Board reasoned that by 
positioning the organisation ‘ahead of the regulatory curve’, the 
business would have a smoother transition to a ‘low carbon’ future. 

This manifested in the business’s implementing a range of strategic 
initiatives such as reducing nutrients in effluent, recovering resources 
from waste, transitioning to renewable energy, and environmental and 
liveability enhancement initiatives. By 2018, the business had 
established a distinct environmental services stream which identified a 
number of green objectives and created several projects undertaken in 
partnership with other leading environmental businesses.

By 2020, the short-term financial impact of the change in business 
focus had become apparent as a result of the additional cost of 

A  F U T U R E  N A R RAT I V E  
FOR ENVIRONMENTAL LEADERSHIP

*H2One is a fictional business
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renewable energy and early investment in its research 
efforts. To maintain its parallel objective of being a lowest-
cost provider, the business initially reduced its operational 
budget. This resulted in more service outages due to lack 
of maintenance. For the first time since H2One had 
implemented the new policy, the business began to see a 
sustained slide in customer service metrics. 

Under these circumstances, H2One was faced with 
two options.

• Increase the average bills for customer by 6% in 
order to maintain service standards while also funding 
the current suite of environmental outcomes.

• Revert to an environmental compliance mode, 
cutting costs associated with the business’s new 
environmental initiatives and partnerships.

These trade-offs between cost, service, environmental 
outcomes and risk profile generated lively debate in the 
business. The Board decided to hold its course with 
environmental leadership as the dominant strategic 
initiative to ensure the business remained sustainable in 
the long term. 

They agreed to an increase in charges, but specified they 
be moderated by increasing revenue targets from the 
business’s waste-to-resource products, and from 
maintenance contracts for its sediment and nutrient 
control projects.

This proved to be an inspired decision.

In June 2022, the environmental regulator responded to 
community concerns for the environment and implemented 
a phased program of regulation leading to end-of-waste and 
zero-discharge to the environment. H2One’ s work to date 
meant it was already well adapted to accommodate this 
change, giving them a significant competitive advantage. 
The business was able to leverage the knowledge it had 
gained and access to industry experience to ensure its cost 
structure in the 2020-26 period increased only slightly. 
Within the following 12 months, demand for the business’s 
bio-mix products doubled and revenues increased by 25%, 
exceeding their set targets. For others in the industry, the 
proposed regulatory requirements led to 15-20% increase 
in their operating costs over the five-year phase-in period.

CHARACTERISTICS 
DEMONSTRATED  
BY THE UTILITY  
OF THE FUTURE 

• Recognised and took a proactive 
approach to the importance of 
environmental factors in driving changes 
globally and nationally, as well as at 
industry and community levels.

• Anticipated trends and led the 
regulatory agenda; resolved the strategic 
tension between its objectives to become an 
‘environmental leader’ and its ambition to 
be a ‘least-cost service provider’.

• Overcame the challenges to developing 
solutions that created shared value by 
aligning the business’s strategic objectives; 
stayed committed to their strategy and 
disciplined implementation.

• Worked closely with industry, 
community, partners and shareholders to 
invest in initiatives, services and products 
that enhanced environmental outcomes.
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WHAT WE DISCOVERED
The quality of life we want to enrich is that of our 
customers and the communities they form. As a public 
utility, we have a social contract with our customers 
and the community, as well as a commercial mandate. 
During the consultation process, serving our customers 
and the community was consistently raised as 
fundamental to driving all aspects of our business.

The most important element of this Customer and 
Community Centricity is the drinking water we supply 
to those who trust us every time they drink it, cook with 
it and bathe with it. If we fail to engage with and serve 
our customers’ needs, we risk losing that high degree of 
trust we enjoy.

In the course of our research, an important trend 
we saw shaping the Utility of the Future was one of 
customers becoming more connected and better 
informed. The result of this is increasing expectations 
of their service providers—they begin to demand more 
choice and expect better value18. Studies suggest that 
this trend will most likely accelerate into the future; 
there’s little doubt the bar will be set even higher and 
we will see new priorities emerge. 

With the evolution of ‘smart’ technology, there is 
greater demand from customers to interact with 
businesses online in real time using apps19. This 
creates a wide range of opportunities and risks for all 
businesses. Done correctly, an effective digital interface 
can provide new services and products, building brand 
awareness and customer confidence in the business. 
It can also allow the business to build a more effective 
core of customer service personnel and systems that 
can predict, prevent and quickly address issues. 
However, with these advantages comes a down side: 
The impact of poor interaction can be amplified across 
social media, creating new challenges for a business. 
History shows businesses—whether public or private—
that develop a poor record for customer service struggle 
to grow and are often reformed or replaced entirely. 

ENRICHING 
QUALITY OF 
LIFE THROUGH 
CUSTOMER AND 
COMMUNITY 
CENTRICITY
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WHAT DOES CUSTOMER AND 
COMMUNITY CENTRICITY  
LOOK LIKE?
As we develop this theme further, we will consult with 
customers and the community to get a clearer 
understanding of their views, what distinct services they 
may seek, and how they may prefer to interact with us  
in future.

Service and product excellence 

Our number one promise to customers is that of delivering 
safe, reliable and affordable water and sanitation services 
at all times. As a Utility of the Future we will continue to 
deliver on this promise for generations to come. All 
aspects of our business will be aligned to deliver cutting-
edge and fit-for-purpose products and services that 
exceed customers’ and the community’s expectations.

We recognise the customer is a member of the broader 
community, which enjoys access to public facilities such  
as recreational green spaces, waterways and the Bay. We 
will strive to provide quality growth and liveability 
outcomes, maximising value for the whole community. 
In so doing, we will shift our image from that of being 
simply a ‘plumbing service provider that has to be dealt 
with’, to one where we are seen as an integral member 
of the community, helping to achieve local and global 
goals. Combining our industry expertise with customer 
intelligence will help us offer solutions and service 

alternatives the community may have been otherwise 
unaware of.

By engaging more proactively and collaboratively with 
our customers, we will create a mutually productive 
alliance where we co-design and co-produce services and 
products. Other businesses will see us as a means of 
connecting with customers and communities—developers 
will see us as enabling partners; community groups will 
call on us to help develop innovative solutions that 
protect and enhance their environments and liveability. 

Recognising that customers’ expectations of utilities will  
vary widely from an ‘invisible utility’ to a ‘broker of all  
utility services’, we will move beyond the one-size-fits-
all mindset to distinguish the best options for different 
customers—residents, businesses, industries, developers, 
councils and agriculture—to get the best value from their 
resources and ours. To achieve this, we will leverage big  
data and advanced analytics to create personalised 
experiences for customers, incorporating choices in the  
levels of service they want, from basic core services through  
to premium levels that integrate technology and smart 
systems. This same capability also supports our day-to-day 
decision-making, helps us identify and influence patterns 
of behaviour and change in the industry, and harness 
solutions and technologies that keep us ahead of emerging  
issues, trends, and customer needs. We will also align all  
our physical and knowledge assets, data analytics and 
predictive capabilities to monitor and address potential 
performance issues in real time, before customers notice 
they exist.

Creating a positive customer  
service experience

Poor or even mediocre customer service significantly 
undermines even best-of-breed companies and products. 
As a Utility of the Future we will take equal pride in 
customer care as we do in our assets’ performance. We 
are visible, attentive, and articulate, and we perform 
consistently to ensure our credentials are built and proven 
strong. We communicate with all our customers and 
stakeholders consistently across all channels and platforms, 
taking their different preferences into consideration.

Transparency is vital to trust, as is allowing customers 
easy access to relevant information and service standards. 
We are responsive and listen to customers, acting on their 
queries and requests in a timely manner; we keep them 
informed of their obligations, and ours. This approach is 
revelatory for customers, who recognise the benefits 
from the wider range of choice, and from a utility that is 
more agile in meeting their needs. It will also open up 
opportunities for growth within and across communities.



 CUSTOMER

AND COMMUNITY CENTRICITY

Connected Communities

A standard utility where ‘success’ is defined by being 

‘invisible’ to the customer.

An Engaged Community

Engaged with customers and providing service solutions 

that meet a wide range of needs.

Utility of Choice

Being valued by customers and the community 

for the wide range of outcomes that it delivers.

Cost-e�ective service

Standards-driven 
customer service 

Connecting with customers

Real-time monitoring

Customer data
becomes assets

Di�erentiated service plans

One-stop shop

Broker of needs

Lifestyle assets and 
health outcomes

Bundled utility services

‘Utility of Choice’

Portable accounts

Becoming the preferred service provider

O�-grid options

Co-design service/products

Digital
transactions

Connecting service providers

Collaborative development

Partnering with
community groups

Proactive engagement with developers

ACTIVITY-BASED APPROACH   > > > > >   STRATEGIC ALIGNMENT   > > > > >   SHARED VALUE CREATION

   Service and Product Excellence

- “It’s possible to love a utility”

- Attending to customers’ changing needs

- Service resilience through e icient asset management 

 (incl. data and knowledge assets)

- “I am there before you call me”

- Proactive and predictive utility

  Personalised Solutions
- Flexibility in service delivery 
- Customised service solutions
- Proactive engagement
- Authentic customer service

  Facilitator of Growth and Change

- Enabling growth and development of the region

  Stakeholder Shared Value

- Maximising value for the whole community

- Achieving customer and community centricity 

 through the strategic alignment created among 

 all Utility of the Future themes

DESIRED STATE

FIGURE 16
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THE ‘UBER’ UTILITY.

WHAT UNFOLDED
One of the defining trends of the early 21st century was how 
technology changed customers’ expectations. The ‘Uber’ phenomenon 
was the first worldwide demonstration of communities’ demand for 
choice and simplicity in meeting their needs. While the utility industry 
was slow to respond at first, the rolling reforms in the electricity 
industry and transformation of telecommunications demonstrated 
that those utilities that could not respond to consumer needs would 
ultimately be replaced by more agile businesses.

WHAT H2ONE* DID
Being inspired by the entrepreneurial nature of businesses like Uber, 
metropolitan water utility, H2One, established a separate trading entity 
through which they could take on new ventures. Trading as ‘Ute4U’, its 
mandate was to leverage the strengths of the core business to deliver 
better outcomes for its community and customers.

Following the full deregulation of the retail electricity market, Ute4U 
saw an opportunity to partner with a smaller energy retailer, ZapPowEr, 
who held 10% of the retail electricity customers. Under the terms of a 
three-year agreement, ZapPowEr applied their advanced customer 
management software to streamline Ute4U’s service delivery. Ute4U 
installed smart meters, consolidating customers’ energy and water 
services bills into a single monthly payment with discounts offered for 
direct debit and pre-payments. 

A  F U T U R E  N A R RAT I V E 
FOR CUSTOMER AND COMMUNITY CENTRICITY

*H2One, Ute4U, ZapPowEr and The Big Switch are fictional entities.
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This reduced the administrative costs 
for both companies, and offered a 
more stable cash flow. Using data 
analytics capabilities, Ute4U offered 
a new service to prevent leakage and 
water damage, in turn helping to 
reduce household insurance costs. 
As word of mouth spread and The 
Big Switch took note, more energy 
customers switched to the integrated 
services of Ute4U and ZapPowEr.

In 2020, Ute4U acquired ZapPowEr, 
and expanded the brand to include 
telecommunication and internet 
services. The new business model 
acted as a service broker, which 
leveraged the amalgamation of 
customer data to provide a 

customised and convenient suite of 
services and products to its customers 
while proactively identifying 
opportunities for savings from 
different speciality providers.

By 2023 this model had completely 
transformed the utilities industry into 
one that was genuinely customer-
driven. Ute4U expanded its model 
into all states of Australia and began 
to offer autonomous vehicle mobility 
services. The business structure was 
such that the marginal cost of 
additional customers became closer 
and closer to zero, and Ute4U’s ‘early 
adopter’ advantage provided the 
business with considerable market 
power. This created an existential 

threat for water service providers in 
other states who were forced to react 
to the change in market dynamics. In 
most instances, water businesses 
around Australia were relegated to the 
role of specialist service providers. 
They were subjected to increasing 
pressure to improve without having 
the benefit of first-hand access to the 
data they needed to manage the 
process of adaptation.

By 2030, the Ute4U brand had 
expanded significantly, becoming 
more valuable than the original water 
utility business alone.

CHARACTERISTICS 
DEMONSTRATED  
BY THE UTILITY  
OF THE FUTURE 

• Ability to respond quickly and 
creatively to new challenges, e.g. by 
establishing a new entity and partnering 
with other specialists, and recognising 
the value and benefits of such partnering 
(direct benefits like reduced cost structure, 
improved customer outcomes, better cash 
flow; indirect benefits such as big data and 
business intelligence).

• Ability to leverage its competitive 
advantage in a sustainable way, 
incorporating added-value products  
and services.

• Ability to predict and adapt to the 
changing needs of customers, and stay 
ahead of any disruption brought about  
by competition.

• Understood the risks and 
opportunities inherent in entrepreneurial 
modes of operation, protecting its ability  
to interact directly with customers and  
lead change.
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FIGURE 17

CUSTOMER

SERVICE BROKER (Ute4U)

CUSTOMER DATA

ON-SELL DATA TO:
-  B a n k s / C re d i t  a ge n c i e s

-  B i g  reta i l  ( C o l e s / W o o l i e s ,  etc . )
-  M a r ket  a n a l y s t s  ( a d s )

-  C h a r i t i e s  etc .

RETAIL WHOLESALE 
(Gr id)

ELECTRICAL SERVICES
(Various)

WATER SERVICES
(Uti l i ty)

WATER SEWER

CUSTOMISED LEVEL OF SERVICEDIFFERENTIAL LEVEL OF SERVICE

CONTENT ADVERTISEMENT TELECOM/
INTERNET

TARGETED CONTENT,  ADVERTISEMENTS,
DIGITAL PRODUCT

DIGITAL SERVICES
(Telco)



WHAT WE DISCOVERED
Like many other aspects of our society, the world and 
the global economy are undergoing a seismic shift. 
The changes arising from global financial crises, the 
emergence of the BRICS economies, shifts in socio-
economic power, the reverberations of Brexit, natural 
disasters and the rise of protectionism are flowing 
through to the Australian economy. Collectively, these 
forces will disrupt institutional norms and redefine our 
commercial landscape. 

Nationally, water industry reform in favour of a more 
commercial outlook has been clear in the National 
Competition Policy and COAG reform agenda, as well as 
in various studies conducted by Infrastructure Australia, 
along with Productivity Commission reports into 
infrastructure finance. With the rise of data analytics 
and informatics, competition and commercial reform is 
no longer driven mainly by the political and government 
agenda, but by entrepreneurs and intrapreneurs 
operating within shared, circular and upcycling 
economies. Some governments are so far behind these 
commercial developments that their own economic and 
financial viability is at risk from parallel economies and 
peer-to-peer transactions.

The electricity industry’s experience may be a portent 
of things to come in the water services industry. The 
rise of the ‘pro-sumer’ (that is, a consumer who is also 
a producer) is a direct result of industry innovation. In 
the case of the electricity industry, photovoltaic (solar) 
technology has allowed customers to generate their 
own energy, feeding any excess back to the grid. The 
nexus between analytics, telecommunications, smart 
metering and intelligent networks that generate, store, 
supply and trade in energy as well as information (such 
as metering), is accelerating this disruption. These 
capabilities enable utilities to meet the evolving needs 
of the community in a highly responsive way. 

As well as taking advantage of the advances in the 
electricity industry, water utilities have recognised the 
potential for similar changes to affect their current 
business models. Current trends in favour of waste-
to-resource recycling, and progressive development 
of more effective decentralised water services and 
products are already having an impact on what the 
future will look like for the industry. Those water 
businesses that are agile enough to develop their 
commercial capability, and become more entrepreneurial 
in their approach, will be the ones best placed to 
respond to the challenges that arise, and exploit the 
opportunities they will present. 

ENRICHING 
QUALITY OF 
LIFE THROUGH 
COMMERCIAL 
VIABILITY AND 
ACUMEN
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WHAT DOES COMMERCIAL  
VIABILITY AND ACUMEN  
LOOK LIKE?
A Utility of the Future is a leader in creating and 
growing economies. It identifies and connects  
industries in symbiotic relationships—for instance, 
where the waste from one industry becomes a resource 
for the next—thereby generating circular economies  
or capacity, and maximising asset usage through 
shared economies. 

A Utility of the Future builds upon its own commercial 
strength and the resources available to it to create shared 
value for the customers and communities it serves. It does 
this by incorporating operational strategies such as bio-
resources, alternative uses of assets, energy generation, 
and by actively promoting development in industries and 
local communities.

The Utility of the Future transcends traditional models that  
focus on regulated cost-based pricing and financial 
accounting. By applying its recognised entrepreneurial 
commercial capability, it actively pursues growth 
opportunities through partnering, mergers, acquisitions, and 
by commercialising the products and services it develops.

The Utility of the Future stays agile in a rapidly 
transforming commercial world by exploring and 
exploiting new opportunities. It proactively starts and 
supports industry collaborations, capturing value that was 
historically considered out of its reach. Customers’ voices 
and choices drive its commercial strategies. It engages 
with them to develop and negotiate levels of service, and 
then deliver beyond the ‘lowest common denominator’ 
approach of the regulatory environment and compliance 
targets. Its entrepreneurial mindset means the Utility of 
the Future will redefine contemporary pricing approaches 
and outcomes. 

For Queensland Urban Utilities, this will include 
extending the boundaries of our operational and business 
capabilities, initiating market mechanisms and trading 
platforms that bring a future-value focus into our present-
day pricing decisions.

From competition-ready business to a 
business that disrupts

Commercial viability is, in essence, evidence of profitable 
growth—a key ingredient to ensuring we are always able 
to fulfill our purpose to Enrich Quality of Life. Our 
commercial acumen is at the core of supporting our 
business’s growth and development. It carries us towards 
sustainability and viability—from philanthropic donations 
and community service obligations, to sustainable  

co-creation of shared value with communities. This 
acumen is fundamental to successfully creating the key 
service offerings of the Utility of the Future—particularly in 
relation to start-ups and research commercialisation. 

Creating value

In fulfilling its core business, the Utility of the Future 
understands the need for balance between increasing 
customer choice and managing the public good. It will 
provide diversified services and products to match 
specific needs within the community and the economy, 
taking social, economic and information equity into 
consideration. Options include customised categories of  
services and products, and tariffs that are accessible, 
equitable and affordable. The term ‘customer’ will be 
redefined to include developers, suppliers, partners, the 
community, the environment, and shareholders.

At Queensland Urban Utilities, we will extend our pricing 
strategy on current models of full-cost recovery to take the 
value of alternative products into account, and how such 
value may be shared across our communities to ensure 
economic equity and access to services and products. In 
the longer term, the assets and opportunities we create 
will enhance our profitability, improve outcomes for our 
urban and natural environments, and create shared value 
for the community—all of which combined will help Enrich 
Quality of Life.
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SHARED VALUE

UTILITY OF THE FUTURE
STRATEGIC ALIGNMENT LEADING 

TO SHARED VALUE CREATION

OUR 
PURPOSE

 Commercial Competency as an 

Accounting Function

Commercial capability as a financial accounting function.

 Commercial Capability as Enabler

Recognising and creating value beyond ‘core business’ 

(moving from cost-centred pricing to value-based pricing).

 Entrepreneurial Acumen as a Business Driver

Harnessing its fully commercial capabilities to create shared value through

product/service development and commercialisation. Growing the business 

through M&A and ensuring its future through R&D.

COMMERCIAL VIABILITY

AND ACUMEN

ACTIVITY-BASED APPROACH   > > > > >   STRATEGIC ALIGNMENT   > > > > >   SHARED VALUE CREATION

Financial 
Management
System 

Financial strategy

Mergers and acquisitions

Aquisitions identification of
non-traditional services/products 
(e.g. data; health products)

Commercial strategy
(incl. shared value)

Commercial agreement
with customers for data

Partnering w service/product providers, 
other utilities, R&D, industrial symbiosis 

Value-based pricing 

Resource recovery
non-regulated revenue

Benefits identification
and value capture

Time- and 
activity-based
costing

Commercial 
investment
strategies Crowd funding

Green/lifestyle assets

Commercially agile

- Product/service price di�erentiation
- Economic equity
- Peak/seasonal pricing
- Shared value 
          (economic development; social benefit)

Revenue from data

Decision support
framework

Program/
activity-based GL

Lowest life
cost

Regulated 
cost-centred
pricing

  Value-Based Pricing
- Customised product/service mix

  Robust Commercial Capability
- Business is delivering value in a deregulated 

  and fully contestable market
- Active engagement in growth (M&A)

- Product/services development and commercialisation

  Stakeholder Shared Value

- Commercial, aesthetic, environmental, 

  social and economic benefit

   Entrepreneurial/

   Externally Focused Business

- Commercial capability recognised as

  a business/service in its own right

- Essential products and services become

  free through fully recovered costs via 

  alternative products and services

DESIRED STATE

FIGURE 18
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THE ‘SLOW-MOTION RECESSION’ (2018-23). 

WHAT UNFOLDED
Following a global recession now known as the ‘slow-motion recession’ 
of 2018-23, mining profitability and government royalties reduced in 
Australia. Of greater significance for jobs was the fall in tourism and 
services industries. The resultant reduction in tax and GST revenues 
placed further strain on an already tenuous Commonwealth budget 
position. Combined with an increase in unemployment, public 
confidence was further dampened and Australia joined the rest of the 
world in a prolonged recession. 

Among other things, the affordability of water and electricity services 
along with other cost-of-living impacts on households became a 
recurring headline in the media and customer issues began to rise.

WHAT H2ONE* DID
The metropolitan water utility, H2One, estimated that the immediate 
impact of the broader economic slowdown would be a significant 
reduction in development activity. This in turn meant the business’s 
projections of an annual $170-180 million in development-related 
revenue (2018-23), would not be achieved, reducing H2One's operating 
surplus by more than 50%. 

H2One also expected the recession to impact their recurrent earnings 
as the 4% forecasted gross utility charges revenue would be entirely 
offset by increases in the state’s bulk water charges and a lack of 
growth. The onset of the recession meant the anticipated growth in 
revenue would not occur and the level of unpaid bills would rise to an 
unprecedented 5% of revenues (or $60 million per annum). Unless 
they took action, the combined effect of the reduced revenues and 
increased state government charges would mean the business would 
soon make an operating loss. 

A  F U T U R E  N A R RAT I V E 
FOR COMMERCIAL VIABILITY AND ACUMEN

*H2One, Better BI and CMX are fictional businesses.
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In response, H2One immediately began a program of 
reducing expenditure by curtailing their ‘growth’ capital 
program (of $70-$75 million per year) and 10% cut in 
employment and contractors (saving $9 million per year). 
They also reduced renewals expenditure by half. However, 
these cost reductions could not replace the estimated 
$230-$250 million loss of revenue from the development 
slowdown and defaults. Furthermore, by 2020, evidence 
was building that the business’s renewal expenditure was 
not sustainable, and that lower service levels could 
increase public safety risk.

Three past decisions saved the business from  
financial distress.

1. In 2015, the state had allowed the water utilities to 
operate under a light-handed economic regulatory 
regime. This gave the business flexibility to refine its 
‘Maximum Allowable Revenue’ (MAR) based on projected 
operating costs.  
 
The Board’s decision to increase revenues by 10% was  
not popular with customers and shareholders, but all 
parties recognised the need for essential service 
providers to remain financially sustainable. The 
subsequent decision to reinstate a dividend from 2021 
onward provided some relief for shareholders and a  
return to the community.

2. Following a decision to leverage off the technology 
revolution, from 2018-20 H2One partnered with a range 
of innovators, including software firm Better BI, which 
focused on improving decision-making through business 
data analysis.  
 
This program was able to more effectively identify assets’  
failure trends, allowing the business to manage its 
burgeoning renewal liability even as the network 
continued to age.

3. A second partnership, this time with software firm, CMX,  
provided access to customer management software that 
allowed the business to develop financial solutions to 
the problems that were emerging both within the 
business and for individuals within the service community.  
CMX’s software enabled H2One to establish a revenue 
policy that included a ‘special circumstance’ rating for 
customers that would be genuinely affected by the cost 
increases. In addition, it gave customers with the ability to 
pay in advance the option to keep their accounts in credit.  
 
These relatively simple innovations meant the business 
was freed of the historical constraint of uniform pricing 
based on the marginal customer and so improve its cash 
flows. Using this information, H2One was able to develop 
a pricing regime that reflected its social objectives—
helping those on lower incomes—while also pricing 
services from the remaining 95% of its customer base at 
a level that was both affordable and a reflection of the 
services’ true value.

CHARACTERISTICS 
DEMONSTRATED  
BY THE UTILITY  
OF THE FUTURE 

• Built capability in business and 
commercial acumen as a comparative 
advantage in its own right.

• Took an entrepreneurial focus with active 
engagement in growth, including considering 
merger and acquisition opportunities.

• Addressed historical dependency on 
the volatile development industry.

• Measured the business’s commercial 
performance based on operational activities 
it had emphasised.

• Used pricing flexibility in a manner that 
was resilient to political influence and 
delivered value-based outcomes through 
customised product/service mixes.

• Adopted a broader definition of 
stakeholder shared value, which included 
commercial, aesthetic, environmental, 
social and economic benefits.
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WHAT WE DISCOVERED
The Utility of the Future’s operating environment will be 
defined by rapid change and disruption. Risk and opportunity 
will be associated with a continuum of social, economic and 
environmental values, and these new paradigms will replace 
the old mindset of gradual change and improvement. In such 
an environment, reactive businesses will face significant 
threats to their survival.

Making the transition from a solely risk management focus to 
one of risk and opportunity management will be particularly 
challenging for monopoly-based utility industries. The Utility 
of the Future will study risk and opportunity in the context of  
its insights into current and future markets, and create 
narratives that will help shape its goals and strategies.

This Future Directions paper is a case in point. Queensland 
Urban Utilities initiated this study to provide long-range 
foresights into future risks and opportunities—not merely to  
collect insights of the present—in order to build a picture of  
the Utility of the Future that could be described in terms of  
future narratives, drawn from empirical knowledge and 
collective wisdom.

In the past, ‘success’ for the water industry has been 
synonymous with adopting tried and proven technologies, 
providing the lowest-cost solutions, and maintaining 
regulatory compliance. The industry has pursued initiatives 
that are short-term, small-scale, incremental improvements 
of existing processes. 

The new paradigm for success requires a far more proactive 
and assertive approach to managing risks and pursuing 
opportunities. Transitioning from cautious incremental 
improvement to innovation is a first step. ‘Innovation’ is a new  
or revolutionary method, service or product that addresses 
an issue, which creates new knowledge, value and 
opportunities for transformation. For example, the water 
closet was not an incremental improvement from the pit 
toilet, but an innovation that transformed wellbeing.

A unique challenge for the future will come as a result of  
globalisation and increasing interconnectedness. Any 
unintended consequences of innovation—for instance, 
disadvantages and third-party impacts—will emerge far  
more quickly and exponentially; however, they can also be 
dealt with quickly. A proactive strategy, comprehensive 
frameworks, capability and data are essential for a business 
to make investment decisions that incorporate solid risk and 
opportunity management within complex and uncertain 
scenarios. Equally important is for these investment 
decisions to include robust contingency plans.

The pace of change is accelerating and the scope of issues 
confronting us is expanding. As such, it is essential for the 
business to be capable of projecting forward and responding 
effectively when the unforeseen occurs. Talking calculated 
risks will allow the business to exploit the opportunities they 
present with genuine innovation and entrepreneurial 
ingenuity. This will require a significant change in the 
business’s approach to risk as a control function—a tendency 
that constrains innovation—to realise a new vision for the 
Utility of the Future.

ENRICHING 
QUALITY OF 
LIFE THROUGH 
BALANCING 
RISK AND 
OPPORTUNITY
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WHAT DOES BALANCING RISK  
AND OPPORTUNITY LOOK LIKE?
The Utility of the Future recognises risk and opportunity 
as two sides of the same coin, and so ‘leans in’ to it rather 
than away from it. It’s an approach that doesn’t just play a 
critical role in supporting the business, but defines its  
strategic options. A business’s approach to risk and 
opportunity impacts on each and every one of its strategic 
objectives. As a result, the Utility of the Future invests in 
capabilities that encompass stochastic data analytics, 
systems analytics, risk and opportunity evaluation, 
business development, and event response and recovery.

The progression away from risk aversion, through risk 
tolerance and risk appetites, to actively pursuing risk 
and associated opportunities is achieved by learning and 
progressively building confidence in different aspects 
of the business. The Utility of the Future has a licence to 
innovate and explore opportunities that is not currently 
the norm. Entrepreneurial and intrapreneurial initiatives 
help it respond more effectively to external shocks, and to 
deliver better solutions for customers and stakeholders. 
For example, process and technology innovations lead to 
new products and services, and to revenue resilience.

This expansion in its capabilities in turn expands its 
opportunities to create shared value. More opportunities 
to capture previously unattainable value can be had from 
partnering, mergers and acquisition, adopting new business  
models, and moving into new products and services.

The Utility of the Future transcends the ‘fear of failure’ 
mindset of the risk-averse culture to become a pioneer in  
its industry as it navigates a period of unprecedented 
change. Such a utility views uncertainty and complexity as 
an opportunity rather than a threat, and becomes adept at 
thriving in such environments. 

Queensland Urban Utilities can achieve this by building 
our entrepreneurial mindset—where risk is thoroughly 
analysed for opportunities to capture value. The more 
adept and confident we become, the easier it will be to 
grow with the changing environment.

Risk is unavoidable in all human endeavours. It is full of  
the potential of uncertainty. So too is opportunity. In 
balancing one against the other, the Utility of the Future 
will be able unlock hidden value from within the business, 
as well as outside of it, for the benefit of all concerned.
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SHARED VALUE

UTILITY OF THE FUTURE
STRATEGIC ALIGNMENT LEADING 

TO SHARED VALUE CREATION

OUR 
PURPOSE

 Risk Averse

Risk averse culture where improvement is limited 

to incremental change that delivers short-term 

cost advantages.

 Innovation

A  business that is genuinely innovative and can 

e�ectively respond to the forces of change and disruption.

 Embracing Change

Entrepreneurial business culture that embraces and 

seeks opportunities from change.

 BALANCING RISK

AND OPPORTUNITY

   Entrepreneurial/

   Intrapreneurial Business

- Understands risk but views change as

  an opportunity 

- Preparedness to invest in initiatives 

  and R&D

- Partnering with leading-edge 

  businesses

- Commercially savvy

  Risk Appetite
- Strong risk framework that 
  accommodates and manages risk
- Opportunity and outcomes focused

  Stakeholder Shared Value
- Maximising value for the whole community

- Creating shared value through the strategic

  alignment created among all Utility of the 

  Future themes

Risk averse, 
regulatory
compliant

Short-term, small-scale R&D

Partnering with uni R&D

Commercialising
R&D outcomes

Autonomous groups

Partnering with private sector

Mergers and acquisitions

Excess returns

Opportunity-based remuneration

Global exchange program

Spin-o s

New products;
broader suite of services;
value for the community

Partnering with developers

Hedging

Value-based performance 
management

RM framework as a facilitator
(e.g. war gaming)

Innovation

Insurance

Flexible systems;
predictive

Continuous improvement

RM frameworks
as a control

Proven and
tested

ACTIVITY-BASED APPROACH   > > > > >   STRATEGIC ALIGNMENT   > > > > >   SHARED VALUE CREATION

DESIRED STATE

FIGURE 19
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RISE OF AUTONOMOUS COMMUNITIES.

WHAT UNFOLDED
Until the start of the 21st century, the economics of utilities (large 
organisations spreading their resources across a large customer base) 
had not changed for centuries. 

The first signs of change emerged with a little known micro-utility from  
Greece called Giana Yoso entering the market as an electricity 
generation, storage, supply (sourced from the solar panels) and 
demand micro-grid. Giana Yoso introduced peer-to-peer trading among 
customers and began managing their transactions. 

Using their know-how and shared platforms, Giana Yoso experimented 
with providing decentralised wastewater treatment package plants 
with recycling, heating, urban cooling, energy and fertiliser production 
technology at the city-block level. Even at this scale, the network was 
cost neutral to customers and provided a higher standard of service. 

By 2021, Giana Yoso had more than 100,000 connected customers and 
was growing at a rate of 30%. 

In 2023, major retailer Eastern Agricultural (EastAg) recognised the value 
of Giana Yoso’s business model. As a corporate conglomerate, EastAg 
was uniquely positioned to apply its commercial capabilities to further 
expand its supermarket brand (which had already established itself in 
the fuel, data and insurance markets) into providing utility services.

WHAT H2ONE* DID
The arrival of EastAg as a competitor in the utility market took 
water utility H2One by surprise. While they had been monitoring 
the development of the plethora of ‘micro utilities’, which tended to 
cherry pick commercially attractive precincts or affluent customers,  

A  F U T U R E  N A R RAT I V E 
FOR BALANCE, RISK AND OPPORTUNITY

*H2One and Eastern Agricultural are fictional businesses.
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it did not consider such small-scale operations as a 
genuine competitive threat. H2One had rationalised that 
the scale economies that had defined the water industry 
for centuries would limit the impact of micro utilities on 
its own service model. EastAg's move into the industry 
signalled that these old assumptions were being thrown out.

From 2025, EastAg's aggressive expansion into the industry 
started to impact H2One’s revenues. One scenario suggested 
that H2One could become the ‘supplier of last resort’, yet 
one that had an unsustainable cost structure associated 
with its legacy assets. A research study suggested H2One’s 
network would be largely defunct by 2035 leading to a 
significant degradation in the value of its water assets 
(as had happened previously in the electricity industry). 
H2One’s shareholders started to assess the value of the 
assets for the potential sale of all or part of the business.

The Board and CEO recognised the old ‘centralised’ 
business model was no longer viable. They had to adapt 
if the business was to survive. This would be a massive 
challenge that would demand fundamental reform across 
the entire business. H2One used the Utility of the Future 
framework to guide change in the following aspects of 
business operations.

• Capacity development—The business began to actively 
compete with the micro utilities. While in years past this 
could have been achieved by applying their superior 
financial resources and asset base, the presence of a 
corporate giant such as EastAg negated this advantage.  
Instead, from 2025 onward, H2One began to partner with 
those micro utilities yet to be acquired. This gave them 
access to the technical skills it needed to adjust to its new 
operating paradigm.

• Flexibility—While this combined model of operation 
had some initial success, tension soon emerged as 
H2One’s more bureaucratic operating model struggled to  
respond to the needs of its nimble micro utility 
counterparts. H2One’s CEO responded by radically 
altering the management structure, delegating greater 
responsibility to local decision makers.

• Risk profile—With the speed the changes were 
occurring at, in business and technology, H2One’s Board 
recognised the need to make a significant shift in their 
risk-averse profile.

• Customer relations—The ‘new business’ began to 
actively market its services to its broader customer base. 
They implemented initiatives to accommodate different levels 
of service (on a pay-per-use basis) while also emphasising  
the business’s reliability as a water service provider.

By 2030, H2One had arrested the decline in its revenues 
and was starting to compete more effectively with the 
Eastern Agricultural conglomerate. Its new business had a 
far more flexible structure, a new set of skills and a more 
nuanced view on risk tolerance.

CHARACTERISTICS 
DEMONSTRATED  
BY THE UTILITY  
OF THE FUTURE 

• Did not stay still or reliant on its 
historical strength as a centralised 
monopoly utility.

• Learnt from the experience of the 
electricity industry that the rise of 
localised solutions means micro utilities  
are able to offer cost-effective  
decentralised services. 

• Recognised its value as a blue-chip 
investment, as water services provide  
very consistent cash flows, attracting the 
interest of private sector investors.

• Adopted a flexible and nimble business 
structure and gained the skill sets it needed 
to adapt and survive such disruption.
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WHAT WE DISCOVERED
As we attempt to describe the future, two adjectives 
consistently arise: uncertain and complex. Through the 
course of our research, the more information we gathered, 
the clearer the themes of our Future Directions became, 
as did the attributes a Utility of the Future would need to 
develop in order to succeed.

Our transformation into a Utility of the Future begins 
with us, and with our attributes and characteristics, as 
individuals and as an organisation. 

The digital revolution has and will continue to change the 
business landscape. Disruption through technological 
innovation has been a resonating theme within the Future 
of Work. Technological developments have the potential 
to displace entire job descriptions and industries over the 
next decade. Most of the jobs of 2030 haven’t even been 
invented yet and most of them will be for robots20.

Modern businesses deliberately create disruption in their 
industries, challenging traditional mindsets and enjoying 
the benefits of opening and exploring whole new worlds  
of opportunity by creating the sort of environments where  
their own enterprises will thrive. Just when Uber is 
enjoying its success, its business model has been 
replicated and services have been differentiated and 
integrated—Ola Cabs offers motorbike transport to 
overcome traffic congestion in India, and M-pesa is  
moving developing countries into cashless economies. 
These businesses require different skills to traditional  
taxi companies or banks. 

Other professionals and knowledge workers that may be 
replaced by the crowd, algorithms, robots and artificial 
intelligence are doctors, lawyers, journalists, teachers, 
architects and engineers. Several Dutch cities have been 
trialling an annual universal wage of €19,000 for their 
citizens to pursue whatever they wish, within law, and 
with no other stipulations or conditions; Finland is about 
to begin a national trial, and the debate has started in 
Australia. All these examples suggest that in the future, 
people will no longer look for ‘jobs for life’ and will create 
the jobs that interest them. People will need to recognise  
that their skillsets will quickly become obsolete if neglected.  
Individuals need to ask themselves what skills they’ll need 
to succeed in an automated society.

The new world of platform economics is changing 
employment markets and organisational structures.  
The peer-to-peer (P2P) economy is expanding into many 
areas. Freelancing and job-based work is growing rapidly 
in Australia, as well as connecting local jobs to markets in 
other countries. Companies may opt for staffing models 
that include a smaller number of core employees, with 
many other roles provided by the freelance or portfolio 
worker community. 

ENRICHING 
QUALITY OF  
LIFE THROUGH 
OUR ATTRIBUTES  
AND CAPABILITIES

07  /  U
T

ILITY O
F T

H
E

 FU
T

U
R

E
 T

H
E

M
E

S

95

F
U

T
U

R
E

 D
IR

E
C

T
IO

N
S



WHAT ARE THE ATTRIBUTES  
AND CAPABILITIES OF A  
UTILITY OF THE FUTURE?
From each of the 12 scenarios we defined in Chapter 5, 
we selected the quadrants with the most uncertainty 
and the most impact, to determine what attributes 
and characteristics the Utility of the Future needed.

Future thinking

The primary attribute of the Utility of the Future is  
its culture—one that connects, creates and enriches— 
not just internally with its people, but outwardly with  
the world. It recognises that the growth mindset is not  
only for the individual but also for the corporation. 

People in the Utility of the Future do not have specific 
job descriptions; rather, they have clusters of 
skills22. Coupled with an attribute of adaptability, 
they transfer their abilities across a range of situations 
as required. While there are no job positions as we 
would currently recognise them, opportunities that 
need an agile response are placed on a P2P platform 
to call on people from across the organisation, and 
globally, to work together. This real-time flexibility 
connects purpose-built teams to create innovative 
solutions as issues or opportunities emerge. 

 

While the specifications for such teams will vary, complexity and 
uncertainty generally can be best addressed through the diversity 
of the teams and collective thinking. Cost-effective technology, 
diversity and flexibility can easily be extended globally across 
geography, demographics, time zones, and cultures, creating mutual 
value to all the connected parties and their stakeholders.

As a Utility of the Future, we value a passionate workforce, which is  
critical to delivering genuine shared-value outcomes. While the  
Future of Work may be uncertain and complex, an enabled, 
motivated and highly skilled workforce has vast potential to create 
previously unimagined results that will benefit the business and the 
communities it serves.

The Utility of the Future’s culture makes it a highly attractive 
workplace, where people have a sense of purpose, accomplishment, 
and fulfillment as they Enrich Quality of Life in their workplace and 
for their communities. It’s the people’s mindset that makes the 
Utility of the Future vision a reality.

The Utility of the Future recognises the differences in cultures 
between this and emerging generations, and engages in dialogues 
to shape the future. As the time people spend interfacing with 
machines grows, they begin to think differently and decide 
differently. Generation Z tend to be creative, connected, 
technologically advanced, entrepreneurial, and have new 
perspectives on desirable work environments, ethical issues and 
communication styles. They may expect work environments that are 
fundamentally different from those their parents experienced. 

Some characteristics  
of the Worker of  
the Future:

Purpose-led      

Agile/adaptable      

Collaborative      

Authentic      

Thought diversity  

Entrepreneurial 

Emotionally intelligent     

Commercially savvy       

Innovative 

Mobile      

Lateral thinking      

Multi-skilled      

Outcome-focussed      

Self-responsible



We engage with emerging talent in younger generations—
those who are shaping advanced technology—as a 
deliberate strategy of investing in the future.

As the Utility of the Future’s mindset expands, it allows its 
business to grow into new areas. This culture empowers 
the utility to move ahead of disruption, and take the lead  
in creating the disruptions necessary to advance its 
purpose. Start-ups like Uber have created serious 
challenges for competitor businesses, and created a new  
paradigm for how modern businesses operate in an 
increasingly tech-enabled world. This illustrates the 
potential we can unlock through oppositional thinking:  
If this is how it works now, what could the opposite look  
like in the future? Customers pay us sewerage charges. 
What would an alternative or opposite look like? We pay 
them. In other words, we convert the waste to valuable 
resources, make a profit, then share that profit. This leads 
to an outcome-focus for the questions we need to answer 
when developing our strategies and plans: Do we want to 
make this happen? How? When by? With the convergence of  
people, information, technology, and the rise of machines, 
the challenge for the Utility of the Future will be in enriching  
its own people—while it resolves skill shortages and 

capacity for peak load.

Extraordinary leadership

Great leadership is demonstrated by creating an inspiring 
vision that goes beyond the operational mechanics of the 
day-to-day. It incorporates a spirit of continually seeking 
out opportunities in the business, and outside of it, for 
creating shared value. It supports innovation, connects 
creative thinkers, builds trust and inspires teams. Great 
leaders care about something bigger than themselves. 
They are purpose driven and very clear on what they stand 
for, and they are consistent in their approach. Leaders that 
demonstrate these key attributes are able to build trust, 
which is the first ingredient for success.

The leaders of a Utility of the Future connect, create and  
enrich. They are able to facilitate growth in others through 
creating space, opportunity and dialogue, allowing 
individuals/teams to generate new solutions—they are 
no longer a technical leader but a leader of people, 
with the ability to build relationships. It’s the leaders' 
growth mindset that inspires others to create and convert 
opportunity into shared value for their colleagues and  
the community.

Leadership exists independently of its position in a 
hierarchy. It is an attribute people at all levels and on a 
variety of different projects can demonstrate. This does 
not mean that everyone leads, but that the authority 
to make and influence decisions is shared through the 

organisation to achieve business outcomes.

Assets, technology and intelligence

For many utilities, the central driver for transformation is 
technology. Artificial intelligence, 3D printing, resource-
efficient sustainable production and robotics are 
technologies that are already factoring into the ways we 
deliver services, and make, manage and mend products. 
Today most disruptors—innovations and practices that 
create significant change and disruption in traditional 
markets—leverage off the enormous possibilities and 
opportunities that emerging technologies and digital 
platforms are opening up. 

As a Utility of the Future, we will predict and adapt to 
changes as quickly as they arise, which means we’ve 
reduced our ‘innovation latency’. Innovation latency 
describes the time between the emergence of a relevant 
opportunity and the time taken to implement related 
actions and solutions. Unlike ‘time-to-customer’, which 
is a typical metric for an organisation’s transactional 
performance, innovation latency is a metric that captures 
transformational performance21 (Figure 20). 

A successful Utility of the Future anticipates future 
advances in technology, and how these may influence or 
transform its current business. 
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For example, Queensland Urban Utilities’ current 
infrastructure planning process incorporates 
flexible measures into its asset planning to ensure 
we can always leverage emerging technology. 
This flexibility influences shifts in our planning 
outlook from constructing long-life physical 
engineering assets (50- to 70-year life) to green 
assets, modular design, small decentralised 
plants, and digital assets incorporating multiple 
services for liveability outcomes. The Paris sewer 
network incorporates fibre optics, enabling free 
Wi-Fi throughout the city and providing rapid 
emergency detection and response.

New water and wastewater process technologies 
incorporate the water-energy-land nexus, 
allowing the business to generate new products 
and services (food, fibre, fuel and ecological 
services). A wastewater treatment plant recycles, 
regenerates and refines bio-resources, and 
establishes a circular economy based on shared 
value creation. Technology and data analytics 
capabilities help maximise linear and point assets 
available across the value chain. 

Data analytics and digital capabilities play a big  
role in transforming data capture on assets, 
systems, the environment, customers, and 
provision of products and services, as well as 
predictive-corrective decision systems. Our 
relationship with customers is enhanced when 
we can anticipate opportunities and impacts for 
them, and proactively meet their needs. 

Utilities of the Future invest in technology and 
intelligence R&D. Data will itself become an asset 
as we begin to derive more value from it. The very 
definition of value will go beyond physical assets 
and revenue, to encompass data, intellectual 
property, knowledge, and natural assets.

We will also harness emerging technologies, 
including those we pioneer, to empower our 
customers through information, control and 
choice, delighting them with new products and 
services that meet their immediate and latent 
needs. As a result, we will bolster our position of 
trust with our customers who value our futuristic, 
solutions-focused thinking.
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Somebody who not only understands data but understands business 
and can make the bridge between using data and driving business 
outcomes—that is the unicorn we are looking for at the moment .”
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FIGURE 20 
Innovation latency 21
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SHARED VALUE

UTILITY OF THE FUTURE
STRATEGIC ALIGNMENT LEADING 

TO SHARED VALUE CREATION

OUR 
PURPOSE

ASSETS

PEOPLE

TECHNOLOGY

ACTIVITY-BASED APPROACH   > > > > >   STRATEGIC ALIGNMENT   > > > > >   SHARED VALUE CREATION

 Disparate Systems

Attributes managed as ends in themselves rather 

than an interrelated set of outcomes-based skills.

 Developing a Coordinated Capability

Building and combining skills across all 

organisational attributes.

 Recognised for its Visionary, Inspirational Leadership

Using technology to leverage its skilled workforce to create 

shared value inside and outside the organisation.

Safety culture

Treatment processes
Real-time monitoring

Hard assets; long, linear networks 
                           and nodes

Decentralised,
autonomous plants

Org. Culture

SCADA, smart meters

Authentic blue 
leadership

Enabled workforce Empowered workforce

Embracing risk 
and opportunity

Integrated/optimised 
networks

Remote services; 
virtual networks; 
'at-source' treatment; 
combined utility

Digital economy

Emotionally, socially intelligent

New media literate Connected and creative thinkers

Creative and 
opportunity driven

Employee as shareholder

Outcome value remuneration

Open organisation 
(no hierarchy)

Global exchange placements

Predictive/self-corrective models

Connected communities

Energy positive

Agricultural and ecological
communities/services

Nano technology;
diagnostic toilets

Energy export

‘Employer 
of Choice’

Innovative, 
tech-savvy workforce

Adaptable,
skills-based workers

Resource recovery, 
energy generation

Business 
intelligence

Data as currency

Green assets
Energy-water-land 
nexus

Energy storage 
(co-gen/tri-gen) 

Data analytics 
(learning models)

Intelligent networks

Digital assets

   Entrepreneurial/

   Intrapreneurial Business

- Commercially savvy business that 

  converts risk to opportunity

   Agile People

- Transformational leadership

- Commercially savvy

- Flexible work environment

- Diversity of skills and thought

  Defined by its Culture
- Visionary; inspirational leadership
- Purpose-driven business
- Open organisation (no hierarchy)
- Passionate and genuine workforce

  Technologically Savvy
- Realising value from emerging 

  technology (artificial intelligence, 

  nanotech) to facilitate outcomes

  Stakeholder Shared Value

- Leveraging its skills to deliver shared 

  value for all stakeholders

- Shared value creation enabled by a 

   strong foundation

 OUR ATTRIBUTES

AND CAPABILITIES

A FUTURE DIRECTION PATHWAY DESIRED STATE

07  /  U
T

ILITY O
F T

H
E

 FU
T

U
R

E
 T

H
E

M
E

S

99

F
U

T
U

R
E

 D
IR

E
C

T
IO

N
S

FIGURE 21



A TEST OF AGILITY.

WHAT UNFOLDED
To many, the first sign that H2One’s business model might be 
fundamentally challenged emerged as part of the Beaudesert Hills 
multimodal development. Due to the site’s remote location, the 
Beaudesert Hills Development Consortium (BDC) had been discussing 
servicing options with H2One for several years. Historically, the cost 
of supply-of-service from the incumbent water service utility was the 
cheapest option for developers. Remote sites such as Beaudesert 
Hills tended to be more expensive for H2One to service, but the 
economies of scale were such that this was traditionally the most 
cost-effective alternative. 

After extended negotiations, the BDC signed an agreement with Water  
Services Australia (WSA) who had developed new decentralised water  
management technologies. This new infrastructure could cost-
effectively treat and distribute localised recycling, waste-to-energy 
and automated water quality management. As the project developed, 
it became clear that WSA’s demand for potable water was less than  
half the equivalent demand considered by H2One. While this goal  
of halving an already low per-unit consumption was initially 
regarded with suspicion within the industry, the efficacy of WSA’s 
reuse technology broke new ground and drove the next stage of the 
evolution of decentralised water management. 

A  F U T U R E  N A R RAT I V E 
FOR OUR ATTRIBUTES AND CHARACTERISTICS
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WHAT H2ONE* DID
H2One’s initial response to the challenge was to offer the 
BDC a reduction in infrastructure charges as an incentive, 
and to encourage other developers to use the business’s 
traditional services model. However the BDC proceeded 
with its development and WSA was registered as the Water 
Service Provider for the Beaudesert Hills multimodal site. 
H2One initially dismissed the BDA/WSA partnership as an 
anomaly; one that was largely created by virtue of their 
remote location. However, in 2020 when the City Port 
Redevelopment consortium advised H2One that it did 
not intend to connect its new development to the water 
services network, the strategic threat became clear.

This time, H2One decided to act outside of its traditional 
approach, and partnered with a number of small water 
services businesses. However, this proved unsuccessful as 
the smaller partners applied what they learned from the  
larger firm to further their own business opportunities 
(potentially at the long-term expense of H2One). The 
turning point came in 2023 when H2One acquired medium-
sized enterprise AquaNext as a wholly owned subsidiary. 

Initially, the clash of cultures between a nimble 
entrepreneurial water service provider and a large utility 
seemed doomed to fail. However, the Board and CEO 
realised that to survive, H2One would need to radically 
change its business model. While the initial purchase of 
AquaNext was viewed internally as an H2One takeover, the 
CEO changed the business focus to ensure the knowledge 
and experience of AquaNext was at the forefront of 
strategic decision-making for H2One.

The CEO recognised that the historical pattern of 
innovation only being acceptable if it was low risk, 
cost-effective (in the short term) and broadly consistent 
with accepted norms needed to be drastically changed. 
They achieved this by decentralising decision-making to 
encourage and support local solutions, and establishing a 
well-resourced research and innovation group within the  
business where new ideas were willingly accepted and 
developed. While the change happened slowly, H2One 
began to re-build its reputation for innovation. This 
attracted more young people—who had previously viewed 
H2One as an ‘endangered species’—to the business, 
further enhancing the business’s capabilities.

CHARACTERISTICS 
DEMONSTRATED  
BY THE UTILITY  
OF THE FUTURE 

• Embraced change and adapted to a 
dynamic industry environment.

• Identified opportunities that existed 
inside risk.

• Acquired an enterprise that enhanced 
the original business and made it more  
attractive to a new generation of 
entrepreneurs and intrapreneurs.

• Took corrective action to maintain their 
intellectual value.

• Embraced a spirit of genuine innovation. 

*H2One and AquaNext are fictional businesses.
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Oxley Sewage Treatment Plant, Brisbane
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IMPACT AND 
UNCERTAINTY
As the saying goes, the only 
constant is change. The one 
common characteristic that has 
emerged from all of the analysis 
we’ve carried out is that our future 
operating environment will be 
significantly different to what 
we’ve had in the past. Whether run 
as a monopoly or in a competitive 
market, future performance and 
value will not be defined so much 
by our ‘personal best’, but by how  
relevant we are in the lives of 
customers, in the eyes of the 
communities we serve, and in the 
minds of our stakeholders. 

F U T U R E  D I R E C T I O N S

CO N N E CT.  C R E AT E . 
ENRICH.
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As a Utility of the Future, Queensland Urban Utilities will:

1. connect with our potential customers and stakeholders (residential, industrial and 
third party); connect people to each other (as communities, neighbourhoods, hubs, 
precincts and networks); and connect resources (the water-energy-land nexus for 
food, fibre, fuel and ecological services, and the technology-data-finance nexus for 
economic-industrial symbiosis and shared/up-cycling services)

2. create shared value through the connections we make and relationships we maintain

3. create and grow our skills, capabilities, capacity, services and products, 
operations, partners, territory, support base, and commercial resilience, as well as 
continually review and revise our foresight analysis and strategy to ensure we are 
always able to adapt and create ecological, social and economic value

4. Enrich Quality of Life, fulfilling our purpose by creating value for communities that 
will improve liveability.

WHY A UTILITY OF THE FUTURE?

Our vision of the Utility of the  
Future is of one that is not only 
able to adapt to the prevailing 
conditions, but can create the ideal 
conditions to successfully deliver its 
services and achieve its purpose. It  
will do this through successfully 
connecting with its identified 
stakeholders, creating shared value, 
and enriching quality of life for the 
community as a whole. 
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2020 
VISION
Queensland Urban Utilities has partnered with 
The University of Queensland and Queensland 
University of Technology, providing curriculum 
content and expertise for hydraulic, process, civil, 
electrical and mechanical engineering, as well as 
business management and next-gen industry. 

The master-planned hubs for the St Lucia 
Knowledge Precinct and the Gardens Point Real-
World Precinct both incorporate decentralised 
bio-refineries on campus. This has meant 
extensive network upgrades can be avoided in 
these dense urban settings, providing recycled 
water and biosolids for green spaces and cooling, 
and biogas for heating and electricity. The 
medical science faculties are researching  
next-gen antibiotics by studying Sewage 
Treatment Plant biochemistry.

2050  
VISION
The continuation of the research partnership with The University of 
Queensland and the Queensland University of Technology has led to new 
technology developments, and commercialisation of the world’s first 
domestic-scale package plant. These ‘Treatment Plant Toilets’ (TPTs) 
completely recycle water at the residential level, using the solid waste to 
generate electricity. Demand for TPTs has increased, and as a result of their 
popularity they have begun to represent the most cost-effective solution to 
providing water services. Queensland Urban Utilities’ assets in the water/
sewer network that it once assumed to be ‘stranded’ have been repurposed 
to provide conduits for electricity and telecommunication services.

In addition, the research partnership’s development of the medical 
diagnostic capability of the TPTs led to them being jointly awarded the 
2050 Research Australia ‘Health and Medical Research’ Award for Research 
Excellence, in recognition of the extraordinary contribution this innovation 
has made to community health.
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WHAT IS  
THE UTILITY  
OF THE FUTURE?
The Utility of the Future is agile, adequately 
equipping itself to adapt to its changing 
environment. As an organisation, it will think 
through issues, strive to understand change, 
hone its capabilities of foresight, and adopt 
the characteristics it sees as essential to its 
success, all while striving to fulfil its core 
purpose in its daily operations.

EXPLORERS
INCREMENTAL IMPROVEMENTS;
IT´S OK TO FAIL

STATIC
BATTEN DOWN THE HATCHES; 
STICK TO WHAT YOU KNOW;
PERSONAL BEST

SURVIVORS
'THOU SHALT NOT';  ALL OR LOSE; 
ADAPT TO SITUATION

LEADERS
CREATE SUCCESS

TRIED AND PROVEN

STATUS QUO REVOLUTIONARY

FORESIGHT AGILITY
RATE OF CHANGE

UT
IL

IT
Y 

CH
AR

AC
TE

R

PIONEERING  INNOVATIVE

 
Agile and adaptive utility

When economic conditions become stagnant, 
costs increase and affordability drops, a Utility of 
the Future may choose to adopt a static position 
and rely on tried and proven methods to ensure 
it maintains essential services to the community. 
However, when conditions are changing rapidly, 
the Utility of the Future adopts a pioneering 
posture, leading innovation to create and take 
advantage of opportunities.

“If the rate of change on the outside exceeds the 
rate of change on the inside, the end is near.”22

 
A model vision 

The Utility of the Future has three externally facing future themes. Each theme aligns with a global thinking paradigm of 
People, Planet and Profit.

1. Customers and Community Centricity

2. Environment Leadership

3. Commercial Viability and Acumen.
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In addition, the Utility of the Future has two operating 
environment themes.

4. Attributes—namely its people, resources, data, 
systems, partnerships, and risk posture. These enable 
it to recognise and foresee change, and strategise, 
plan and act amid the uncertainty and complexity that 
comes with this change.

5. Risk and Opportunity—independent factors that 
create scenarios and events, from a global through to a 
local level, which present risks and opportunities that 
must be carefully managed.

The Utility of the Future is more than the sum of these  
themes though. Focusing on one theme alone at the  
expense of the others will reduce the total value that  
could be created, captured and realised for the 
community. For instance, strategies that are purely 
cost-based are now rarely viable. The forces of 
globalised economies and communities, disruptive 
technology, digitalisation, customisation, climate 
change, environmental sensitivity, and so on, have 
permanently established a new base level for utilities 
across the world. 

Our vision acts to create shared value through 
strategic alignment across these five themes, as well 
as with our stakeholders. We will create shared value 
simultaneously across the social, environmental and 
economic areas, meeting the needs and challenges 

our customers and stakeholders have identified, and 
anticipating those they haven’t. Poor alignment results 
in sub-optimal outcomes, cost-shifting, unaccounted-
for residual risk and externalities. Aligning these five 
themes means the business’s outcomes will increase 
over time to deliver far more value than it would under 
a less ambitious vision for the future. Within the context 
of this alignment, priorities that once seemed to 
compete are now seen as complementary.

Structuring these five themes around our purpose will  
provide a common direction for our business. Our 
purpose is the linchpin to achieving strategic alignment 
across these themes, and as such forms the central core  
around which they pivot, i.e. it provides a common 
point of reference for each theme (Figure 23). We will 
have successfully demonstrated full alignment of these 
themes when we deliver the environmental values the 
community wants, while keeping costs to customers 
down, and balancing the business’s risks and opportunities.

This Utility of the Future works beyond its geographical, 
institutional and functional boundaries, and time 
constraints to genuinely Enrich Quality of Life. It is able  
to seize the significant value that had been just out of  
reach of its traditional boundaries. By removing 
boundaries and investing in the future, the value it 
creates increases exponentially over time. 

With considered foresight, the Utility of the Future 
recognises and incorporates future value into its 
decision-making (i.e. investments and divestments).

The Utility of the Future prospers and increases its  
market relevance by providing much more than reliable 
water supply and sewerage services; it does it by  
creating value in response to a diverse range of 
customer, business and community demands, and in  
the context of rapidly changing regulatory and 
technological environments.

The Utility of the Future will achieve its vision by 
developing comprehensive strategies that provide 
pathways to take the business from what it is today to 
the end state it defines as the ‘Utility of the Future’. In 
the course of its journey, the business will face many 
strategic and tactical challenges, which it will be able  
to resolve by addressing a broader range of needs than  
its own corporate imperatives, i.e. by focusing on 
shared value.
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FROM STRATEGIC TENSION
TO STRATEGIC ALIGNMENT LEADING 

TO SHARED VALUE CREATION

UTILITY OF THE FUTURE

OUR 
PURPOSE

OUR 
PURPOSE

FIGURE 23



2020 
VISION
1. The community increasingly values waterway 

health. In response, Queensland Urban 
Utilities has increased the sales of recycled 
water for parks and gardens, reducing 
discharge to waterways. As potable water 
demand on the network reduced and water 
ageing was identified as a risk, we then 
partnered with Brisbane City Council and  
the private sector to build and operate  
public swimming pools in selected low-
income precincts, under a subsidised water 
supply arrangement.

2. Queensland Urban Utilities converts  
nutrients in waste streams into value-added 
resources, in turn reducing the nitrogen load  
in waterways. From the first day of spring  
each year, the meter reader or the council  
garbage truck delivers—with our 
compliments—a bag of up-cycled, slow-
release fertiliser to its customers.

2050  
VISION
1. Queensland Urban Utilities’ progressive development of business 

intelligence and data analytics has allowed the business to establish an  
almost unprecedented level of knowledge in the management of 
suspended nutrients. This knowledge has provided insight for marine 
biologists interested in managing the growing impact of climate change. 
Working with Queensland Urban Utilities, universities have pioneered a 
new technology that removes impurities from seawater on an industrial 
scale. Funded by the Queensland Government, this technology is 
applied to the Brisbane River and, for the first time in 100 years, Healthy 
Waterways has graded the river as ‘Class A’. These improvements in 
water quality have been helping the coral reefs, which had been present 
during first settlement, start to grow back, in turn making Brisbane an 
international sensation and triggering a new eco-tourism boom.

2. Using the residual nitrogen and phosphorous extracted by Queensland 
Urban Utilities’ advanced treatment practices (including the nutrients 
extracted by nano bots in the network), researchers have successfully 
converted Luggage Point from a traditional Sewage Treatment Plant into 
an algae farm. The outputs from the algae farm provide a sustainable 
food source, which is marketed as SUUshi. Excess algae is converted to 
liquid fuels which competes successfully with ethanol and biodiesel.
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CONCLUSION
The core defining principle of  
the Utility of the Future is identity.
The Utility of the Future derives its identity from a 
purpose that is centred on the community it serves,  
and surpasses definitions of ownership and structure. 
For Queensland Urban Utilities, that purpose is to 
‘Enrich Quality of Life’.

How will Queensland Urban Utilities, as a Utility of the 
Future, Enrich Quality of Life? And for whom?

The Utility of the Future has a capacity for foresight 
that helps it anticipate the long-term future value 
sought by its stakeholders—such as new products, 
services, and ways of doing business—while upholding 
its commitment to the public good. It is described as 
confident, capable and connected.

STAYING RELEVANT
By growing its core business and creating shared value 
beyond its balance sheet, the Utility of the Future will 
continue to stay relevant to its customers, owners, 
partners and the community. Its partnerships and 
collaborations mean it delivers greater value than it 
could in any previous incarnation, or than any one 
organisation acting alone could achieve. Its ultimate 
recognition is that of being a trusted brand that is the 
market’s first choice for providing ‘liveability solutions’.

ALIGNMENT
The Utility of the Future’s strategies, plans and 
operations are aligned internally, externally and 
temporally (i.e. into the future). It demonstrates 
principles of future thinking across every aspect of 
business, while continuing to stay connected—to the 
present, with its customers and stakeholders, and 
with its day-to-day operations. It generates ideas for 
adaptive business models, using innovation to deliver 
this future value better than anyone else. It is a highly 
competent decision-maker in the face of uncertainty 
and complexity. The Utility of the Future’s ultimate 
state, with respect to alignment, will be attained when 
every aspect of its culture reflects shared value.
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QUEENSLAND URBAN UTILITIES 
If you want to connect with us: 
07 3855 6653 
utility-of-the-future@urbanutilities.com.au 
urbanutilities.com.au


