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Waipā District Council’s submission on the simplifying local 
government – a draft proposal 

To: The Department of Internal Affairs 

Contact: Simplifying Local Government team, simplifyinglocalgovernment@dia.govt.nz 

 
1. Waipā District Council (Council) appreciates the opportunity to make a submission on the 

Simplifying Local Government - a draft proposal consultation. 
 

2. The Council supports the submissions of Taituarā and Local Government New Zealand, and 
the letter to Minister Watts and Minister Bishop dated 29 January 2026 regarding Central 
Government reforms from the Waikato Mayoral Forum (refer Appendix 1). 

 
3. In summary, the Council’s key points on the draft proposal are: 

• Council appreciates the opportunity to shape the future of local government for our 
community and the rest of the Waikato region. Local democratic processes will be 
critical to the success of the reforms. 

• Combined Territories Boards are supported in principle but, in order to be successful, 
further consideration is required as to how they can best reflect a strong central-local 
government relationship and specific considerations in each region. 

• Council considers that regional council elected members should remain in place until the 
reorganisation proposal has been developed by the Combined Territories Board so the 
Board has a single focus on designing effective future governance arrangements. 

• There are genuine opportunities to improve efficiency, capability, and effectiveness of 
local government through different delivery models, collaboration, and nationally 
consistent functions and tools. These opportunities require careful design and a 
programme approach across the suite of reforms underway. 

• Governance arrangements should follow a clear understanding of what specific 
problems in the current system the draft proposal is seeking to resolve, the functions 
that local government is expected to perform in the future and the scale at which these 
functions are best undertaken. At present, this clarity does not exist. 

• Transitional financial support, time, and nationally coordinated tools will be essential to 
ensure that the cost and risk of change do not fall on ratepayers and add to the cost-of-
living pressures our communities are experiencing. 

mailto:simplifyinglocalgovernment@dia.govt.nz


Page 3 of 11 

Waipā District Council submission on simplifying local government 

 

 

 

 
Kirsty Downey 

Approved by: Waipā District Council Strategic Planning and Policy Committee 
 

 

Waipā District Council Acting Deputy Chief Executive, Group Manager Strategy 

 

Mike Pettit 
Waipā District Council Mayor 

 
19 February 2026 



Page 4 of 11 

Waipā District Council submission on simplifying local government 

 

 

Waipā context 
 

4. The Council administers a rapidly growing district comprising a mix of rural communities and 
urban towns, including Te Awamutu, Kihikihi and Cambridge. The district supports a diverse 
economic base, including manufacturing, an international Airport, primary production, 
equine and horticultural activities, and includes significant natural assets such as the Waikato 
and Waipā Rivers. 

5. The district forms part of the high growth Future Proof Subregion centred on Hamilton City 
and is strategically located within the Auckland-Hamilton-Tauranga ‘golden triangle’ which 
accounts for over 50 percent of the country’s economic activity. The sub-region is already 
the fourth largest metropolitan area by population and economic activity in New Zealand. 
Importantly, both Te Awamutu and Cambridge are sub regionally significant economic and 
employment hubs where more than 60 percent of the working population live and work 
locally. 

 
6. Through Ahu Ake, our Waipā Community Spatial Plan, we have engaged deeply with our 

residents to plan for growth, infrastructure, land use, and environmental protection in a way 
that reflects local priorities while recognising our role within the wider Waikato region. This 
work, as well as our partnership approaches such as Future Proof, UNISA (Upper North Island 
Strategic Alliance) engagement with the Waikato Mayoral Forum, and our leadership role to 
create Waikato Waters Ltd with six other councils, demonstrates that Waipā already aims to 
operate with a strong regional lens, that balances local voice with regional interdependence, 
the type of systemic operating philosophy that is central to the Simplifying Local Government 
draft proposal. 

 
Key perspectives 

 
Local democratic processes are critical to success 
7. Council supports the intent of the Simplifying Local Government draft proposal and sees 

genuine opportunity for improvement in how local government operates, particularly in 
relation to efficiency, capability, effectiveness, and consistency of tools and systems. 

8. Council therefore welcomes the opportunity to shape the future of local government for our 
community and the rest of the Waikato. 

9. Waipā has strong experience with place-based engagement through Ahu Ake, community 
boards, and extensive consultation on growth, infrastructure, and environmental issues. 
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These mechanisms provide important local connection between residents and decision-
makers and are central to how local priorities are understood and are given effect to. 

10. Any change to governance arrangements must be matched by stronger, not weaker, 
mechanisms to maintain democratic connection and to deliver place-based outcomes. 

 
11. Council sees value in national leadership to promote modern democratic engagement tools 

that could improve participation and community ownership of decisions. The Simplifying 
Local Government process should support consideration of successful democratic 
governance models internationally, including participatory and deliberative approaches. For 
example, Switzerland’s governance framework and Taiwan’s use of digital participation 
platforms provide useful illustrations of how governance structures and modern 
engagement tools can strengthen citizen involvement, build consensus, and reduce 
polarisation by focusing on shared priorities. Ireland’s use of Citizens’ Assemblies provides 
another relevant example of how nationally supported deliberative processes can enable 
representative groups of citizens to work through complex political questions, build 
consensus, and provide decision making bodies with practical, publicly informed 
recommendations. 

 
National and regional functions 
12. Local leadership will remain essential for place-based responses and community connection. 

However, there are opportunities for enhanced national coordination and capability for 
issues that extend beyond regional boundaries and require nationally consistent tools, data, 
expertise and oversight. 

 
13. Council notes that a number of functions currently undertaken at a regional scale may also 

benefit from greater national-level support and coordination to achieve greater consistency, 
leverage increased scale, and tap into limited specialist capability. These include 
management of a number of ‘common goods’ such as water and air management. 

14. Similarly, there are functions that need to occur at a regional scale, including catchment and 
water management, and aspects of emergency management. 

 
Combined Territories Boards (CTBs) are supported in principle 
15. Council supports the creation of CTBs in principle, noting the following matters are critical 

for the Waikato region: 
• Council considers that the CTB, as outlined in the preferred approach, must include 

iwi and the regional chair alongside the mayors. It is essential that CTBs understand 
regional functions such as catchment management and emergency management, 
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cater for Treaty settlements and iwi partnerships, and consider implications for 
national and regional infrastructure networks. 

• Council welcomes Crown representation on the CTB to ensure appropriate connection 
with national-level decision making. This should be carefully balanced to preserve 
local democratic accountability. 

• Council notes that population alone may not adequately reflect effective 
representation on CTBs, particularly in regions with large rural areas, significant 
environmental assets, and diverse economic contributions. Alternative or 
complementary representation mechanisms may be required. Consideration could be 
given to a broader range of representative and participatory democratic models, 
drawing on successful international examples 

• Council considers that the criteria proposed for assessing regional reorganisation 
plans should place strong emphasis on functional clarity, cost-benefit analysis, 
protection of democratic voice, and long-term financial sustainability. 

• Council considers that existing regional councils should remain fully operational while 
CTBs are being established and reorganisation planning is underway. This will ensure 
continuity of critical functions such as catchment management, air, soil, and water 
quality management, as well as emergency management, while allowing CTBs to focus 
on designing effective future governance arrangements. This approach aligns with 
stakeholder feedback provided to the emergency management reform regarding the 
importance of maintaining an operational focus during structural change. 

 
16. Regarding voting rights, Council supports the proposed dual condition voting procedure, 

under which a resolution would only pass if both a majority of the population and a majority 
of CTB members agree. We understand this arrangement would apply only to certain 
decisions (e.g., resource management related matters) and suggest further consideration be 
given to whether a similar approach could be applied more broadly to ensure balanced 
regional decision-making. 

 
A programme approach to reforms is necessary 
17. Simplifying Local Government sits alongside water services reform, resource management 

reform, rates capping, changes to development levies, and emergency management reform. 
Council is concerned that these reforms are not yet articulated as a single, coherent 
programme with a defined ‘end-state’. Without this clarity, there is a risk of duplication, 
conflicting policy directions, reform fatigue, and reduced sector capacity to deliver change 
well. 
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18. The draft proposal represents one of the most fundamental potential changes to the form 
and function of local government since 1989 and should be approached with the necessary 
rigour, analysis, and time. Council therefore requests a clearer problem definition, option 
analysis, and evidence base to adequately inform input to and decisions on the draft 
proposal. 

 
19. Developing comprehensive reorganisation plans for each region across all functions, 

governance arrangements, and service delivery models will require significant analysis, time, 
and resourcing. 

20. Councils are currently delivering Long Term Plans, water service transitions, and considering 
resource management changes, alongside other reform-related work programmes. Council 
is concerned that the capacity required to undertake this work alongside existing statutory 
obligations has not been fully recognised. Without appropriate support, guidance, and 
realistic timeframes, there is a risk that the process becomes compliance-driven rather than 
strategically led and that it does not result in efficiency improvements. 

21. Costs of implementing the suite of reforms will be significant, including Simplifying Local 
Government. These reforms will not be cost-neutral. Central Government needs to support 
these costs and ensure that the proportion of costs borne by local government is affordable 
for communities. Central Government must ensure that all reform-related costs are 
transparently funded. It should also be noted that reform implementation funding should 
not be incorporated into potential future rate capping calculations or baseline expenditure 
settings. 

 
22. It is important to acknowledge that large structural reforms do not deliver immediate 

savings. Experience from previous large-scale local government reforms, such as the 
amalgamation that created Auckland Council in 2010, shows that substantial upfront 
transition costs are needed before any efficiency gains can be realised. These costs include 
practical matters such as aligning IT systems, HR and legal restructuring, and undertaking 
proper change management processes. Any potential long-term efficiencies must therefore 
be considered alongside these significant initial costs. 
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23. At present, timeframes associated with the suite of reforms would make it challenging for 
local government to deliver on its business. A programme approach for the suite of reforms 
is required so that local government can implement reforms successfully. In particular: 
• Uncertainties of reform processes will make preparation of robust 2027/37 LTP 

inherently uncertain. The operating environment could shift as late as early 2027 
whereas early budgets and business plans need to be developed well before mid-2026. 

• Reorganisation plans are most likely to be completed early to mid-2029, with 
Ministerial approval mid-2029. This coincides with rate capping proposals taking full 
effect from 1 July 2029. 

• Initial phases of reorganisation planning will coincide with the due date for delivery of 
regional spatial plans (Nov 2027) and any changes to emergency management reforms. 

• Simplifying local government timeframes would see plans enter a critical stage in mid-
2028, about the time the 2028 local elections are called. One of the lessons from Local 
Water Done Well is that attempting to run a locally-led reorganisation process around 
local elections is unlikely to support change. 

• Misalignment exists between annual plan and LTP processes and extremely tight 
timeframes to implement the new resource management system. Councils will have 
insufficient time to make any changes to the 2026-27 annual plan, and the regional 
spatial plan (RSP) is required to be notified before the 2027-37 LTP process. It is unclear 
how councils will be able to fund the preparation of the RSP. The implementation of 
the RSP is also misaligned with LTP processes. 

• The proposed timing of development levies does not align with implementation 
timeframes of the new resource management system. The inability for councils to 
collect financial contributions in the new system and timing to establish development 
levies creates gap for some councils, which is a significant funding risk for councils. 

 
Form should follow function 
24. The Simplifying Local Government draft proposal focuses primarily on governance 

structures. However, as already noted, other significant reform impacting local government 
is already underway. Collectively, these reforms will redefine what local government does 
and how it is funded, both of which impact on how it should be governed. 
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25. This means councils are being asked to consider new governance arrangements without 

clarity on what the new operating environment will be for local government, and what 
specific problems in the current system the draft proposal is seeking to resolve. 

 
26. This situation creates a real risk that governance solutions are designed before the functions 

they are intended to govern are properly understood. Council strongly supports the principle 
that ‘form should follow function’. 

 
27. Before governance structures are redesigned, there must be robust, evidence-based analysis 

of the future role of councils, the functions best delivered at local, regional, or national scale, 
and the costs and benefits of alternative delivery models. 

 
28. This work cannot be completed within short timeframes and will require independent, 

expert analysis. Our council’s experience of working across district, sub-regional, regional, 
and inter-regional scales through Ahu Ake, Future Proof, UNISA and catchment-based 
environmental management, demonstrates how closely governance, functions, and delivery 
are already intertwined in practice. 

Closing Comments 
 

29. Council supports the intent of the Simplifying Local Government draft proposal and sees 
genuine opportunity for improvement in how local government operates. However, given 
the scale and significance of the proposed changes, Council again emphasises the need for 
functional clarity, robust analysis, sufficient time, and transitional support to ensure that 
change is well-designed, protects democracy, and delivers enduring benefits for 
communities. Ongoing engagement with the sector is welcomed to ensure a fit-for-purpose 
outcome is developed. 

30. Waipā District Council looks forward to working constructively with Central Government and 
the sector to ensure this reform is designed for long-term success. 
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Appendix 1: Letter to Minister Watts and Minister Bishop dated 29 January 2026 regarding 
central government reforms from the Waikato Mayoral Forum 
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Postal Address Private Bag 3010, Hamilton 3240, New Zealand 

 

 

 

 
OFFICE orm, MAYOR 

HAMILTON 

29 January 2026 
 
 
 

Hon Simon Watts, Minister of Local Government, 

Hon Chris Bishop, Minister Responsible for RMA Reform, 

Parliament Buildings 

Wellington 6160 
 

 
Tena korua Minister Watts and Minister Bishop, 

 
Local Government Reform - Waikato Mayoral Forum 

 
Thank you for the opportunity to engage constructively with the Government's local 
government reform programme. The Waikato Mayoral Forum sees this reform as a once-in-
a-generation opportunity to address long-standing systemic issues, strengthen local 
democracy, and ensure local government can continue to deliver for its communities into 
the future. 

The Forum would like to highlight the following matters in relation to our region. 
 

The Waikato region is central to New Zealand's economic performance and long-term 
resilience. 

Projected rapid population growth across Hamilton, Waikato and Waipa, peri-urban 
settlements, rural towns and villages, and coastal communities will require coordinated 
and well-funded long-term planning. The region's location as a critical national transport, 
freight, and logistics corridor supports a diverse economy spanning agriculture, advanced 
manufacturing, technology, renewable energy, aquaculture, tourism, healthcare, and 
forestry. Waikato also manages significant natural resources, including river catchments, 
geothermal assets, 10,000 km2 of coastal marine area, 1,200 km of coastline, and $1.1Bin 
flood protection infrastructure. Our strengths are further supported by a growing Maori 
economic base and the longstanding cultural and regional leadership of the KTngitanga. 

mailto:mayor@hcc.govt.nz
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OFFICE OF"nlE MAYOR 

HAMILTON 

A focus on partnerships, relationships and collaboration support the current 
complexity of the region's governance. 

The region's governance environment comprises 12 local authorities, over 40 iwi including 
six large iwi groups, and more than 200 hap0. Waikato has demonstrated an enduring 
desire and ability to work collaboratively with central government, including through the 
Future Proof partnership. We are demonstrating leadership th'rough the formation of two 
water service entities in response to Local Waters Done Well legislation. Existing regional 
governance structures such as the Waikato May, .o.  ral Forum, the CE Forum and the lwi 
Governance Forum, illustrate proven leadership and implementation capability. 

 
The Forum urges you to consider the following critical points as you progress with this 
programme of reform. 

 
 

Waikato is ready to partner on nationally aligned, enduring reform. 
 

The government's reform agenda requires a whole-of-government approach with clear 
alignment across legislative changes, clarity of functions at all levels, and localised 
decision-making preserved where it best serves communities. Long-term planning for 
growth, infrastructure, and climate adaptation must be supported. 

The Waikato CE Forum has already initiated work on the unique value proposition of local 
government, its' form and function, and how this can best support communities within an 
aligned national system. 

Effective reform requires genuine partnership. 
 

Recent reform processes have at times, minimised local government's role. A bipartisan 
national vision, shared governance responsibilities, and recognition of the value of local 
government assets are essential. The Waikato seeks a reset based on trust, shared 
outcomes, and an equitable partnership. 

Effective reform requires a whole of system approach 

mailto:mayor@hcc.govt.nz
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HAMILTON 

Reform will only succeed if it is considered as a whole system and not as individual parts. 
The reform programme will have a significant impact on local government and 
communities, however it is not clear that a whole of systems approach is being adopted. 
We urge the government to reconsider the timing, varied decision-making models and 
funding and financing impacts associated with each element of the reform programme so 
local government can implement reforms effectively. We alsQ urge the government to 
consider the overall financial impact on communities as the reform programme includes 
additional responsibilities for local government, and any move away from LGFA funding is 
likely to increase the financial burden on communities. 

Transition costs will be significant. 
 

To ensure successful implementation,, central government will need to provide additional 
funding, enable new financing tools, and allow councils to pause major statutory 
processes such as long-term plans, audits, and representation reviews, to be able to meet 
the costs of reform. DIA (Ministry of Cities, Environment, Regions and Transport- MCERT) 
will also need to be adequately resourced to work closely with the regions on this reform. 

Transitioning to a new system for local government and resource management will be 
complex and resource intensive. Transitional support will be required to assist the sector 
to deliver transformation at scale. Any changes to form and functions should be aligned 
and well sequenced, with implementation timing coordinated so benefits can be realised. 
Transition timeframes should also take account of significant events such as local and 
national elections and be clearly communicated so communities and ratepayers 
understand when changes will occur. Ideally the timeframe would ensure that the 
reorganisation is concluded within the next triennium, to avoid the risk of re-litigation and 
re-education of new elected members. 

Longstanding issues on funding of local government must be addressed. 
 

The purpose of local councils is to do the things that their communities want them to do 
and are prepared to pay for. Councils should be accountable to those affected by their 
decisions and from whom they can require funds. Where legislation (including statutory 
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national direction) creates functions of national benefit, those mandates should be 
recognised and funded by central government. 

Unfunded mandates, the absence of GST on rates being returned to councils, the lack of 
Development Contributions/Levies and rates paid by central government on Crown 
property, needs addressing so there is equitable Crown contribution to local government 
activity from which it directly benefits. 

Reform should also enable a wider set of financial levers and tools, in addition to rates, to 
improve transparency, efficiency and affordabili,ty while maintaining strong local 
accountability. Without new tools and equitable Crown support, councils will face 
unsustainable pressures, especially for infrastructure essential to supporting regional and 
national growth. 

lwi partnership is fundamental to current and future governance, and decision-
making must occur at scales that strengthen democratic practice. 

Te Tiriti obligations must be embedded consistently across the reform programme. Te Tiriti 
settlements have marked a new era in relationships between the Crown, Mana Whenua 
and iwi. These relationships, supporting statutory obligations, and Te Ture Whaimana o Te 
Awa o Waikato are integral to local government in the Waikato and must be given effect to 
in the new system. 

Nationally supported tools for participatory and deliberative democracy will help ensure 
communities remain engaged and represented and allow room for a community voice in 
decision-making. This is an opportunity to improve community engagement, enable a 
strong local voice, and lift efficiency and transparency across the system. 

Protecting and restoring the natural environment is a long-term investment. 
 

Resource management must reflect rural and urban interests, catchment-scale needs, 
and Treaty settlement arrangements. Durable, evidence-based, and integrated decision-
making frameworks are required. 

Protecting and restoring the natural environment is not a cost; it is an investment in New 
Zealand's long-term economic resilience and prosperity, human health, and international 
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OFFICE OFTIIE MAYOR 
HAMILTON 

standing. Ensuring local government is equipped to safeguard these assets is essential for 
maintaining prosperity and cultural identity that are inseparable from the natural world. 
Resource management decisions involve competing demands and must enable local 
solutions within a nationally consistent framework. Consideration of appropriate 
catchment management needs to be made, as the legislation is progressed. 

Investment in national standards and systems would reduce fragmentation and 
inefficiency. 

Central government can materially improve system performance through national 
technical standards, methodologies, and consistent systems-particularly in consenting. 

Under-investment in standards has also increased litigation risk for local decision makers. 
National standardisation does not automatically mean operational delivery must shift to a 
national agency; rather it can enable more efficient and consistent local delivery. 

To enable more efficient delivery, and therefore better value for ratepayers, standardised 
tools across the local government sector are essential. Nationally consistent 
system-design tools - such as shared templates, digital platforms, and standardised 
operational models would ensure all councils are working from the same foundations, 
reduce variability, and streamline the transition process. 

Shared national systems such as common asset-management platforms, consistent 
financial and rating system templates, and unified customer-service or digital engagement 
tools would substantially reduce duplication and improve accuracy and productivity. 
Sector-wide standardisation is a practical and high-impact way to lift efficiency, lower 
system costs, and support councils to deliver core services more effectively 

Crown and iwi representation on the Combined Territory Boards is essential. 
 

The Forum supports Crown representation on the Combined Territories Board through 
Commissioners with expertise in both local and central government. To uphold a genuine 
partnership, Commissioners should hold voting rights consistent with other members. lwi 
representation on the Board and involvement of the Regional Council Chair will also be 
essential. 
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The Waikato region is committed to working constructively with central government to 
achieve a resilient, connected Waikato that underpins national prosperity. The Forum is 
keen to get started. 

 

 
Naku iti noa, na 

 
 
 

On behalf of the Waikato Mayoral Forum/ Waikato Region 

 

��'  

Hon Tim Macindoe 
Mayor of Hamilton 
Chair Waikato Mayoral Forum 
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