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As you start to wind down, perhaps, in anticipation of the coming 
holiday season, this is a time to look back and see what you have 
accomplished during the year.  It is also the time when we like to look 
back and see what issues occupied us during the year.  

Normally this would be the last issue for the year.  But we are dealing 
with this now, because we wish to offer you a ‘Preview of 2008’ in the 
next issue, in which you are invited to contribute your ideas as to 
those issues that will be important to you, or significant more generally, 
in the coming year. 

So please send in your ideas.  As I believe in ‘credit where credit is 
due’, it is my intention to acknowledge all your ideas.  But if you would 
prefer I do not name you, that also is OK. just say so - but send your 
ideas in anyway.

You can also contribute to the current Review edition.  And I will 
reward you with some Christmas Cheer.  See Page 3 for details. 

Penny Burns (Dr)
Editor
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Looking Back:  2007 in review

For Practitioners, Policy Makers and Planners in Public Infrastructure
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    Editorial: My Favourite Issues

I am a great fan of the ABC radio show “Counterpoint” (available as a podcast from 
abc.net.au  or iTunes).  I seldom listen to it without having at least one of my ideas, 
attitudes or notions challenged.  Now, I am not forced to change my mind - I simply have 
the option to see things more broadly.  And in this way I am led to consider more deeply, 
analyse more rigorously, and to make better, more broadly based decisions.  None of this 
costs me anything more than the time to listen and the willingness to consider.

In Asset Management, too, the ability to see more options can lead to better decisions 
that cost little more than the time and willingness to consider.   This is to what I aspire for 
you in “Strategic Asset Management”.   

With this in mind let me tell you what my top 5 favourite issues were this year.  (in no 
particular order)

Issues 216 “A Service Centric Focus” and 225 “Star Ratings” - both of these 
introduced techniques for putting attention to service levels front and centre.    They work 
together.  This is so valuable that we created a special interest group to help readers 
further their group knowledge and exchange ideas on this topic.  

Issues 222 “Anyone for Benchmarking?” and 226 “Change Your Thinking to Change 
Your Options” - because both of these dealt with some pretty entrenched ideas well 
overdue for rethinking.   Sometimes we get so used to an idea that it feels comfortable, 
indeed it feels decidedly uncomfortable even to question it.    The universality of 
benchmarking as a guide to performance improvement is one of these, but all 
benchmarking is not equal. In Issue 222 I looked at three examples and derived a few 
principles for when it is worthwhile to get involved - and when you would save yourself a lot 
of money and time by staying way clear!  

Issue 226 challenged the unchallengeable:  the accepted shape of the degradation curve.  
If it does not decline at a precipitous rate once past the magic point then a lot of our road 
funding strategies may be throwing a great deal of scarce money away.   What do we 
really know about the shape of the degradation curve?  Can we even measure it 
accurately?   This requires much more deliberation than we have so far given it.

And the final selection in the ‘top 5’ is Issue 219 “What’s driving your asset 
management competencies?”  which looks at the distinction between knowledge and 
competency on the one hand, and individual and organisational competency on the other.
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2007 IN REVIEW

political interest in infrastructure; 
greater uncertainty; 

data no longer ‘an edge’

In January, we predicted that the year would see a renewed political interest in 
infrastructure spending, greater uncertainty, and that collecting asset data would no longer 
be seen as a source of competitive advantage or superiority for it had become standard, 
an essential requirement.  The task in front of us, we said, was to make better use of data.  
And so it proved.  (207)

We also predicted the ‘end of finished staff work’ - on the grounds that any solution that 
you could accurately describe - because you had done it many times before - was almost 
certainly not the way we would need to do things in the future.  We had to learn to leave 
our options open!    How did you fare?

community consultation

Also during January/February we published a three part study on community consultation 
by Debra Hall in New Zealand.   NZ, as most of you will know, has adopted community 
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Your favourites may, of course, 
have been quite different.

Please tell me what they were - and why.    In this way, I can give you more 
of what YOU want.  

 I have six nice bottles of wine sitting here in my office 
and if you are one of the first six to tell me what your 
favourite article was and why, then I will post a bottle 
to you in time for Christmas* by way of thanks for your 
response and help.   But your message must reach me 
by Friday, December 14th.   

And what if you are #7?   No worries,  ALL entries that reach me by Friday, 
Dec 14, will be rewarded for the effort with some form of Christmas Cheer.

This will help “Strategic Asset Management” develop along lines that are 
most useful to you.  So, please, help me play Santa’s helper this Christmas - 
write to me - by Friday, December 14.    Address it to me at info@amqi.com 
with the word “Favourite” in the subject line.

* I will post on Monday December 17.  Overseas entries are most welcome but delivery may 
not reach you by Christmas - in which case, please in the New Year!
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mailto:info@amqi.com


consultation as a key plank in their new local government act.   Communities that have 
been exposed to the full range of issues can be a marvellous ally for the asset manager, 
often making far better decisions - and more courageous ones - than any elected member 
would be prepared to chance.  But the critical phrase here is ‘exposed to the full range of 
issues’.  Without this, the community can ignore the longer run consequences in favour of 
short run benefits.  The more you genuinely discuss the issues with the community - as 
opposed to merely telling them your preferred option - the more support you may be able 
to draw upon.

viewing the longer term

There is not so much difficulty in making short term predictions of what issues will be 
significant (one year out) but looking ahead 10, 20, 60 and more years presents 
considerable challenges.   If we look back, even ten years, we would have had a hard job 
seeing some of the things that have now happened.  

But one thing we could well have foreseen, and probably did, was the ageing of the 
population.  Thanks to demographers,  population change is pretty well known.  They are 
able, with quite a deal of accuracy (certainly much better than our own!) to predict future 
trends in age profiles, immigration, household formation and even geographical 
movements - all issues that are very important for deciding whether to add to, subtract 
from or amend our infrastructure asset holdings. 

Demographers, as in other professions, have their own specialities.  For asset managers, 
a demographer who specialises in the impact of demographic change on local government  
is really valuable.  And we were able to present the work of the demographer who is in 
most demand by all levels of government for demographic assistance - Assistant Professor 
Natalie Jackson of the Social Demography Department in the University of Tasmania.  If 
you want to understand the big trends underlying population movemement - and avoid 
getting carried away by the little bumps and dips on the surface - then read Natalie.  (208)

data abundance

Once we had very little data, then along came AIS and today it is easy to maintain great 
quantities of data.   But that does not necessarily translate into better knowledge or better 
decisions.  

With large amounts of data comes two problems:   one, how do you get the best out of it, 
and two, how do you avoid being overwhelmed by it. 

The second issue was addressed by Danny Azavedo in 212 when he considered the 
neglected role of intuitive judgement.  

Throughout the year, we looked at the first problem of getting more value from data.  For 
example, “More Value for your road data” in 209.  But we also looked at the problem of 
collecting data in a useable way, and illustrated it with the essential task for all building 
asset managers of “integrating functional fit with condition assessment’ in 210.
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when data isn’t available and time is short

However, AIS only provide information for existing assets, and historical information at 
that.  When it comes to questions of acquiring new assets, AIS often provide little guidance 
especially for large infrastructure items.  To add to our problems, political necessity often 
requires us to make very large decisions on very little data in a very small space of time - a 
true recipe for disaster.  How can we do the best we can under these very difficult 
situations?    This is the problem we looked at in 213 “Difficult Decisions” where we looked 
at analysis of two stadium proposals to meet the needs of the 2011 Rugby World Cup in 
Auckland.  Worth revisiting if you are in a similar situation of decision making.

Some articles were designed to warn

Such as the Benchmarking issue (222) - how to tell whether the benchmarking proposal is 
one you should embrace - or avoid like the plague! ‘An Asset Renewal Future 
Fund?’ (220) - why putting money aside in a fixed account for asset renewal, which sounds 
so reasonable, actually won’t work!  ‘Change your Thinking - to Change your 
Options’ (Issue 226) - why we need to re-look and re-think degradation curves. If the 
answers to these questions are not immediately obvious to you, it could be worth your 
while re-visiting these issues. 

Some articles introduced new techniques and ideas

‘Breakthrough’ (215) and ‘Service Centric Focus’ (216), as well as ‘Star Ratings’ (225) are 
examples.  


In 216 we show you how you can reduce your infrastructure gap - with NO capital 
and NO O&M expense - No, it’s not all smoke and mirrors, rather a matter of 
correctly measuring your gap in the first place.  Mostly we so grossly overstate the 
problem that it seems only an impossible amount of funding will ‘cure’ the problem.  
But the impossible amount is not forthcoming and so we do nothing.  By correctly 
calculating your infrastructure gap, you can show that it IS do-able, and have a far 
better chance of actually achieving something!

Some articles were designed simply to remind readers on established 
issues - 

Such as Peter Buckland’s  “Economic lives are a function of risk” (221) - an analysis that 
allows you to get a better handle on your economic lives; and ‘Your First Plan is 
qualitatively different’ (227) - how the first asset management plan captures the status quo, 
allowing you to move forward, miss this step at your peril.  Also ‘Asset Management 
Through Time’ (217)  in which we look at the pros and cons faced by Australia as it 
decided whether to adopt historic cost or replacement cost at the time of moving to accrual 
accounting. 
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Some articles were designed to help asset managers communicate 
important issues

Such as Jo Parker’s “Tale of Two Pumps” 223 also on economic lives  

ASSET LIFE - AND DEATH

An asset can ‘die’ in many ways:

It can physically fail - “physical life”
It can be overtaken by technological change or it can be 
impacted by regulatory or standards change  - “technical life”
It can cease to be the most cost effective - “economic life”
It can be fully depreciated - “accounting life”

                        Death is certain - but life is an estimate!

(from Strategic Asset Management, Issue 223)

Some simply provided information not easily available elsewhere

Such as ‘Learning Asset Management’ (229) looking at some of the variety of asset 
management training and learning opportunities now available (and linked to the ‘Course 
Listings’ on the www.amqi.com website)

But some issues were deliberately designed to be provocative ....

and I am thankful to those who showed they were alive by writing back to me and 
commenting on them. “Think Triage!” (223) - for deciding which asset gets attention first.   
and “Performance Fundamentalism” (228) on overcoming the “I know I am right and I am 
not going to listen to any other view” attitude.  (comment from reader)

And one was just different!

‘The ‘X’ Factor’  (224) Leo Gohier’s interesting account of how the multi-disciplinary asset 
management unit in Hamilton, Canada, was formed.  Not a dry, official, report but a story 
by a man passionate about asset management.

Please reconsider - and enjoy!   Penny
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CONTENTS LIST 2007

Issue 207 (Jan 15) A little history is a wonderful thing
2007: The Shape of Things to Come
Community Consultation:  Pt 1 By Debra Hall

Issue 208 (Jan 29) Population Futures
What does population change have to do with AM?  Everything!
Population Ageing in a Nutshell, by Natalie Jackson
Community Consultation Pt 2. by Debra Hall

Issue 209 (Feb 12) The Practical Asset Manager
More Value from your road dollar
Community Consultation Pt 3. by Debra Hall

Issue 210 (Feb 27) Keep Your Options Open - and other things that really matter
Integrating Functional Fit & Condition        Keeping Your Options Open     
The people you consult will not use your service

Issue 211 (March 12) When it’s time to go! Asset Disposals
Asset Disposals - Why they are important
An Asset Disposal Framework      Case study - computer disposal
Environmental issues in computer disposal
Editorial: Using your TAM manual to manage staff changes

Issue 212 (March 26) Choice
Editorial: Use Your Loaf!          Intuitive Judgement by Danny Azavedo
TAM Online, is it being used?         Making Things Meaningful - A new graphic
 
Issue 213 (April 9) Difficult Decisions
Editorial: Difficult Decisions
The Challenge; Keeping your options open;The Wash Up
Funding – it’s more than dollars; Funding – it’s not even dollars!

Issue 214 (April 23) Change and Value
Editorial: The ‘Stickiness’ of Ideas         Survey – What AM practices have ‘stuck’?
Fair Value – Understanding and implementing it
 
Issue 215 (May 7) Breakthrough
How to move on a common journey
Agree a common destination with agreement on service levels – Ashay Prabhu
And the key is the use of asset hierarchies     Retaining and Expanding Good Ideas – Roger Byrne
 
Issue 216 (May 21) Service Centric Focus
The Service Centric Focus;   Constructing Service Consumption Patterns
Using Limited Funding to Get Best Results;  Spending on a limited budget
How to reduce your infrastructure gap; Do you know?
 
Issue 217 (June 4) Asset Management Through Time
Track AM history – what has changed – what have been the twists and turns?
Infrastructure Deficits, how are they measured, what do they mean?
Current Value over Historic Cost, the advantages
 
Issue 218 (June 18) Thoughts on Asset Management Competencies
What are competencies, how to measure them
What the British are doing         What Western Australia is doing
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 Issue 219 (July 2)  Agency Competency
What is driving your agency AM competency?
Where are the next generation of asset managers to come from?
 
Issue 220 ( An Asset Renewal Future Fund?)
Editorial: A Future Fund?        An Asset Renewal Future Fund – is it workable?     Future Fund – 
the alternative;    Decision Making – what science has to say; Four Issues to consider in Decision 
Making for the longer term;      Economics may be dismal but is IS important – The LEVEL of 
investment in Infrastructure & the rate of change in demand 

Issue 221 (July 30) Maintenance Culture
Maintenance Culture - What we learn from Performance Audits
Back to Basics - Project Scheduling
Economic Life is a Function of Risk
 
Issue 222 (Aug 13) Anyone for Benchmarking?
When should you benchmark - and when not?
Three case studies

Issue 223 (Aug 27) Accountineering
Asset Management works when people make it work!
Think Triage         Asset life and death
Project scheduling - when it absolutely, really, must go faster

Issue 224 (Sep 10) The ‘X’ Factor
The history of the setting up of a unique AM unit in Hamilton, Canada
Star Ratings applied to public toilets, meaningful performance measures, pt 1 by Adrian Duff

Issue 225 (Sep 24) Star Ratings
Provocation- moving past lip service to service levels
Meaningful performance measures, part 2, by Adrian Duff

Issue 226 (Oct 8) Change your thinking, to change your options!
An accidental discovery;  Observer bias;  Change your thinking, change your options
Performance - from whose perspective?
Spending more is not a sign of excellence
5 Golden rules for increasing AM productivity
Costing down time

Issue 227 (Oct 22) Your First Plan is qualitatively different
Your first AM Plan
Staff Retention - how to do it
Does Country and Culture affect AM?

Issue 228 (Nov 5) Performance Fundamentalism
Depreciation - should everybody ‘pay their way’?
Rate of Return   Star Ratings for Open Space
Departmental Performance and the Corporate Whole

Issue 229 (Nov 19) Learning Asset Management
Five asset management learning methods, with illustrated examples

Issue 230 (Dec 3)  2007 in Review and Index Issue

Issue 231 (Dec 17) Preview of 2008
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