
 

 
 
 
 
Why good governance matters in local government – opinion editorial 
 
Lawrence Yule, President, Local Government New Zealand 
 
The recently released Office of the Auditor General (OAG) report into the Kaipara District Council’s 
delivery of its Mangawhai wastewater project has highlighted a number of significant governance 
and management failings.  In fact, some may say, the only positive outcome is that Kaipara now has 
a wastewater system that works and has capacity for future growth. 
 
Unfortunately, for New Zealanders, governance failings are not new and occur across many sectors, 
both public and private, and there are plenty of examples one could cite over the past year alone. 
 
Similarly, Kaipara is not the only governance-related issue to impact on a local authority in recent 
times and, while the effects may continue to reverberate for some time, the lessons have been 
heeded. 
 
There are many strongly governed councils in New Zealand but there is also strong recognition that, 
overall, governance must improve.  Councils are learning from these experiences and moving 
forward.  Local Government New Zealand is in the process of embedding change in the governance 
space, with a series of new initiatives principally focussed on governance assessment, training and 
best practice.   
 
This has very strong support from local authorities countrywide and a major element will be a 
number of training modules developed in conjunction with the Institute of Directors, to be launched 
in early 2014, and delivered by LGNZ as part of this continuing professional development.  
 
LGNZ will also be establishing a centre of advice and best practice, and ensuring that councils have a 
far greater focus on financial effectiveness and value. 
 
Our members recognise that there is a fast growing awareness across local government that we 
need to raise our standards of governance and, accordingly, lift performance across the sector. 
In fact, raising standards of governance is one of the biggest challenges that our sector faces in this 
new triennium of local government.  There are good reasons for this – reasons which are also vitally 
important to all of us who are New Zealand ratepayers. 
 
The responsibilities of local government are vast.  The infrastructure value of the sector is not much 
less than central government.  Councils own community assets worth more than $120 billion.  
 
This includes 90 per cent of New Zealand's road network, most of the country's water and 
wastewater networks, and libraries, recreation and community facilities.  Council expenditure is 
approximately $8.5 billion dollars, representing approximately 4 per cent of Gross Domestic Product 
and 11 per cent of all public expenditure. 
 
Council members make very significant, often intergenerational, decisions.  A new bridge or 
wastewater plant might have an expected life of 50-plus years and cost tens of millions of dollars.  
 
Elected representatives often have to make tough decisions about funding and how to prioritise use 
of that money.  Elected members also bring a varying range of governance skills when it comes to 
making these decisions.  Councillors bring passion, enthusiasm and commitment to the table and 
they all want the best for their communities – as those in Kaipara did.  But probably the biggest 



 

learning from the Kaipara saga is recognising that this commitment should go hand in hand with 
appropriate governance practice.  
 
LGNZ already provides intensive induction training.  Following the recent local elections it provided 
intensive workshops and induction training for newly elected members and for new and re-elected 
mayors to ensure they have the essential elements needed during their first months in office. 
 
This built on the information provided in our Elected Members’ Governance Handbook – the best 
practice governance pillars for the sector – which provides the ‘must have’ information they need to 
navigate the legislative and procedural requirements that will govern their time in local government.  
 
However, it is clear that more intensive, in-depth governance training is needed and a requirement 
that councils lift governance performance.  Councils will need to fund this training and, with 
outcomes such as Kaipara, there is no room for councils to say they can’t afford it. 
 
The OAG report highlighted successive and sustained poor performance over a number of years and 
found management displayed a lack of basic financial, project contracting and management 
expertise, and little acknowledgement of relevant risks.  
 
Significantly, it also found that councillors failed to assume governance responsibility for the project 
and did not assess risks or ask appropriate questions.  
 
The new training modules developed in conjunction with the Institute of Directors (IoD) will 
comprise workshops which will focus on key governance, leadership and strategy skills for elected 
members and will contribute to improved governance and performance in the local government 
sector.  
 
Through this partnership, mayors, chairs and elected members will be able to build on their current 
skill set and also strengthen their collective governance abilities using the IoD’s Better Boards 
appraisal tool.  
 
We are confident that our initiatives will contribute significantly to developing a stronger, more 
effective, and more efficient local government sector. 
 
Despite the high profile governance failures that have occurred, the overall situation in local 
government is positive.  There are many very strongly governed councils and skilled people, and 
strong established and up-and-coming leaders. 
 
But we need to lift the bar higher still.  This joint programme and our focus on best practice advice 
and support will do much to enable that strong leadership and governance, to help them deliver on 
the ambitious visions they have for their communities and the expectations of those who have 
elected them.  
 
It will empower elected members to ask the right questions, get to the heart of matters, ensure 
proactive management of council finances and make the right decisions that will assist to prevent 
future governance-related issues.  
 
Combining the skills, passion and commitment these people bring to their roles, with the specialist 
training to provide our mayors, councillors and community board members with very sound 
governance skills will, I believe, in time bring about a sea change within local government in New 
Zealand.    
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