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Tourism Hot Reports  
 
David Hammond has developed a simple format based on his sector research to determine the value for your 
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Executive 
Summary 
 

There is a need to inform the national 

conversation about the contribution of the 

local government sector to tourism. Tourism 

eclipsed dairy industry returns as our largest 

sector in 2015/16 and the opportunities and 

issues of the visitor sector are growing for 

local councils. 

This research was initially advanced by the 

author as part of the New Zealand Tourism 

Councils Workgroup and completed by 

Hammond Robertson Ltd. The responses of 72 

of the 78 New Zealand councils are included. 

This research is the first of its kind undertaken 

with the local government sector to 

understand every TLAs contribution to the 

visitor industry. The research compares the 

data on TLA expenditure with the visitors 

spending in each area to advance a 

methodology for calculating return on 

investment for councils’ visitor industry 

investment. 

The research in this report compares visitor 

spending on a national average basis and then 

places councils into their cohorts of 

population size to compares council and 

visitor spending per head of population. Iconic 

areas are also compared as a separate cohort. 

The following are key finding of the research: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(a) TLAs spend $140.3 million or $37.90 per 
head of population on the tourism sector 
in 2015/16 mostly by way of rate funding. 
This excludes the costs of toilets, tourism 
roads, and water and sewerage 
infrastructure. With these included the 
total spend would be in excess of $200 
million. 

 

(b) The spend on tourism can vary from TLAs 
with small populations located in iconic 
areas spending over $80 per head on 
tourism, to larger populations centres 
such as Auckland City spending only 
$15.30 per head of population. 

 

(c) Queenstown stands out nationally as 
having the highest visitor returns per 
head of population in addition to a high 
council spend on the sector. Other iconic 
tourism areas do not fare as favourably. 

 

(d) Two councils with high expenditure per 
head of population and high visitor 
returns are Mackenzie and Westland 
District Councils who stand out as solid 
performers.  

 

(e) Metro centres in general have high total 
expenditure but which is low per head of 
population, and do not enjoy the same 
visitor returns per head of population 
compared with smaller centres.  

 

(f) Overall there is a need for the local 
government sector to better define its 
expenditure on ‘tourism’ to understand 
the business case for its ratepayer 
investment into projects, grants and 
sponsorships, and to set better funding 
policies for facilities used by visitors to 
ensure they contribute fairly. 
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Introduction 
The purpose of this report is to establish a baseline of Territorial Local Authority (TLA) expenditure 
on the visitor industry. Local Government is a significant partner in the Tourism 2025 Strategy (T-
2025) but that has not to date been quantified. The Tourism Industry Association (TIA) stated, “By 
default, local governments are arguably the largest tourism operators in New Zealand” (p.2 
Submission to Queenstown Lakes District Council Ten Year Plan, 2012). 
 
This sector research was undertaken by the author in February 2016 with all local authorities to 
establish a baseline of the sector’s expenditure. The research questions were: 

 How much did councils spend on Regional Tourism Organisations in the 2015/16 financial year? 

 How much did councils spend on I-Sites (separate from above) in the 2015/16 financial year? 

 What was the value of council spending on other tourism industry support in the 2015/16 
financial year? 

 
The report summarises the findings from the survey and draws observations and further lines of 
enquiry from the results. By quantifying the expenditure local government makes in the sector it is 
anticipated that policy positions about future infrastructure spending and revenue methods can be 
better informed. The information contained in this report also compared expenditure by TLAs to 
visitor spend in each area to provide inform a methodology to quantify return on investment. 
 

Background 
T-2025 was developed by a partnership including the Ministry of Tourism, the TIA and Tourism New 
Zealand. The Strategy recognises the role of local authorities as critical in the sector’s success. The 
majority of that document views local government in an infrastructure role but the wider impact of 
the sector in regulatory functions and funding are also contemplated (pp. 55-56): 
 

 “The role of local government is to provide: 

Infrastructure and facilities, such as roads, water, waste management, lighting, 

and, in some areas, public transport. Many local authorities also operate 

attractions such as museums, art galleries, gardens, sports venues, and events for 

the enjoyment of both locals and visitors visitor information and marketing 

services through the i–SITE network, signs, and the Regional Tourism 

Organisations. 

Only the country’s local authorities have the power to plan for and manage any 

unwanted impacts of tourism. Their ability to do this varies greatly, depending on 

their size, what skills they have, and how much they focus on tourism. These 

differences, combined with different approaches to planning, can create 

confusion and inconsistencies for visitors and communities.”  
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Perhaps the strongest local government theme in T-2025 is that sector’s role in infrastructure 
development where the Strategy states: 

“… Delivering a world–class experience to our visitors requires appropriate, high–

quality infrastructure. The needs of our communities are equally as important. 

This means ensuring we have, for example, a reliable energy supply, good roads 

and public transport, adequate public toilets, car parks, road signage and 

recycling facilities. We need to ensure that the infrastructure needs of tourism 

and host communities are met and appropriately funded.” (p.14) 

“Appropriate, high–quality infrastructure underpins the visitor experience. 

Visitors expect a reliable energy supply, good roads and good public transport 

networks and facilities such as rubbish disposal, recycling centres, public toilets, 

car–parking, good signage, and easy access to information. Central and local 

government and the private sector all have a critical role to play in providing 

these.” (p.23) 

In summary, local government is viewed as a significant partner in the success of the visitor industry 

with a far reaching role. The Strategy provided a good basis for parties to work together but stopped 

short of identifying the lead roles for each workstream.  

To our knowledge this report is the first of its kind identifying the expenditure of local government 

on tourism infrastructure and support. There are reports discussing funding methods across local 

government including tourism and evaluating Regional Tourism Organisation (RTO) structures. 

However it has not been know to what extent local government is an investment partner in the 

national tourism sector. 

 

 

   

Whanganui River Tourism. 
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Methodology 
 

Sample size and selection 

For this research all 78 Regional, Unitary and TLAs were asked how much they spent on the tourism 
sector in the 2015/16 financial year. The request made via the Chief Executive Listserve requested 
the expenditure figures be supplied as (a) Regional Tourism Authority (RTO) expenditure, (b) I-Site 
expenditure which was not already included in the first figure; and, (c) Other tourism expenditure. 
 
The ‘Other’ category was left to the councils themselves to define. It was suggested that it could 
include such things as tourism related grants and tourism capital projects. It was decided not to 
define an exhaustive list because it is more important that the councils themselves define what 
support they give to the tourism sector. The ‘Other’ category did not include councils expenditure on 
such tourism infrastructure as toilets, the expansion of water or sewerage plants needed because of 
visitor demand, nor the regulatory or planning costs of the council generated by the visitor industry. 
These are areas to explore in future in order to complete the picture. This will be a more substantial 
body of work as most councils will not have previously identified expenditure to this level of detail. 
 

Sources and use of information 

As well as the Listerve directly asking councils, the research also used the Ministry of Business, 
Innovation, Employment (MBIE) Regional Tourism Indicators information for visitor spend by TLA 
area1. Results from councils were compared to national data sets for population and tourism 
(domestic and international) spend per TLA area. This cross tabulation of data was able to provide 
some important new information to the local government sector: 

 Average council expenditure per head of population broken down by council and also council-
size cohorts; 

 Visitor spend per head of population in each TLA area; and 

 How much return from visitors is earned in each area for every $1 of council expenditure on the 
tourism sector. 

 

Return rate 

The return rate was 72 of 78 councils (92%) which was extremely high demonstrating that the 
project was well supported by the sector. All major metros responded. Four provincial centres and 
two rural areas did not respond. In the results section, the responses vary between N=72 and N=58 
mainly due to the effect of regional councils not contributing to certain data fields (as most regional 
councils do not fund directly into tourism). 
 

Data observations 

The study reported here is only investigating the expenditure side of the councils’ activities. It does 
not use ‘net’ expenditure adjusted for subsidies, loans or revenue from external grants. The research 
has been careful not to link the expenditure with rates payments, although it is correct to observe 
that the majority of the funding is from rates either directly or in the form of loan repayment.   
 
In the preparation of results some city councils in particular expressed difficulty in separating 
expenditure on their local population and the increased levels of service (ILOS) to support the visitor 

                                                           
1
 https://mbienz.shinyapps.io/tourism_dashboard_prod/ 
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industry. For example Wellington reported that it does not define between public and visitors in the 
support of public facilities and therefore did not include a proxy figure for expenditure on the visitor 
industry for those facilities. This would see a significant finding for the sector because if ILOS is not 
identified then specific funding methods targeted to the visitor sector for ILOS are not being 
quantified in many councils. 
 
It is also important to note that the research used population of council areas, or, per head of 
population. It is acknowledged that in a number of areas rateable assessments is an arguably more 
valid measure. This is particularly relevant in popular visitor district such as Thames-Coromandel 
which has some 55% absentee ratepayers. 
 
Finally, figures have been taken on trust from the councils themselves. Although supplied by the 
councils -often from their management accounting teams -most figures have not been verified 
further. As this is a first year of such research, the methodology is in development. 
 

 
  

Coromandel Tourism 
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Results 
 

Total TLA expenditure on the visitor sector 
The local government sector’s tourism investment in the 2015 year was $140.3 million. Seventy-one 
councils responded that they contributed $54 million into RTOs and I-Sites for destination marketing, 
and a further $86 million into a range of diverse investments from grants to cycleway construction. 
This total excluded spending on public toilets, expanded sewerage and water schemes to cope with 
peak period growth, bylaws regulation, and additional rubbish services over the peak. With these 
included, the real figure would undoubtedly be well in excess of $200 million each year. 
 
That means on average $37.90 is spent per head of population on tourism promotion and projects 
led by councils. Much of that is funded by rates payments, but funding was also sourced from 
private sector partnerships, user fees, and debt funding. 
 

Highest total spending by TLAs on the visitor sector 
Table 1 shows the top 11 Councils by total council expenditure. This cohort spent $113 million which 
amounted to 81% of the total spent nationwide by councils. There is a clear investment gap between 
this cohort and the next council below Thames-Coromandel District Council (this was Southland 
District spending $1.8 million). 

Table 1. TLAs with the highest expenditure on the visitor sector in 2015 

Tourism spend 
2015/16 

Total TLA 
spend 

 ($000) 
TLA spend per 

head ($) 

Christchurch City Council 24,587 66.80 

Auckland City Council 24,000 15.30 

Dunedin City Council 21,781 173.10 

New Plymouth District Council 7,631 96.60 

Rotorua District Council 7,344 106.10 

Wellington City Council 6,500 31.90 

Far North District Council 5,606 91.60 

Napier City Council 4,670 77.30 

Queenstown Lakes District Council 4,324 133.50 

Taupo District Council 3,353 94.20 

Thames-Coromandel District Council 3,342 120.20 

Total: 113,138  

NZ average spend per TLA:    37.90 
 

 The highest expenditure is in Christchurch and Auckland;  

 Christchurch reported a significant post-earthquake rebuild of cycleways and other projects;  

 Dunedin is treated in this report as an outlier result which needs more verification but as they 
reported, Christchurch, Auckland and Dunedin expenditure amounted to $70.4 million (62% of 
the total TLA expenditure). 
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Highest spend per head of population on the visitor sector 
Table 2 uses this same expenditure information but instead of the highest total spend, it shows the 
highest expenditure per head of population in that TLA area. 

Table 2. TLAs with the highest expenditure on the visitor sector in 2015 per head 

of population 

TLAs with highest spend per head 
Total TLA 

spend ($000) 
Population  

(000) 
TLA Spend per 

head ($) 

Dunedin City Council 21,781 125.8 173.10 

Kawerau District Council 975 6.7 145.50 

Queenstown Lakes District Council 4,324 32.4 133.50 

Thames-Coromandel District Council 3,342 27.8 120.20 

Rotorua District Council 7,344 69.2 106.10 

New Plymouth District Council 7,631 79 96.60 

Taupo District Council 3,353 35.6 94.20 

Opotiki District Council 824 8.8 93.60 

Far North District Council 5,606 61.2 91.60 

Mackenzie District Council 360 4.4 81.80 

Westland District Council 699 8.7 80.30 
 

 As already mentioned, Dunedin is considered a potential outlier subject to further verification of 
the figures supplied for their total tourism spend; 

 Below Kawarau in the table are a suite of iconic tourism areas, and other TLA areas investing 
heavily to build their tourism sectors. 

 

Excluding Dunedin City, Kawarau District Council spent the most 

per head of population of any TLA in 2015 ($145.50). Kawerau 

District Council’s expenditure in 2015 related to a one-off 

project to achieve more overnight stays for visitors to their 

Tarawera River white water facilities. 

 

 

Expenditure by TLA cohort 
The following table breaks down total expenditure on the visitor industry by population cohort. The 
difference with the sample size and the total visitor expenditure figures quoted earlier is the 
exclusion of Regional Councils and several non-responses in these data. 
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Table 3. TLAs expenditure by population cohort in 2015 

Cohort 
Total TLA spend 

($000) 
No. of 

TLAs 

Average 
spend per 

TLA ($000) 

Average 
spend per 

head ($) 

Over 100,000 79,567 7 13,261 22.65 

50,000 to 100,000 28,745 11 2,395 37.97 

20,000 to 50,000 22,621 21 1,077 38.09 

10,000 to 20,000 3,026 10 303 20.73 

Under 10,000 4,830 13 372 50.54 

Total: 138,789 62   

NZ average spend per TLA: 37.90 

Average spend of NZs four biggest cities (AKL, WEL, CHCH, HMTN): 30.90 

Average spend of iconic tourism centres (QLDC, TCDC, Rotorua, Taupo): 113.50 

 

 Looking at the quantum of spend per head of population, it was councils with less than 10,000 
population who spent proportionately more in 2015;  

 Councils in the 50,000 to 100,000 sized cohort spent $37.97 per head, right on the national 
average; 

 Our four largest metros spent less than the national average per head of population ($30.90); 

 The four iconic tourism centres of Queenstown, Coromandel, Rotorua and Taupo spent on 
average $113.50 (almost three times the national average). 

 

Visitor spend by TLA 
Table 4 identifies the twelve TLA areas with visitor spend in them above $400M in 2015. Visitors are 
classified as either ‘domestic’ (New Zealand visitors to an area) or ‘international’. 

Table 4. TLAs with an excess of $400 million spent by visitors to their area in 2015 

TLA 
Domestic 

($M) 
International 

($M) 
Total  
($M) 

Auckland City Council 3,270 3,230 6,500 

Queenstown Lakes District Council 700 1,320 2,020 

Christchurch City Council 1,070 680 1,750 

Wellington City Council 1,220 420 1,640 

Hamilton City Council 510 100 610 

Rotorua District Council 300 300 600 

Tauranga City Council 460 110 570 

Dunedin City Council 380 150 530 

Taupo District Council 310 150 460 

Palmerston North City Council 390 40 430 

Nelson City Council 330 90 420 

Hastings District Council 380 30 410 

Total 9,320 6,620 15,940 
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 Visitors spent $6.5 billion in Auckland and another $2 billion in Queenstown. In total these 11 
councils captured $16 billion ($72%) of the New Zealand visitor spend. In other TLA areas not 
shown on this table the value of international tourism expenditure is higher than for domestic 
visitors in their areas: 

 Marlborough District ($190 million international spend) 

 Westland District ($160 million international spend) 

 Southland District ($130 million international spend) 

 Mackenzie District ($90 million international spend) 

 Whakatane District ($70 million international spend) 
 

The following table shows the expenditure that TLAs made in their areas and the return on 
investment from visitors spend in their areas in the cohort of 11 highest TLA spenders. 

Table 5. Comparison of TLA expenditure with visitor spending in 2015 

TLA 

Total TLA 
Spend 
($000) 

Population 
(000) 

Total 
Visitor 

Spend ($M) 

Visitor spend  
per head 

($) 

Christchurch City Council 24,587 367.8 1750 4,758 

Auckland City Council 24,000 1570.5 6500 4,139 

Dunedin City Council 21,781 125.8 530 4,213 

New Plymouth District Council 7,631 79 200 2,532 

Rotorua District Council 7,344 69.2 600 8,671 

Wellington City Council 6,500 203.8 1640 8,047 

Far North District Council 5,606 61.2 370 6,046 

Napier City Council 4,670 60.4 230 3,808 

Queenstown Lakes District Council 4,324 32.4 2020 62,346 

Taupo District Council 3,353 35.6 460 12,921 

Thames-Coromandel District Council 3,342 27.8 260 9,353 

Total: 113,138 2,634 14560  

NZ average visitor spend per head of population: 6,548 

 

 Total visitor spend amounted to $22 billion in March 2015;  

 Of this cohort, Queenstown emerged as having the highest visitor spend per head of population. 
 
 

The top 11 councils who spent 81% of all TLAs expenditure on 

the visitor industry captured 65% of the New Zealand visitor 

spend in their areas. 
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Table 6 identifies the 11 council areas earning the most per head of population. 

Table 6. TLAs with the highest visitor spending in their areas in 2015 

TLA 
TLA Population 

(000) 
Total Visitor 
Spend ($M) 

Visitor spend per 
head ($) 

Queenstown Lakes District Council 32.4 2,020 62,346 

Mackenzie District Council 4.4 140 31,818 

Kaikoura District Council 3.7 90 24,324 

Westland District Council 8.7 200 22,989 

Taupo District Council 35.6 460 12,921 

Ruapehu District Council 12.5 140 11,200 

Hurunui District Council 12.5 130 10,400 

Thames-Coromandel District Council 27.8 260 9,353 

Rotorua District Council 69.2 600 8,671 

Nelson City Council 49.9 420 8,417 

Wellington City Council 203.8 1,640 8,047 

Average of visitor $ earned in each of the top 11 TLA areas: 19,139 

NZ average of visitor $ earned per TLA area (includes all TLAs): 6,321 

 

 The average for this cohort was $19,139 of visitor spend earned per head of population in these 
areas, and amounted to over three times the national average. When Queenstown was not 
included, the cohort average reduced to $14,814; 

 Queenstown earned the most per head of population from the visitor industry. Apart from 
Nelson, Table 6 is dominated by district councils due to their population sizes and visitor 
popularity. Almost all of these areas are iconic visitor destinations and all earn well above the 
national average of $6,321 of visitor spend per head of population; 

 This table provides different information on visitor spend per head of population than in New 
Zealand’s 10 largest population centres. 

 
  

Hobbiton Matamata 
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Table 7. Visitor spend per head of population in New Zealand’s 10 largest centres 

10 TLAs with the largest populations 
TLA population 

(000) 
Total visitor 
spend ($M) 

Visitor spend per 
head ($) 

Auckland City Council 1,570.5 6,500 4,138.80 

Christchurch City Council 367.8 1,750 4,758.00 

Wellington City Council 203.8 1,640 8,047.10 

Hamilton City Council 156.8 610 3,890.30 

Dunedin City Council 125.8 530 4,213.00 

Tauranga City Council 124.6 570 4,574.60 

Hutt City Council 102 380 3,725.50 

Whangarei District Council 85.9 240 2,793.90 

Palmerston North City Council 85.5 430 5,029.20 

New Plymouth District Council 79 200 2,531.60 

NZ average of visitor $ earned per TLA area: 6.321 

Average of visitor $ earned in the top 11 visitor spending TLA areas (excluding 
Queenstown-Lakes District Council): 15,840 

 

 Only two of New Zealand’s largest 10 population centres equalled or exceeded the national 
average of visitor spend per head of population. These were Wellington and Palmerston North. 

 
 
 
 

No major New Zealand metro came close to achieving the 

average visitor spend per head of population of the country’s 

11 leading performers who average $14,814 of visitor spend per 

head of population.  

Wellington City was closest at $8,047.10 of visitor spend per 

head of population. 
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Visitor spend achieved for TLA investment 
The following results compare the average TLA spend on the visitor industry in 2015 with the 
average return measured by visitor spend per head of population in those same areas. The cohort of 
11 councils in Table 8 are those that spent the most on the visitor industry in 2015.  

Table 8. Comparison of TLA expenditure by visitor return for every $1 of council 

spend 2015 

TLA with highest spend on visitor 
industry 

Total 
TLA 

Spend 
($000) 

Population 
(000) 

TLA 
Spend 

per 
head ($) 

Total 
visitor 
spend 

($M) 

Visitor $ 
earned for 
every TLA $1 
spent on the 
industry 

Christchurch City Council 24,587 367.8 66.80 1,750 71.20 

Auckland City Council 24,000 1570.5 15.30 6,500 270.80 

Dunedin City Council 21,781 125.8 173.10 530 24.30 

New Plymouth District Council 7,631 79 96.60 200 26.20 

Rotorua District Council 7,344 69.2 106.10 600 81.70 

Wellington City Council 6,500 203.8 31.90 1,640 252.30 

Far North District Council 5,606 61.2 91.60 370 66.00 

Napier City Council 4,670 60.4 77.30 230 49.30 

Queenstown Lakes District Council 4,324 32.4 133.50 2,020 467.20 

Taupo District Council 3,353 35.6 94.20 460 137.20 

Thames-Coromandel Council 3,342 27.8 120.20 260 77.80 

Total: 113,138 2,634  14,560  

Average visitor $s earned per $1 spent (these 11 councils): 152.40 

NZ average adjusted visitor $ earned per $1 spent by TLAs on the industry: 379.15 

 

 The New Zealand national average of tourism dollars earned for every TLA dollar spent on the 
industry was $660.15. However the result was skewed heavily by Kaipara District Council whose 
response indicated a visitor spend of $16,667 for every dollar the council spent on the industry;  

 The New Zealand average figure in Table 8 was adjusted by excluding the Kaipara data and this 
resulted in an average of $379.15 visitor spend per $1 of TLA spend on the industry; 

 These results indicate that the overall return for the investment spent in these 11 areas in 2015 
was less than half the national average ($152.40 versus $379.15);  

 Only Queenstown from Table 8 exceeded the national average. 
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Table 9 indicates that the highest returns for investment of council funding were in the following 
areas: 

Table 9. TLAs with the highest visitor spends for every $1 spent by the council on 

the visitor sector in 2015 

TLA area 

Total 
Spend on 

tourism 
($000) 

Population 
(000) 

Total 
Visitor 

spend (M) 

Visitor $ earned 
for every TLA $1 

Spent on the 
industry 

Kaipara District Council 3 21.1 50 16,666.70 

Central Otago District Council 36 19.2 130 3,611.11 

Waimakariri District Council 80 56.4 130 1,625.00 

Hutt City Council 276 102 380 1,376.80 

Rangitikei District Council 60 14.7 60 1,000.00 

Selwyn District Council 160 52.7 150 937.50 

Grey District Council 126 13.7 90 714.30 

Western Bay of Plenty District Council 189 46.8 100 529.10 

Tasman District Council 450 49.5 230 511.10 

Hurunui District Council 260 12.5 130 500.00 

 

 It is clear that many of these areas in Table 10 do not represent iconic tourism destinations, 
some capture visitor spend by virtue of their location on a major state highway, as a shopping 
destination for a domestic population, or have an iconic site in their area but invest little council 
funding; 

 This measure may be viewed by many councils as of limited value because it suggests that a 
council who invests little but enjoys large visitor returns is achieving a better rate of return.  

Table 10. Comparison of Tourism TLAs expenditure on tourism with visitor 

spends for every $1 spent by the council in 2015 

TLA area 

Total 
spend on 

tourism 
($000) 

Population 
(000) 

Total 
visitor 

spend (M) 

Visitor $ earned 
for every TLA $1 

spent on the 
industry 

Queenstown-Lakes District Council 4,324 32.4 2,020 467.20 

Mackenzie District Council 360 4.4 140 388.90 

Westland District Council 670 8.7 200 286.10 

Waitaki District Council 620 21.4 130 209.70 

Ruapehu District Council 670 12.5 140 209.00 

Taupo District Council 3,350 35.6 460 137.20 

Rotorua District Council 7,344 69.2 600 81.70 

Thames-Coromandel District Council 3,342 27.8 260 77.80 
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 Using the data in Table 10, the average return on council investment in this cohort of iconic 
provincial tourism destinations is $232.20 of visitor spending per every $1 of council investment. 
This is $147.00 less than the national average; 

 These figures can be readily moderated by the distortion of other TLA areas which invest little 
and enjoy large comparative visitor returns. However they still may be a concern to the TLAs in 
Table 10 and serve as a useful future measure to guide calls for increased investment in those 
areas. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Queenstown Lakes District Council is achieving a 

visitor return of $467.20 for every dollar it invests.  

This is followed closely by Mackenzie District Council 

($388.90). Other iconic areas did not perform so 

strongly in 2015/16.  

Rotorua earned just $81.70 for every dollar of its 

investment and Thames-Coromandel $77.80.  
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Discussion 
This section makes several observations about the investment into the tourism sector by New 
Zealand councils, relating the results to 2016 contemporary issues in the sector. 
 

TLA tourism performance in 2015 
In 2015 New Zealand councils spent $140.3 million on the tourism industry; an average of $37.90 per 
head of population. The highest spend by a council per head of population was Kawarau District. 
With a small population of 6,700 Kawarau spent $145.50 per head.  Having helped develop a very 
innovative White Water canoe slalom and rafting operation on the Tarawera River, the Council took 
a lead in 2015 on the conversion of ex-rugby clubrooms into visitor accommodation to house the 
River visitors locally.  
 
Excluding Kawarau with its special project in 2015 skewing the figures, and needing further 
verification, there is a small group of councils who spent over $100 per head of population. These 
are the iconic tourism areas of Queenstown ($133.50 per head), Thames-Coromandel ($120.20 per 
head) and Rotorua ($106.10). 
 
However a key question is whether the 2015 spend on the industry in those areas translated into 
performance in that year? Table 11 presents the spending per head of population for a selection of 
the councils reported on in the results section.  

Table 11. Selected TLA expenditure and visitor sector earning per $1 spent by the 

council on the visitor sector in 2015 

 
 
 
TLA Area 

Council spend per head 
population 

Tourist dollars per 
head of population 

Tourist dollars for 
every $1 of council 
spend on tourism 

$ NZ rank $ NZ rank $ NZ rank 
Queenstown Lakes $133.50 3 $62,346 1 $467.20 13 
Thames-Coromandel  $120.20 4 $9,353 9 $77.80 52 
Rotorua $106.10 5 $8,671 10 $81.70 50 
Mackenzie $81.80 11 $31,818 2 $388.90 19 
Westland $80.30 13 $22,989 4 $286.10 25 
Waitaki $29.00 18 $6,075 46 $209.70 33 
Taupo $94.20 8 $12,921 6 $137.20 43 
Ruapehu $53.60 18 $11,200 7 $209.00 34 
Auckland $15.30 36 $4,139 29 $270.80 26 
 National average: 

$37.90 
National average: 

$5,054.00 
National average: 
$379.15 adjusted 

 
From Table 11 Queenstown’s performance emerges strongly. With a smaller population and a high 
value visitor industry this area leads the sector performance. Queenstown experienced the highest 
visitor earning per head of population in 2015 ($62,346 per head), and a strong return of visitor 
spend for every rates dollar spent by council on this industry ($467.20). 
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However visitors spent more money per head of population in areas like Mackenzie, Westland, 
Taupo and Ruapehu. This is an important metric showing the value of the industry to these areas. 
When the metric of tourist dollars spent in an area for every dollar of council rates spent on the 
industry is considered, then Mackenzie and Westland emerge strongly behind Queenstown. 
 
From a local government perspective, best value for council expenditure performance in 2015 came 
from Queenstown (rank 1st), Mackenzie (rank 2nd) and Westland (rank 3rd). Some of these high 
performing areas seem to be receiving a lift from the success of Queenstown.  
 
Some areas have a challenge ahead to increase visitor spend in their areas compared with the local 
government investment being put in. These include Coromandel, Rotorua and Taupo. These three 
iconic tourism areas scored under the national average of tourist dollars earned for council rate 
investment, and although all are over the national average of tourist spend per head of population, 
goals may need to be reset. It is noted that Rotorua already has strategically reviewed its tourism 
spend goals and targeted $1 billion in visitor revenue by 2020. They are tracking ahead of their 
timetable. 
 

Better defining tourism spend 
The responses to the research questions by many councils indicates that more work is required in 
the sector to determine visitor industry spend. In urban areas this was illustrated by the lack of 
differentiation in the spending on facilities for the local public or incoming visitors. The value in 
understanding how much of the council investment is to cater for the visitor industry is in selecting 
the funding methods for the facility. Understanding the ILOS for visitors allows the council to set a 
funding policy that distinguishes the returns required from user fees from that funded by rates. 
 
In the responses by many rural and provincial councils there was often a better differentiation of the 
ILOS related to the visitor industry. However in these councils there was often little differentiation 
between grants, promotional activities and visitor spend. For example the spend on funding an A&P 
Show was regarded by some councils as visitor spend without an analysis of where the money spent 
on the A&P Show is circulating in the economy. Much of that council funding to run the show may go 
on itinerant sideshow activities who are not resident in the district, and much of the money may be 
spent by local people who cannot afford to do so. There is a clear need for councils to review the 
methodology by which they identify and assess spending on the visitor industry. 
 

Tourism in New Zealand’s rural sector 
Visitors to New Zealand enjoy the scenery in rural and remote New Zealand. Milford Sound and Fox 
Glacier, Cathedral Cove and Hot Water Beach, Tongariro National Park and Whanganui River, Mt 
Cook and Tekapo are iconic landscapes located in small rural and provincial council areas.  
 
These areas enjoy the benefits of the visitor industry alongside other traditional primary sector 
economies. However by head of population, councils in rural New Zealand are spending 1.6 times 
more than the national average on tourism. In 2015, 13 councils with 10,000 population or less 
spent an average of $50.54 per head of population in their areas. 
 
An example of a stark comparison is the $15.30 per head of population in Auckland and $81.80 in 
Mackenzie District in the shadow of Aorangi Mt Cook. It came as little surprise to local government 
tourism observers that many of the Freedom Camping issues which emerged over Summer 2015 in 
areas like Tekapo are in TLAs with the smallest populations. 
 
The T-2025 Strategy highlights the need for adequate infrastructure funding five times in the 
document (pages 7, 14, 23, 28, 55) stating on page 23: 
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“Appropriate, high–quality infrastructure underpins the visitor experience. Visitors 

expect a reliable energy supply, good roads and good public transport networks 

and facilities such as rubbish disposal, recycling centres, public toilets, car–parking, 

good signage, and easy access to information. Central and local government and 

the private sector all have a critical role to play in providing these.” 

 It is clear from the results that rural councils in the lowest population cohorts cannot afford to fund 

more of the tourism infrastructure for these areas. They are already funding considerably more per 

head of population that cities, and almost all other areas of New Zealand. 

Tourism expenditure in New Zealand’s provincial sector 
In 2015 New Zealand provincial councils with 50,000 to 100,000 population spent an average of 
$37.97 per head of population in their areas on tourism promotions, support and projects. This is on 
the national average. In this cohort are medium-sized councils in recognised tourism areas and 
provincial cities that are investing in tourism to diversify their economies. 
 
Provincial New Zealand councils spent a total of $28,745,000 on the tourism industry. These figures 
exclude spending on public toilets, expanded sewerage and water schemes to cope with peak period 
growth, bylaws regulation, and additional rubbish services over the peak visitor season. 
 
Whilst this sounds like a substantial contribution to the tourism sector, there are four councils within 
this cohort that skewed the figures. Rotorua District spent $106.10 per head, New Plymouth spent 
$96.60 per head, Far North $91.60 per head, and some way behind Napier spent $77.30 per head. 
The remaining 7 councils of the provincial cohort averaged just $8.30 per head of population with 
Waimakariri District spending $1.40 per head of population and Palmerston North, $11.30 per head. 
 
Outside of the cohort’s iconic tourism destinations, provincial New Zealand is often in a quandary 
about how much to invest in tourism given the strength of primary industries in those areas, and less 
visitor sector importance.  
 
Palmerston North is a case in point. The figures show the City spent very little per head of population 
but it had visitor industry ambitions. From its 2008 Tourism and Visitor Strategy the City’s goal was, 
“To be recognised as New Zealand’s preferred events, convention and leisure destination” (p.4). By 
2016 the City would be perceived as an attractive destination for tourism and visitors, and a 
preferred destination for visiting (p.6). 
 
Palmerston North is one of a number of centres in rural and provincial New Zealand to be able to 
leverage a small council spend for high visitor yield. MBIE reported that annual visitor spending in 
the Palmerston North area in March 2015 was $428 million. This was an increase of 13% on the 
previous year and higher than the national average increase of 11%. The City's strength is in 
domestic tourism, where it is now ranked seventh nationwide in terms of spending compared with 
11th four years ago (Palmerston North City Council Press Release, 24 November 2015).  
 
Palmerston North leveraged $445 per visitor for every $1 of council spending. This is a substantial 
leveraging, and higher than the New Zealand average of $379.15. However Palmerston North city- as 
in every area of New Zealand -has to determine if that leveraging is a good enough performance 
compared with other cohorts. Their leveraging is twice the average performance of the cohort of 
provincial tourism destinations. 
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Tourism in New Zealand’s metro sector 
New Zealand cities over 100,000 population spent $79.5 million on the tourism sector in 2015, which 
amounts to 57% of TLA expenditure. Although an impressive investment, the cities are only investing 
45% of the expenditure per head of population compared with the rural cohort (under 10,000 
population). 
 
This difference in investment could be viewed as efficiencies due to economies of scale. It could also 
equally be viewed as under-investment. 
 
Cities over 100,000 averaged a return of $410.84 from visitors for every $1 of council expenditure. 
Whilst this was above the average, Hutt City skewed the cohort with a return of $1,376 for every $1 
spent by council. Excluding Hutt City, the nation’s biggest cities averaged $249.85 from visitors for 
every $1 spent on the industry by the councils which is $129.30 less than the national average of 
$379.15. 
 
The best performing cities are Auckland followed closely by Wellington but these spend over $100 
less than the national average for visitor return per $1 of council spend on the industry. ATEED is 
well on track to achieving its readjusted target of $7.2 billion by 2021. However the investment to 
leverage this growth needs to continue. By way of comparison, Auckland City spent $15.28 per head 
of population on the visitor industry, but the national average was $37.90 per head. To spend at the 
national level, Auckland City would need to increase investment by an additional $35.5 million. 
Clearly this is not a realistic target by way of rate funding. Auckland stands out as a category of its 
own with national measures being of interest but these are not necessarily the most helpful 
measures for the city. International comparatives would be a better metric for Auckland to consider. 
 
However the conversation in Auckland should not be on how much ATEED is spending on the visitor 
industry because it is well under the national average. The real debate should be on diversifying the 
funding base, increasing visitor yield and total visitor spend. 
 
The national average of visitor spending per head of population was $6,548 in 2015. Auckland City 
earned $4,139 per head of population, which was under the national average. To achieve the 
national average, Auckland would need to earn an extra $2,409 per head of population (or a total of 
$3.8 billion) from visitors, which highlights the shortcomings of using a national comparison for this 
city. 
 

New Zealand cities over 100,000 population spent $79.5 

million on the tourism sector in 2015, which amounts to 

57% of TLA expenditure.  
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Conclusion 
 
The study reported here establishes a baseline of performance for TLA tourism investment. It is 
intended to generate a methodology for increasingly robust research by the local government sector 
in future.  
 
The value of undertaking robust research is two-fold. Firstly it places the local government sector in 
a position of knowledge of its own contribution nationally. This means that it can be a more effective 
sector contributor and advocate. 
 
Secondly the value of this research is for individual councils to analyse the metrics and answer 
questions about how much to invest for a target return from visitors. The research will also enable 
councils to hold a more meaningful conversation with their communities and visitor sector 
stakeholders. 
 

Overall there is a need for the local government sector to better 

define its expenditure on ‘tourism’ to understand the business 

case for its ratepayer investment into projects, grants and 

sponsorships, and to set better funding policies for facilities 

used by visitors to ensure they contribute fairly. 

The knowledge gained from this research forms a basis from which local government can contribute 
to contemporary discussions in 2016/17 on who should pay the cost of future tourism infrastructure. 
With the tourism sector, by value, now surpassing dairy sector returns by virtue of greater numbers 
of international visitors to New Zealand, destination management is of increasing concern. This 
research indicates that smaller councils are already paying more than their share for the industry 
and alternative funding methods need to be found. 
 
 
 
 


