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Introduction
Local Government New Zealand (LGNZ) is the sector voice for all 
78 councils in the country. We advocate on behalf of our members 
who are mayors, chairs, chief executives and councillors at councils, 
and local and community boards. We lead the sector’s commitment 
to improving practice and efficiency, enabling economic growth, 
community vibrancy and environmental wellbeing. Protecting and 
enhancing local democracy is paramount.  

Our sector Vision is

< Local democracy  
powering community and 
national success. >
LGNZ is governed by our National Council, made up of 15 elected 
members from throughout New Zealand. We represent the national 
interests of councils and lead best practice in the local government 
sector. We provide advocacy and policy services, business support, 
advice and training to our members to assist them to build successful 
communities throughout New Zealand.

One of the strengths of local government is the opportunity it allows 
for citizens to be directly engaged in the process of governing their 
own towns, cities and regions. The Local Government Act 2002 states 
that the purpose of local government is:
1. to enable democratic local decision-making and action by, and on 

behalf of, communities; and
2. to meet the current and future needs of communities for good-

quality local infrastructure, local public services, and performance 
of regulatory functions in a way that is most cost-effective for 
households and businesses.

The practice of self-government enhances our understanding of 
citizenship while ensuring public services are responsive to the needs 
of the communities they are designed to serve. 

About councils
Regional councils primarily look after environmental resource 
management, flood control, air and water quality, pest control, and, 
in specific cases, public transport, regional parks and bulk water 
supply. Territorial authorities are responsible for a wide range of local 
services including roads, water reticulation, sewerage and refuse 
collection, libraries, parks, recreation services, local regulations, 
community and economic development, and town planning. Unitary 
authorities combine both regional and territorial functions. 

There is diversity in the range of activities that councils provide, 
reflecting the different circumstances that cities, towns and 
communities find themselves in. Together, all of local government has 
an important role to play in powering strong economies and building 
vibrant communities – across all of New Zealand.
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Our seven strategic  
policy priorities  
 
1 > Governance and 
performance excellence 
The sector knows that in order to deliver strong local government 
across New Zealand, we need to raise our standards of governance 
and performance. While there are many strong performers we need 
to lift the bar higher.

In March 2014 LGNZ launched EquiP, our Centre of Excellence, to 
deliver tailored services, best practice guidance, business solutions, 
governance and management support to strengthen the sector. 
EquiP works directly with council staff and elected members to 
provide customised guidance and tools to drive better efficiency of 
action and effect throughout local government activities.

< LGNZ is leading and supporting 
our members to improve 
governance and performance. >
Governance and asset management are two of the first key streams 
EquiP is providing. LGNZ is leading and supporting our members 
to improve governance accountability and value-for-money 
performance through training. Early this year, we will start delivering 
a governance training programme in conjunction with the Institute 
of Directors (IoD) and will co-promote the IoD’s board appraisal 
service Better Boards tailored to councils. The LGNZ / IoD governance 
workshops will focus on key governance, leadership and strategy 
skills for elected members and contribute to improved governance 
and performance in the local government sector, delivering greater 
value-for-money. There is very considerable interest in this from local 
authorities across New Zealand. 

LGNZ supports the new benchmarks for financial performance 
and financial prudence regulations which have come about as part 
of the review of the Local Government Act. We contributed to the 
development of these and we consider that they may provide some 
useful measurement of local government performance.

However, these need to be well-communicated with relevant 
contextual commentary. We also see better value in a wider set  
of contextual performance measures relevant to the different size  
and scope of the different organisations within local government. 
After all, Westland is very different to Auckland.

Accordingly, we will be working on thought leadership, practical tools 
and assistance to stimulate and deliver best practice governance and 
management, with asset management another early offer under the 
Centre of Excellence. 

Also under EquiP, we are looking at where councils can work together 
to share best practice and deliver shared services to provide better 
value across many areas – from IT, to water to human resources. 

LGNZ is committed to embedding these changes. It is going to  
be challenging and a steep learning curve for many, but the sector 
has a mandate, appetite and impetus for change.
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2 > A shared national  
approach to addressing 
regional development  
and growth across all of  
New Zealand
New Zealand currently faces uneven economic growth with some 
regions growing faster than others and some regions attracting 
population and others losing population. Auckland continues to 
develop into an international city and Christchurch rebuilds itself  
from devastating earthquake damage in 2010 and 2011.

Auckland has been growing rapidly and is now home to 1.4 million 
people out of New Zealand’s total 4.5 million population. The city 
needs to be able to meet the demands of its growing number of 
citizens. While New Zealand needs Auckland to succeed, Auckland 
needs the rest of the country to succeed.

The Canterbury region suffered extensive damage, particularly in 
the February 2011 magnitude 6.3 earthquake. It is now undergoing a 
rebuild process and has been the focus of much central government 
attention and resources. 

However, while Auckland and Christchurch are both critical to New 
Zealand’s success, the country’s economic growth strategy needs to 
consider the nation as a whole and the needs of its regions. LGNZ is 
committed to enabling and supporting economic growth across the 
whole country.

< The country’s economic 
growth strategy needs to 
consider the nation as a whole 
and the needs of regions. >
Local and central government need to work together to reduce 
regional inequalities across all of New Zealand. We want to develop  
a shared national approach. 

We need to find ways to develop our regional centres into 
environments which offer opportunities in education, employment 
and business, as places where skilled locals want to stay and set up 
business, and where skilled migrants want to settle. 

Local government is actively exploring and embracing options to 
simulate our local economies including investment in Economic 
Development and Regional Tourism organisations. Wider than this, 
we need central government to partner with us on a shared  
approach to deliver growth that will provide benefits to all regions  
of New Zealand.
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3 > Developing a sustainable 
funding model for local 
government 
The sustainability of local government funding has become an 
increasingly important policy issue in the face of rapid demographic 
and economic change. In response, LGNZ is undertaking a review 
of local government funding to identify new funding options and 
alternatives that can complement councils’ current funding tools.  
The focus is on developing a strategy and model that is sustainable  
in the long-term. 

Demographics of New Zealand are changing, in some areas at 
an unprecedented pace. This is reflected in an increase in ethnic 
diversity and the average age of citizens, with some communities 
ageing quickly. Population growth is equally diverse. Some towns  
and cities are growing rapidly while others are static or facing 
population decline. 

More and more councils are facing the complex challenge of 
populations which are static or declining and ageing. This double 
trend has two major impacts on those councils:
•  lower household incomes and reduced ability to cope with 

property tax increases; and
•  under-utilised infrastructure with smaller (and poorer) populations 

over which to spread the cost of maintenance and renewal.

< Funding for local government  
needs to be revisited to find a 
sustainable model. >

On the other hand, other councils are facing major growth pressures. 
These councils are required to fund large-scale infrastructure 
investments in order to meet the needs of future generations and 
sustain economic growth. Such councils have limited funding tools at 
their disposal and required growth in funding requirements will place 
severe pressure on a pure property tax model.

Consequently, property-based taxes may soon no longer be 
appropriate or sustainable as the sole taxation forms for many 
councils. Alternatives are required. 

New Zealand local government has a high reliance on property taxes, 
which constitute approximately 60 per cent of the sector’s overall 
income. This is unusual by international standards. The common 
international approach is for local government systems to have a 
multiple taxing power, important for both resilience and fairness 
reasons. Examples of funding tools that we need to consider are likely 
to include local income taxes, local consumption taxes, congestion 
charges, visitor charges, payroll taxes and tax incremental financing.

LGNZ will investigate alternative funding approaches to  
complement existing sources. This will be undertaken in the context 
of an analysis of long-term demographic trends, infrastructure needs 
and environmental risks that are likely to affect the resource base  
of local government and the life of existing infrastructure. An LGNZ 
working party will be established to oversee the review which will 
commence in April 2014 – and based on the research LGNZ will 
adopt a policy position and develop a strategy capable of attaining 
cross-party support.
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4 > Leading effective 
infrastructure development 
and funding policies 
Councils take away rubbish, build and maintain roads, pipe sewage, 
and deliver many more services to communities and businesses 
24/7, 365 days a year. For residents, it’s an average cost via rates of 
just $5 per household per day. That’s a remarkable value proposition. 
Without councils providing such services, wider economic activity 
simply could not happen. 

Alongside a joint strategy for growth across all of New Zealand, 
we need a joint local government/central government plan for 
infrastructure. Local government is very focused on infrastructure 
– in fact the infrastructure value of the sector is not much different 
to central government – our councils own community assets worth 
more than $102 billion and central government $112 billion. 

Councils develop and oversee significant assets and services,  
from the water that comes from our taps to the pavements we  
walk on, the roads we drive on, and the swimming pools and  
parks where we exercise. 

< We need to ensure 
infrastructure (and funding) 
supports communities and 
delivers economic growth. >
Local government will lead the development of infrastructure policy 
(and funding) including housing affordability initiatives, building, 
transport and water infrastructure. 

We need central government to partner with us on policy and  
funding that reflects our communities’ needs.

Water 
The sector is taking action with regard to water infrastructure  
through its 3 Waters project. This will enable local government  
to establish a national picture on the current state of infrastructure 
and performance of potable water, wastewater and stormwater 
assets and services, and develop a robust framework for building  
on best practice. 

We are investing in data acquisition for water. Good planning is based 
on good data. We consider that a holistic LGNZ national plan for our 
water assets, working alongside Treasury’s National Infrastructure 
Unit and the wider sector, is the way forward.

< We need good data to base  
our decisions on. >
3 Waters is a good example of how local government, in partnership 
with central government, can enable effective infrastructure 
investment and development. 
 
 The 3 Waters project will:
• Develop a single national information framework. This will improve 

transparency to elected members and communities by providing 
greater consistency and comparability in data. It will also support 
benchmarking which over time can be an indicator of best practice 
and cost savings for the sector;

• Produce a series of best practice interventions focused on the 
business of providing water services. The initiatives will include 
training, best practice case studies and templates. This provides 
a more formal and systematic way of sharing best practice – 
reducing costs of identifying and adopting innovative practices. 
The longer term impact of this work will be to improve service 
quality and deliver cost savings;

• Provide a consistent tool for assessing service design (Council 
Controlled Organisation or in-house business unit) and sector 
design (scale and scope matters). This will save money and 
improve the quality of analysis on return on investment;

• Provide a forum for addressing the balance of cost versus 
outcome in relation to drinking water quality. This was a key issue 
raised in the Local Government Infrastructure Efficiency Expert 
Advisory Group report. Such a focus has the potential to improve 
affordability over time and ensure that the right investment is 
made for the right reasons; and

• Facilitate sector engagement and discussion about the nature of 
stormwater problems and develop a prioritised response in the 
form of a local government stormwater work programme.
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Transport 
Transport is one area where local government plays a significant  
role; one that can be largely undervalued. Local and regional  
roads make up around 88 per cent of the country’s road length  
and carry up to eight times as much tonnage of primary produce  
as the processed and manufactured products carried to port  
on the state highway network.

Local government has invested over $1.23 billion in local roads in 
2012/13, including expenditure on new infrastructure, maintenance, 
renewal and operations. Funding is drawn from both a council’s rating 
base and the contribution councils receive from national revenue 
streams primarily delivered through the Funding Assistance Rate 
(FAR) administered by NZTA. Despite councils being responsible  
for over 88 per cent of roads they currently only receive around 
 46 per cent of the total funding.

The national funding for local roads has been under fiscal pressure 
for some time and risks are now developing that investment in local 
road infrastructure may suffer. NZTA is currently reviewing the FAR. 
The review may have significant negative fiscal impacts on some 
member councils, although others may gain (the review essentially 
is about how best to divide the existing ‘pie’). However, we are most 
concerned that changes will cause affordability issues for many 
rural and provincial councils and result in a higher impost on local 
ratepayers to maintain existing service levels. Alternatively service 
levels may fall in areas that disproportionately contribute to the 
generation of New Zealand’s economic well-being.

However, while the split of road funding is of critical importance to 
each and every council, of more strategic importance is the size of 
the roading investment that the government provides. 

< Sustainable investment in  
local roads will support 
economic development. >
The Government Policy Statement sets out what the government 
expects to be achieved from its investment in land transport through 
the National Land Transport Fund stating how large the investment 
will be, broadly how it will be spent, and how the revenue for it will be 
raised. We believe this is where the Government’s focus should be.

Roading is a good example of where growth can be facilitated. 
The understanding of the economic contribution of the local road 
network is not as clear as it could be. Local government owns, 
manages and bears the risk for over 88 per cent of the road network 
length but only receives 46 per cent of the funding. In addition, there 
is no clear strategy to consider how local roads can be better used to 
enable economic growth.

Our rural roading network makes a huge contribution to the 
profitability of New Zealand and is crucial for the farmgate to factory 
process, from Northland roads that carry dairy trucks and significant 
tourist traffic, Southland roads which service many rural industries to 
Gisborne and Tasman roads that bear countless trucks shipping logs 
to port.

We consider the Government needs to focus on the economic 
benefits and the strategic value of transport investment, particularly 
for roading, under the new Government Policy Statement.
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Building and housing
We are keen to work collaboratively with central government on 
reforms to building industry regulation and consenting. LGNZ shares 
central government’s desire to facilitate growth and see affordable 
housing come to the market. However, in recent times, collaboration 
has been notably lacking. We do not think that this is conducive to 
achieving the shared goals we both have in this area. This is a key 
issue in our largest cities, particularly Auckland and Christchurch  
– it will be one of the biggest tasks for elected representatives 
throughout the current triennium. 

The Auckland Housing Accord between Auckland Council and 
the Government aims to increase housing supply and improve 
affordability, including consenting 39,000 new homes/sections  
by the end of 2016. Nine councils are now listed under the  
Housing Accords and Special Housing Areas Act which gives  
the ability to develop a Housing Accord with central government.

The Government’s recent legislation included a provision to override 
council decision-making. Much was made that such a provision 
would never be used. However, its inclusion nonetheless in the 
legislation undermined the potential for both local and central 
government to work together productively. These types of regulatory 
interventions undermine the policy goals and they do little for 
building productive relationships. 

LGNZ wants to improve building consenting processes and we are 
already in discussion with the Government on this – including on-line 
consenting. However, the question of how accountability is allocated 
among all the parties involved in building and construction remains 
unresolved. The Law Commission is currently addressing the issue of 
joint and several liability, and LGNZ is advocating for changes to the 
law so building control authorities would only be held accountable for 
their mistakes. 

< LGNZ wants to improve the 
building consenting process. >
The leaky homes crisis, estimated to cost $13 billion to repair, 
understandably sparked demands for better apportionment of 
costs where there are multiple defendants. The present joint and 
several liability regime disadvantages local authorities as they cannot 
liquidate to avoid accountability (as many small building companies 
do) and hence remain the ‘last person standing.’ This at considerable 
cost to them and the communities they serve.

The apportionment of liability is the chief issue to resolve. People 
respond to incentives. If councils are to be the ‘last person standing’ 
in litigation, then a risk averse approach to the building consent 
process is likely to endure. MBIE is aware of this issue and it forms 
part of its overall consideration of the regulatory framework.

The Building (Earthquake-prone Buildings) Amendment Bill outlines 
proposals to strengthen buildings that are considered to be at risk of 
performing poorly in earthquakes. LGNZ does not support the ‘one 
size fits all’ approach which would give territorial authorities five years 
to assess all non-residential buildings, with owners having a further  
15 years to strengthen or demolish earthquake prone buildings.

We are advocating instead for a risk-based approach which is more 
fine tuned and takes into account the broader social and economic 
impacts alongside life safety. We want to focus on buildings and parts 
of buildings, eg parapets and verandahs, where failure could cause 
the most harm. The potential consequences of an earthquake at 
lunch time in Wellington are far greater than in some other parts of 
New Zealand for example. 

< We are advocating for a more 
flexible approach to building 
strengthening. >
We will be developing workshops for elected members and senior 
council managers once the Bill is introduced. These will focus on the 
proposals in the Bill including the responsibilities of local government, 
the building assessment process and local government decision-
making as property owners. 

We are also advocating for changes to development contributions. 
LGNZ understands central government is concerned that the benefits 
to the wider community aren’t currently recognised adequately in 
cost allocations for some projects. However, there is concern that 
the current proposals would simply transfer significant additional 
costs to rate funding and would possibly result in future community 
projects being cancelled, deferred or scaled back.

If we as a country are going to empower councils to speed up 
consenting, and make big decisions on infrastructure development 
to bring about economic growth across all of New Zealand, then we 
would like to see greater collaboration with central government.
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5 > Setting an agenda of 
regulatory reform and 
development of more 
effective policy-setting 
in areas impacting local 
government 
We need to reduce the regulatory and legislative burden on  
local government which imposes unnecessary and undue costs  
on local communities. To progress this we need a stronger 
relationship with central government policy setters to ensure 
that new initiatives are appropriate and able to be implemented, 
minimising costs to communities. 

Accordingly, LGNZ will be establishing a Regulatory Reform project in 
late 2014 to identify current laws and regulations that can and should 
be changed. The Productivity Commission’s 2013 report ‘Towards 
better local regulation’ cited examples of laws and regulations  
that could be improved, including giving councils the ability to 
enforce regulation. 

Looking forward, we want to ensure that proposed future legislative 
and regulatory reforms are influenced by the views of local 
government through relationships, formal submissions and feedback 
to consider implications, funding and solutions. 

We need to promote and facilitate a stronger relationship between 
central and local government to deliver a more conducive policy 
environment for local government to carry out its functions in the 
communities they democratically serve. A related problem is that 
no single body, nor central government, is collectively working 
together to identify the capacity and capability implications on local 
government from different regulatory imposts. 

< We need regulatory reform and a 
stronger relationship with central 
government policy setters to 
increase efficiency. >
Local and central government need to sit together at the policy 
setting table and consider effective implementation together at the 
earliest opportunity, along with a focus on regulatory effectiveness. 

In particular, we see the need for a stronger understanding of the 
practical community, financial and economic impacts of legislative 
and regulatory change before that change is considered. This includes 
changes to regulatory frameworks for the implementation of food, 
alcohol, psychoactive substances; and changes outlined in the 
Building (Earthquake-prone Buildings) Amendment Act; the new 
Local Government Act 2002 and updated guidance on governance, 
decision-making and development contributions; and inputting into 
and responding to the Government’s response to the Productivity 
Commission’s report on Local Regulations.

Working together will lead to stronger policy and more effective 
implementation for the benefit of our communities.
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6 > Sector-led policy on 
important environmental 
issues for effective 
management of natural 
capital 
Councils work on a range of environmental issues, such as natural 
hazard risks, climate change and coastal management. Councils  
face potential liability as a result of defining hazard lines or zones  
in coastal areas and flood plains. 

As our population, economy and reliance on infrastructure grow, 
our risk from natural hazards increases. Low-frequency high-impact 
events such as the Canterbury earthquakes pose both a local and 
national risk. As owners of significant infrastructure and responsibility 
for the mitigation of hazards through land use planning, local 
government has a major role to play in national resilience.

Local authorities strongly support the elevation of natural hazard 
management into Part 2 of the Resource Management Act (RMA). 
LGNZ, together with its regional sector, have developed an issues 
and options discussion paper to progress the management of 
natural hazards. 

< There is a need to develop 
effective policies around the RMA. >
There is a need to develop effective policies around the RMA and 
other legislation that work to encourage growth whilst maintaining 
our environment. To provide the best environmental protection 
possible, we also need to ensure that decision-making remains in the 
hands of local councils. This will ensure that the decisions that are 
made take into account specific and often unique local knowledge 
and environmental considerations.

The RMA reform legislation needs to be practical, workable, have 
clear aims and minimise costs to councils and most importantly 
ratepayers, ensuring that decision-making on resource issues 
remains with our communities. 

LGNZ wants to see councils enabled to reduce the complexity 
and cost associated with RMA plan-making and consenting, while 
keeping appropriate environmental protections in place and people 
engaged in the process. We believe if central government works with 
the sector and other key stakeholders this can be achieved.

We have signalled support for some elements of the proposed RMA 
package but have identified other key areas where there will be 
significant implications for the local government sector including:
•  alternative plan making processes;
•  a requirement for a ‘single resource management plan’ 

and a template to encourage standardisation, and suitable 
implementation timeframes to adopt these;

•  prescription of the use of independent commissioners  
for plan hearings;

•  changes to consent processing – a requirement to process some 
applications for resource consent within 10 working days – the 
introduction of a ‘technical exemption’ which would exclude/
provide an alternative pathway for some activities; and

•  a need for appropriate fee setting. 

The coastal environment faces a loss of natural character and 
continuing decline in species, habitats and ecosystems as demand 
has risen for coastal sites for infrastructure uses. Local authorities are 
the key implementers of the New Zealand Coastal Policy Statement 
2010 (NZCPS). There is a joint work programme between local 
authorities and the Department of Conservation to ensure district 
and regional councils are well informed about the NZCPS and are 
supported to implement its policies. 

Water quality is declining in some catchments across a range of 
indicators. LGNZ agrees that New Zealand’s water quality is still good 
by international standards but this varies a great deal around the 
country depending on land use, climate and geology. 

The Government has recently announced additions to the National 
Policy Statement for Freshwater Management 2011. Changes 
will require regional councils to account for all water takes and 
contaminant discharges, providing explicit recognition of tangata 
whenua values for fresh water. It introduces ‘bottom lines’ for 
ecosystem and human health and includes restricted grounds for 
exceptions to these. The sector supports the direction of the National 
Policy Statement for Freshwater Management amendments, and 
the relationship between Ministry for the Environment officials and 
LGNZ’s regional sector has been a very productive one. 
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LGNZ’s submission states that water is over-allocated in some places; 
decision-making processes are litigious, resource-consuming and 
create uncertainty; there is a lack of robust information on impacts 
and outcomes of management decisions; and water is not always 
used efficiently or for its highest value use. 

We have also made a submission to the 2012 discussion document 
proposing significant changes to the Resource Management Act.  
Our position on amendments to the RMA (including water reform) is:
• we support one consistent alternative method for developing 

policy statements and plans;
• we support removing recourse to the Environment Court in an 

alternative plan making process;
• we support a flexible approach to transition to ensure that existing 

collaborative approaches do not need to be repeated;
• we support the development of best practice guidelines for the 

alternative collaborative process through a partnership between 
government and local authorities;

• we question the logic and practicality limiting the use of the 
alternative planning process to freshwater policy statements and 
plans; and

•  we oppose limitations on the ability of local authorities to 
determine who should hear submissions on proposed policy 
statements and plans.

LGNZ will continue to advocate for workable freshwater standards 
and its regional sector intends to take a substantial leadership  
role in an integrated national environmental monitoring and  
reporting regime. 

7 > Strengthening local 
democracy and the value  
of local government
LGNZ proposes amending the Constitution Act to give  
local government a place in New Zealand’s democratic  
governance arrangements. 

The local government sector is predominantly guided  
by the Local Government Act 2002. In addition to its primary 
legislation, the sector must also have regard to and be consistent 
with the Resource Management Act and the Local Electoral Act, 
amongst others.

There is an important and lingering question about the  
place of local government in New Zealand and whether local  
government, as a fundamental aspect of New Zealand’s democratic 
arrangements, should be more clearly defined as part of our 
constitutional arrangements. 

The Constitution Act 1986 does not currently include a reference 
to there being local government in New Zealand. While the 
Constitution Act, like other significant Acts considered to be part 
of New Zealand’s constitutional arrangements, is not entrenched 
or considered superior law, they are Acts to which our courts and 
Parliament pay deference to.

< Advocating for stronger local 
democracy. >
LGNZ seeks to give constitutional expression to local government as 
a reflection of our values of enabling local decision-making through 
locally and democratically elected representatives.

In addition, we see a need to overhaul the voting system to improve 
voter turnout which may include on-line voting, a shorter voting period 
and possibly reintroduction of polling along with communication that 
promotes the value of local government to our communities.

Finally, we continue to recognise New Zealand is the third most 
centrally governed country in the world after Greece and Ireland. 
Localism remains an important concept that we will continue to 
advocate for – to ensure that local issues are dealt with and services 
are delivered by the appropriate level of government and that 
communities can decide what’s important to them.
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