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Introduction

This vision recognises that New Zealand is a diverse country, both in 
terms of the natural attributes of place, and the communities that 
live there. When these communities have a greater say in shaping 
their lives, be it where to live or start a business, expression of 
tikanga, or for what charity to volunteer, their wellbeing is better off, 
and so is the country as a whole.

We recognise that these decisions need to take place within 
frameworks to ensure that local decisions are matched with the 
implications they may impose at a regional and national level. This 
is a role that only central government can play, and it is the reason 
we aim to work closely with the Government. It is our strongly held 
belief that New Zealanders are best served when top-down and 
bottom-up decision-making meet in the middle. LGNZ’s Election 
Manifesto called for greater balance in policy. This recognises 
that local decision-making power is best vested at the local level, 
regional decision-making power is best vested at the regional level, 
and national decision-making is best vested at the national level. 
We stand by and support this framework.

This approach, which marries the central policy-making function 
of the Government with the on-the-ground experience of councils, 
has produced a number of standout successes over the last three 
years. Notable examples of collaboration include the Essential 
Freshwater Programme, the establishment of the drinking water 
regulator Taumata Arowai, and the Covid-19 response, but it 
extends to the numerous smaller matters where the policy and 
regulatory rule-setting processes have been shaped early on by 
both tiers of government working together. 

At LGNZ we have new leadership (with a new President and a new 
Vice President and Chief Executive, as well as significant change in 
the National Council). We seek to maintain our effective working 
relationship with the current government and strengthen it.  
Indeed, we see it as vital if the Government’s ambitions are to be 
realised in the areas of housing, Te Ao Māori, climate change, the 
natural environment, infrastructure, and more broadly supporting 
our country’s various communities. That is because they are related 
to place, and place and place-making are what councils know and 
do best.

We acknowledge that these changes will have implications for 
the way local government operates on a day-to-day basis, and 
that the total quantum of the change proposed may require a 
broader review of the local government sector. This is a challenge 
we would welcome. For too long, both tiers of government have 
been frustrated by the policy strictures that were put in place in the 
1989 reforms, to the detriment of communities. With the shared 
goal of improving the wellbeing of New Zealanders, LGNZ and its 
members strongly believe we can work in partnership with central 
government and develop a fit for purpose governance framework 
that improves on the status quo, and sets our communities up 
to be more prosperous, environmentally conscious, culturally 
expressive and connected in the future.

Ngā mihi maioha,

Stuart Crosby
LGNZ President

Local Government New Zealand (LGNZ) is a peak body that 
represents all of New Zealand’s 78 regional, and territorial councils. 
Our organisation’s stated vision is: “Local democracy powering 
community and national success”. 
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Who we are
On the New Zealand statute books there are over 30 pieces of 
legislation that confer primary regulatory roles and responsibilities 
onto councils - and that excludes the Local Government Act 2002. 
As a result the breadth and depth of LGNZ policy purview is both 
wide and deep, ranging from infrastructure provision and funding 
through to civil defence and emergency management, climate 
change adaptation, protection of indigenous biodiversity, economic 
development and freshwater management to name but a few. It is 
for this reason that we prioritise our focus to identify areas that will 
most likely influence the wellbeing of communities. These match 
the major policy areas that are currently being reformed, which will 
have major implications for the future role of local government and 
local democratic accountability in New Zealand. 

LGNZ’s priorities and the focus of our policy efforts often 
encompass more than one position, recognising the complexity 
of the local government space, given the different roles of different 
types of council. There are three types of local authority, each with 
different roles as set out in legislation.

Regional councils: There are currently 11 regional authorities, with 
anywhere from three to as many as ten territorial authorities sitting 
within their boundaries. 

Territorial authorities: There are currently 67 territorial 
authorities, consisting of 12 city and 55 district councils (city and 
district councils have the same powers and responsibilities, and 
only differ on population size). 

Unitary authorities: There are currently six unitary councils, 
and these are a form of local government that vests the powers 
and responsibilities of a territorial authority with that of a regional 
council in one political entity. 

Regional council responsibilities: managing the effects of using 
fresh water, land, air and coastal waters, developing regional policy 
statements and issuing consents for use of natural resources 
(except land use) managing rivers, mitigating soil erosion and flood 
control, planning regional land transport and funding passenger 
transport services, harbour navigation and safety, oil spills and 
other issues related to marine pollution, managing plant and 
animal pests (sometimes called pest management or biosecurity). 

Territorial authority responsibilities: The provision and funding 
of network infrastructure such as water supply, sewage disposal, 
stormwater disposal, roads and footpaths, provision and funding of 
community infrastructure such as parks, museums, playgrounds, 
recreation centres and libraries, funding or operating other 
community programmes – such as cultural and recreational events 
that enhance the four well-beings embodied in the LGA 2002, 
promoting local business regulation such as subdivision and land 
use consents, building control, road control, liquor licensing, public 
health inspections, plant and animal control.
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Priority areas for the 
next three years
LGNZ has identified three key priority areas that we believe will be 
the focus within the local government portfolio over the next three 
years. Although they are discussed independently below, in reality 
each issue is deeply intertwined, and decisions made in one policy 
area will have ramifications in the others. 

Three waters
The Three Water Reform Programme is well-established and work 
is progressing to develop the Government’s aggregated water 
service delivery model. LGNZ is actively participating in this initiative 
to ensure that it delivers a structure that is not only efficient for the 
operation of these entities, but for the planning system as a whole. 
This recognises that scale matters in infrastructure, but so does 
the responsiveness of large entities to a wide range of differing 
community, business and iwi/Māori, interests. The provision of 
water is a key enabler of housing and economic development, and 
careful institutional design needs to be put in place to avoid zero 
sum outcomes, particularly along rural and urban lines. 

As the current providers of drinking, waste and stormwater 
services for most New Zealanders, councils are calling on central 
government to carefully consider the complexity of merging 67 
infrastructure service providers into a smaller number of multi-
region entities. By its nature, this is a reform process that will take 
many years to complete fully, and the decisions made at the start 
will have consequences long into the future. That is why we are 
urging the Government to take the time needed to get the thinking 
and detail right, and to factor in the wider system implications 
within a legislative environment that in itself is changing rapidly.  
LGNZ is eager to work with the Government on developing a policy 
framework that strikes this balance well.

Resource Management Reform 
Programme
The Resource Management Act is one of the core statutes for local 
government.  It is also one of the most challenging to get right, 
something the country has not achieved based on the near-annual 
amendments to the Act since 1991. The reform of the resource 
management system is long overdue, and LGNZ welcomes the 
current review, particularly as it directly seeks to address many of 
the issues councils have in performing their regulatory roles and 
responsibilities under the current Act. 

As the proposed reforms span important areas such as climate 
change adaptation and the natural and built environment, the 
proposed Strategic Planning Act is of high interest to our members. 
The lack of strategic planning, and framework to enable it, has for 
a long time been a key weakness in our planning system, and as a 
country we notably lag in this area compared to our international 
peers. We support measures to make planning more joined up, 
wider in scope, and farther reaching in outlook than it is currently. 

But just as with Three Waters, these planning structures - be 
they regional or multi-regional - need to be steered by input 
from a sub-regional level. This is necessary to recognise the 
diversity and heterogeneity of New Zealand’s communities, and 
to maintain democratic accountability to these communities. 
Not least because council rates will ultimately fund the provision 
of infrastructure that is planned by spatial planning structures. 
We are keen to ensure the balance is struck correctly. Moreover, 
since strategic planning has not been widely used to date in New 
Zealand, careful thought will need to be taken when choosing the 
specific planning tools, mechanisms and frameworks to ensure 
democratic accountability, and to ensure their linkages with the 
local and central funding systems are maintained. 
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Re-imagining the role of Local 
Government
Councils play a vital role for their communities, not only through 
the provision of a wide range of regulatory and local public services, 
but also as place makers and promoters of wellbeing. In many 
areas of New Zealand councils are the closest tier of administrative 
government that communities have, and play an important role 
ensuring that their voices are represented in national debates. 
The value of primacy of place and proximity to community proved 
extremely valuable during the Covid-19 response, with councils 
acting as a vital interface between those providing essential public 
services in the crisis and those in need. 

Looking broader still, councils themselves play an important role 
in the governance of the country, providing a practical operational 
perspective in the policy development process that is key to 
ensuring that any new legislation is implementable at the local level 
and delivers on its outcomes. The diversity of these perspectives 
is of high value too, reflecting the differences of communities 
themselves. The changes proposed by the Resource Management 
and Three Waters reforms will have significant implications on 
the way councils engage with their communities, deliver on 
these expectations, and operate on a daily basis. In setting these 

reform processes in motion, we believe central government has 
a responsibility to ensure that communities large and small are 
still able to have a meaningful say in the significant public policy 
decisions that affect their lives and wellbeing outcomes. 

In recognising the risks that the various independent legislative 
reforms underway will have on the day-to-day operations of local 
government, it is also important to emphasise the rare opportunity 
this presents to proactively re-write – and reimagine - the future 
role of local government. It has now been more than 30 years since 
the last meaningful review of the local government sector, and 
while the cultural, economic, environmental and social landscape 
has changed, the tools with which councils have to influence these 
outcomes on behalf of their communities have not. LGNZ believes 
that the time is right to review proactively the local government 
framework in order to ensure we are locking in the strengths of the 
existing system while addressing its weaknesses and also enabling 
democratic decision-making at the appropriate level. This will best 
promote the wellbeing of communities. 

The strong – and strengthening - working partnership between 
the Government (principally DIA), and local government (LGNZ 
and SOLGM) gives weight to our view that we can effectively work 
together on this. 



6Briefing to incoming Minister

Funding and conduct reform
In addition to the three main priority areas, we believe there are two 
projects that should also be progressed over the next three years. 

Ratepayer Funding Scheme
The economic impact of Covid-19 has been felt by councils and 
the communities alike, making it more challenging to advance 
many worthwhile initiatives, such as rates postponement 
schemes, insulation loans, and infrastructure projects. It was 
under similar economic conditions during the Global Financial 
Crisis that the Local Government Funding Authority (LGFA) was 
established. Along with the LGFA and a number of large councils, 
LGNZ is looking to work with Government to again use a crisis to 
drive innovation, and investigate the opportunity to establish a 
collectively owned off-balance sheet borrowing mechanism to give 
councils access to a range of flexible funding options.

Code of Conduct reform
Under the Local Government Act, each council is required to adopt 
a Code of Conduct setting out how elected members are expected 
to behave toward each other and to staff. The effectiveness of this 
tool had been shown to be weak, particularly with the advent of 
social media, which has facilitated inappropriate and inaccurate 
online rhetoric and personal attacks. We seek to work with the 
Government to  understand the extent of the issue, and if there is a 
case for legislative reform, to co-develop amendments to the law 
together.



7Briefing to incoming Minister

Flagship portfolios
LGNZ’s five flagship policy portfolios – democratic well-being, 
climate change, environment, housing and transport - are the core 
policy areas that our members identified as strategic priorities over 
a longer term than the three year political cycle. Much of LGNZ’s 
policy and advocacy work takes place in these areas, including 
the three areas already identified previously as priorities for the 
forthcoming triennium. Although they are delineated as individual 
project areas, in practice they overlap with each other reflecting the 
complex reality of the policy - and real - world. 

1. Democratic well-being
For a number of years LGNZ has advocated for reforms that 
enable greater community say in policies that affect their lives, 
and greater variation in policy to better reflect the diverse nature 
of New Zealand’s communities, districts and regions. A healthy 
and sustainable local democratic system is complementary and 
essential to the democratic wellbeing of our nation as a whole. 
International evidence shows a strong correlation between 
productivity and decentralised decision-making. As one of the 
most centralised countries in the developed world, there is 
significant scope in New Zealand to develop more adaptable 
decision-making frameworks that vest decision-making at the 
appropriate level.

Our democratic wellbeing project seeks to leverage the strengths 
of both tiers of government (or the entire system of government) 
to deliver better outcomes for communities, while building local 
government capacity and capability over time to take on more 
responsibility. Much of the focus is captured previously in the 
discussion on the future of local government, but there are other 
policy initiatives that will meaningfully improve the democratic 
wellbeing of communities across New Zealand.

Co-governance: The local government sector is committed 
to growing its partnerships with iwi and hapū, which recognises 
our obligations under the Treaty of Waitangi that extend from 
central government to local government. This is a key area where 
local government is looking to work with central government to 
develop appropriate frameworks to better establish a partnership 
with iwi and hapū, and to promote best practice across the entire 
government landscape.  A process for establishing Māori wards 
and constituencies that is the same as that for establishing other 
wards and constituencies is part of this.

Legislative update: There are 100 statutes that confer roles and 
responsibilities on local government, and much of these are due for 
updating to make the administration of councils more efficient and 
effective. To address these local and central government will need 
to take a partnership approach.

Community engagement: Good community engagement is 
a tool with which to have meaningful discussion on challenging 
matters facing communities and how to pay for them. LGNZ 
seeks to identify those councils making use of leading community 
engagement practices and tools, and socialise this widely 
among the local government sector with the support of central 
government. 

Electoral system reform: New Zealand’s local government 
electoral framework faces significant challenges, such as 
decreasing reliability of the postal system, security concerns, as 
well as administrative challenges. At a minimum the legislation 
needs modernisation, but opportunities may exist to deliver more 
meaningful change to the future system, and maintain the integrity 
of the local democratic process. 
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2. Climate change
New Zealand is increasingly seen as a leader in the climate change 
space, and much of the policy work has so far focused on national 
mitigation measures, such as bolstering the Emissions Trading 
Scheme and linking carbon prices to our international obligations. 
There are significant opportunities for councils to contribute 
towards meeting national emissions reduction targets in areas such 
as public transport, and other sustainable, low carbon initiatives for 
instance afforestation. 

Recognising the importance of this mitigation policy work, 
LGNZ supports the broadening of this policy portfolio to include 
adaptation measures as well. This is needed urgently, because 
changes to our climate are already locked in, and the local impact 
of these are an increasing concern for communities. As the sphere 
of government with direct responsibility for environmental planning 
and regulation, much of the responsibility for adaptation falls to 
local government. At both the local and regional level, councils play 
a critical role in helping communities prepare for, and respond to, 
natural hazard events, whose incidence and severity are increased 
by climate change. However, councils cannot address these issues 
by themselves. To be effective, climate adaptation will require a 
wide range of actions and policy approaches. We seek to work with 
central government to develop and shape appropriate policies that 
will enable New Zealand’s diverse communities to be resilient and 
adaptive in the face of climate change.

Community resilience: Central government is currently 
developing an adaptation policy through the Community Resilience 
working group, of which LGNZ is a key partner. The project seeks to 
improve the ability of communities around the country to prepare 
for, avoid and respond to natural hazards - including those caused 
or exacerbated by climate change. 

National Adaptation Plan: LGNZ is working with the Government 
to provide regional inputs into the first National Climate Change 
Risk Assessment, which will be used to develop the first National 
Adaptation Plan.

Reporting and funding: The Zero Carbon Act gives the Climate 
Change Commission powers over councils that will allow them to 
request a range of information related to mitigation and adaptation 
measures in their jurisdictions. LGNZ seeks to develop a right-sized 
reporting methodology and framework for councils as well as 
explore the application of new and emerging funding tools to pay 
for climate change-related adaptation projects. 

3. Environment
The environment is a key consideration for communities across 
New Zealand, and there is a clear and ever present desire to 
improve the quality of this natural endowment at a local, regional 
and national level. Delivering on these expectations has been 
challenging, amid the conflicting pressures of high population 
growth, funding challenges, outdated legislative frameworks, and 
ambition to lift economic performance. Developing the right tools 
will be key to addressing these and future challenges. We seek to 
work more closely with central government agencies to develop 
appropriate legislative frameworks that are implementable, and 
gain buy-in from communities, be it in the areas of planning, 
freshwater, coastal protection, biodiversity, biosecurity, and carbon 
capture. 

Essential freshwater: Through regional councils, LGNZ has 
invested considerable resources into the Government’s Essential 
Freshwater Programme, and is committed to assisting the 
government achieve its aspirations to clean up the country’s 
waterways. Implementation of the reforms remains a key 
challenge, particularly in light of the ongoing economic effects of 
COVID-19. 

Waste and recycling: Local government has been working 
closely with central government to ensure that our disposal 
practices are more sustainable, prices for are used more actively to 
encourage responsible behaviour, and that the necessary national 
infrastructure is put in place to support good practice.  Both local 
and central government have been aligned on the need to tackle 
waste at source through product stewardship programmes that 
provide a clear ‘end of life’ pathway for problem waste products, 
and we wish to continue this alignment.

Indigenous Biodiversity: Councils, particularly regional 
authorities, have increased their resourcing to maintain and restore 
indigenous biodiversity.  The Te Mana o te Taiao biodiversity strategy 
and the cooperation between central and local government in its 
development has been a step in the right direction, and we look 
forward to working with the government on further guidance, 
particularly around roles and responsibilities, and the balance 
between maintenance and restoration.
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4. Housing
Housing remains a key policy priority for LGNZ, reflecting the 
housing price pressures being experienced by metro, provincial 
and rural communities. Central government is primarily focused on 
metropolitan areas where the housing need is most acute, primarily 
through the development of independent funding and financing 
tools, urban development legislation, and reform of building and 
construction policy, in particular joint and several liability settings. 
Acknowledging that this work is still progressing, LGNZ looks to 
support these efforts where the sector has influence, experience 
and resources.

Public (social) housing: Local government is a significant provider 
of social housing in New Zealand and is the second biggest public 
housing operator after central government. Funding pressures 
have made this more challenging, particularly as councils are 
ineligible for funding in the same way other public housing 
providers are. We seek to gain central government funding for 
council provided public housing, principally in the form of income 
related rent subsidies

Māori housing and papakāinga: Iwi/Māori are increasingly 
expressing an interest in using their land holdings to provide public 
and affordable housing for their communities and more broadly. 
LGNZ seeks to support these interests by addressing a number of 
structural challenges that prevent Iwi/Maori from taking advantage 
of this opportunity.

Urban development authority: The Kāinga Ora - Homes and 
Communities Act is a measure aimed at tackling housing supply 
challenges by establishing partnerships at a local level that will 
enable development to happen at scale. LGNZ is looking to work 
with central government on the implementation of this legislation.

5. Transport
New Zealand’s transport network is critical infrastructure, but 
it is experiencing significant disruption amid rising demand for 
new modes of transport, the entrance of new technologies, and 
the shift away from fossil fuel power vehicles. This makes for a 
changeable and complex space for councils, particularly where 
it interfaces with central government transport infrastructure. It 
is more critical than ever for local government to pace the latest 
policy developments to ensure that they provide the transport 
infrastructure communities seek. 

GPS reform: The Government Policy Statement for Land 
Transport is the key strategic document that guides land transport 
investment in New Zealand. LGNZ is looking to work with the 
government to inform its development using economic evidence.

Road safety: LGNZ supports the Government’s Road to Zero 
strategy, which aims to reduce the injury and death toll on New 
Zealand’s roads. Key to this is the need to ensure local voices have a 
say in developing road safety measures

Transport funding: New Zealand’s roads are largely funded by 
a hypothecated tax in the form of a fuel levy, but this means of 
funding will be subject to change in the near future as vehicle fleets 
shift away from fossil fuel powered vehicles, and Government looks 
to manage congestion using a price mechanism.

Public transport: Regional councils are responsible for regional 
transport planning and the provision of public transport services, 
and can help play a key role in reducing New Zealand’s transport-
related greenhouse gas emissions. We are working with the 
government to ensure that the transport system continues to fulfil 
its important function as an enabler of social, environmental and 
economic outcomes, while aiming to reduce the need to travel. 
This includes prioritising investment in restoring a resilient and 
reliable national rail network including regional passenger rail.
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LGNZ Remits 2020
In addition to the policy areas described above, which are 
developed through LGNZ’s National Council, our members steer 
our work through remits, which are selected at the annual general 
meeting. These remits focus on the major strategic issues of the 
moment that are relevant to local government as a whole.

Remits passed at LGNZ’s 2020 AGM:

1. Public transport support: Calls for the Government to 
work with councils to maintain the financial viability of public 
transport during the recovery phase of Covid-19.

2. Housing affordability: Calls for the Government to introduce 
legislation that would fully enable councils to address housing 
affordability through a range of value uplift and capture tools, 
establishing a working group on affordable housing, and 
developing an affordable housing National Policy Statement.

3. Returning GST on rates: Calls on the Government to use the 
appropriate mechanisms to enable the Goods and Services Tax 
charged on rates to be returned to councils to spend on local or 
regional infrastructure projects.

4. Natural hazards and climate change adaptation: Calls on 
the Government to undertake a review of the current natural 
hazards and climate change adaptation laws as they relate to 
New Zealand’s coastlines, and to coordinate the development 
of a coastline strategy.

5. Local government electoral cycle: Calls on the Government 
to extend the local government electoral term from three to 
four years.

6. Water bottling: Calls on the Government to place a 
moratorium on applications to take and/or use water for 
water bottling or bulk export; enable regional councils and 
unitary authorities to review inactive water bottling consents; 
undertake an holistic assessment of the potential effects of 

Next steps
This document was designed to provide you with a 
high-level overview of who we are, what we do and how 
we can partner with Government to achieve objectives.  
LGNZ and our members are eager to engage on these 
issues, and can provide more detailed briefings on 
specific topics on request.

If you would like more information please contact:

Jason Krupp 
Deputy Chief Executive Advocacy 
Local Government New Zealand 
Phone: 04 924 1221 
Mobile: 029 924 1221 
Email: jason.krupp@lgnz.co.nz

the current industry, and the legislative settings that enable 
councils to manage those effects successfully; and initiate a 
comprehensive nationwide discussion on the issue of water 
bottling.

7. Quorum when attending local authority meetings: Calls 
on the Government to amend the rules so elected or appointed 
members, connecting remotely to a public council meeting, 
can be included in the quorum.

8. Use of macrons by local authorities: Calls on the 
Government to put in place a simplified process for the 
addition of macrons to council names, if requested by that 
council or its community.

9. Rates rebates for low income property owners: Calls on 
LGNZ to work with Government to lift the level of rates rebates 
available for low and fixed income property owners.


