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To: Environment Select Committee 

Contact: Parliament website  

 

1. Waipā District Council (Council) appreciates the opportunity to make a submission on the 
Natural Environment Bill and Planning Bill. 
 

2. Waipā District Council does not wish to be heard in support of this submission. 
 

3. Waipā District Council requests that due consideration is given to the submissions of 
Taituara, Local Government New Zealand, the Waikato River Authority, Waikato-Tainui, Te 
Nehenehenui and Raukawa. 

 
Preamble  

4. Waipā is a district characterised by strong rural identity alongside sustained urban growth. 
It sits within the high-growth Future Proof sub-region centred on Hamilton City, New 
Zealand’s fourth-largest metropolitan area by population and economic activity, and 
occupies a strategic position in the Auckland–Tauranga corridor. Traversed by the Waikato 
and Waipā Rivers, the district is not a collection of satellite communities to Hamilton, but a 
network of well-established, self-sustaining towns and rural communities with distinct 
economic, social, and cultural identities. 

5. Te Awamutu and Cambridge are sub-regionally significant employment and economic hubs, 
with more than 60 percent of residents living and working locally. The district supports major 
health, freight, and transport functions and has experienced strong post-COVID internal 
migration. These characteristics mean Waipā plays a distinct role in regional growth and 
resilience, and spatial planning frameworks must reflect this reality rather than assume 
metropolitan dependency. 

 

  

https://bills.parliament.nz/v/Bill/ba467863-d6b0-4968-1027-08de369d9192?lang=en
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6. Waipā District Council also operates within a complex Te Tiriti o Waitangi context. Historic 
land wars, land confiscations, Treaty settlements and enduring relationships with the 
Waikato River have shaped iwi and hapū relationships that require careful stewardship. Any 
new planning system must recognise, appropriately provide for, and uphold the existing 
Treaty settlement arrangements.  

7. Against this backdrop, Waipā District Council welcomes the intent of the Planning and 
Natural Environment Bills. We support reforms that improve efficiency, consistency, and 
effectiveness across the planning system and enable councils to respond confidently to 
growth and environmental challenges. 

8. In particular, the following is supported: 

a. Simplifying and streamlining planning processes and reducing unnecessary 
complexity or duplication 

b. The structure and relationship of key instruments, including:  

i. clear, integrated, comprehensive national policy direction  
ii. national standards that apply more consistent rules and methods  

iii. integrated and strategic Regional Spatial Planning that broadly addresses 
locations and priorities for infrastructure and growth, environmental 
constraints, natural hazard adaptation and the like.  

iv. one regional natural environment plan per region 
v. district scale land use plan chapters 

9. However, there are substantial matters in the current drafting of the Bills that need to be 
resolved in order for Government’s objectives to be achieved. Of particular importance is 
that Treaty settlement provisions must be explicitly respected and consideration is urged for 
how alignment can be achieved with other Government reform. 

10. Much of the substance of the proposed reforms is deferred to the National Direction 
documents and, as a result, our submission necessarily comments on matters that will be 
addressed through those instruments. We urge that this feedback be taken into account 
when developing the National Direction. The effectiveness of the system depends on the 
coherent integration of the primary legislation and the supporting National Direction—one 
cannot function properly without the other. 

11. Our submission is practical and solution-focused. Where aspects of the Bills or its 
implementation do not adequately reflect districts such as ours, we identify specific changes 
needed to ensure the proposals are workable in practice and support successful 
implementation across diverse communities like Waipā. Our submission focuses on priority 
matters within each topic. 
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Approved by:  

 

 
Steph O’Sullivan 
Chief Executive  
 
 
13 February 2026 
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General Comments 

Topic 1 – Iwi as partners  

12. Giving effect to Te Tiriti o Waitangi 

13. The Waipā district has been shaped by the British invasion of the Waikato in 1863–64, which 
displaced Mana Whenua from their whenua and awa and caused profound social, cultural, 
economic and environmental harm. Through Crown-designed settlement processes, Mana 
Whenua and Iwi have negotiated redress for breaches of Te Tiriti o Waitangi. However, many 
claims remain unresolved, and settlements represent less than 1.5% of what was lost, 
meaning they cannot fully compensate for the Crown’s actions. This underlines the 
importance of upholding Te Tiriti o Waitangi and its principles, especially within resource 
management fields. 

14. Treaty settlements have initiated a new era in relationships between the Crown, Mana 
Whenua and Iwi, which are central to the work of Waipā District Council. Settlements not 
only provide settlement redress to, and recognition of, Mana Whenua and Iwi, but also 
clarify their expectations, including as it relates to how they work with Council. The Council 
has Joint Management Agreements with Waikato-Tainui, Ngāti Raukawa, Ngāti Maniapoto, 
and more recently Te Nehenehenui as one of a range of mechanisms enabled under 
settlement Acts.  

15. Council is a local authority representative of the Crown and has delegated responsibilities 
under Te Tiriti o Waitangi. Therefore, within the extent of Council’s mandate, Waipā District 
Council is obligated to uphold Te Tiriti o Waitangi. This is an obligation Council takes 
seriously, Te Tiriti o Waitangi underpins the strong and enduring relationships the Council 
has developed with Mana Whenua and Iwi over decades. We are committed to moving our 
organisation from ‘engaging’ with Mana Whenua and Iwi to strengthening partnerships in 
ways that are authentic, meaningful, effective and enduring. 

16. Integral to implementing Te Tiriti of Waitangi and upholding the many Treaty settlements of 
this area is the respect for kaitiakitanga and Mātauranga Māori in a resource management 
framework. Providing the ability for Māori to be involved in development of national 
instruments, spatial planning and land use plans is supported. The reliance on details in 
national instruments which haven’t yet been developed brings an element of hesitation to 
this support and hope that national instrument and regional spatial plans participation goes 
beyond procedural consultation.  

17. While provisions, in intent, improve consistency of iwi/hapū involvement that will benefit 
developers and streamline council processes, it is not the role of councils or central 
government to define Māori interests in resource management, determine how culturally 
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significant sites should be identified or managed, or determine whether effects on iwi or 
hapū from development exceed a prescribed threshold; this assessment properly sits with 
iwi and hapū themselves. 

18. Relief sought: 

a. Incorporate Te Tiriti o Waitangi Principles in the proposed Bills. 

b. Due consideration of the relief sought by submissions from Council’s JMA partners, 
Waikato Tainui, Te Nehenehenui and Raukawa. 

19. Te Ture Whaimana o Te Awa o Waikato 

20. Te Ture Whaimana o Te Awa o Waikato (Te Ture Whaimana) is the primary direction setting 
document for the Waikato River and activities which affect it. Its foundation was set by the 
Waikato-Tainui Raupatu Claims (Waikato River) Settlement Act 2010 and was extended to 
incorporate the upper Waipā River through the Nga Wai o Maniapoto (Waipā River) Act 
2012.  

21. Te Ture Whaimana sets out the vision, objectives and strategies to restore and protect the 
health and wellbeing of the Waikato River. Co-governance and co-management 
arrangements give effect to Te Ture Whaimana. Te Ture Whaimana is not only about the 
physical restoration and protection of the awa, but also about the restoration and protection 
of the interconnected relationship between Iwi, sector/industry resource users and the 
wider community. Waipā District Council upholds Te Ture Whaimana and the vision of King 
Tāwhiao for “Tōku awa koiora me ōna pikonga he kura tangihia o te mātāmuri” (the river of 
life, each curve more beautiful than the last). 

22. Incorporating Te Ture Whaimana in the proposed Bills is requested to recognise its legal 
status and to ensure all levels of future policy preparers and decision-makers “have 
particular regard” to it and higher order status. Providing for Māori interests and Treaty 
settlements as currently presented in the Bills will be insufficient. 

23. Relief sought:  

a. Incorporate appropriate reference to Te Ture Whaimana o Te Awa o Waikato in the 
proposed Bills. 

b. Due consideration of the relief sought by submission from Waikato River Authority. 
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Topic 2 – Alignment with other reforms 

24. Local government is expected to implement multiple major reforms at the same time, 
including water services reform, the new emergency management framework, changes to 
development levies, and potential structural reforms to the sector—all alongside proposed 
rates caps. However, the Bills underpinning these changes are not well integrated with one 
another, resulting in conflicting obligations, duplicated processes, and substantial resource 
and cost pressures. Without system-wide alignment, the cumulative burden of these 
overlapping reforms risks undermining the successful implementation of the new planning 
system.  

25. There are also timing misalignments when looking at the Annual Plan and Long Term Plan 
(LTP) cycles alongside the extremely tight timeframes for implementing the proposed 
resource management system. Councils will be required to notify regional spatial plans 
(RSPs) without sufficient time to adjust annual plans or utilise the LTP process which creates 
uncertainty around how their preparation will be funded. Implementation of RSPs is further 
misaligned as councils are expected to develop spatial plans before national policy direction, 
environmental limits, and standards are established. The timing of development levies adds 
an additional layer of risk as councils will be unable to collect financial contributions under 
the new system, thus creating a potential funding gap in the transition to the new system. 
Because spatial plans rely on alignment with planned and funded infrastructure, particularly 
through the LTP, these disconnects threaten the feasibility of infrastructure delivery needed 
to support growth. Collectively, these issues present significant implementation challenges 
for local government.-term plan (LTP) cycles  

26. Relief sought: 

a. Address the lack of alignment between the RM reform and other reform to reduce the 
risk of inconsistent or fragmented planning and investment decisions, and to support 
resourcing constraints. 

 

Topic 3 – Combined Regional Plan: Region-wide Spatial Plan Chapter  

27. Support the preparation of the Regional Spatial Plan with additional considerations being 
given to statutory priorities and outcomes at the regional and local levels.  

28. Waipā District operates at the intersection of regional-scale growth, including strategic 
regional assets and infrastructure such as Hamilton International Airport and two Roads of 
National Significance (Hamilton Southern Links and SH1 Cambridge to Piarere), alongside 
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rapidly growing towns and rural villages that face distinct servicing, environmental, and 
community-identity considerations.  

29. Spatial planning for Waipā, therefore, cannot be framed solely as an extension or satellite of 
Hamilton’s growth; it must recognise Waipā as a growth area in its own right, with unique 
urban-rural relationships and place-based outcomes to be achieved. In addition to its role 
within the Future Proof partnership, Waipā District Council adopted Ahu Ake – Waipā 
Community Spatial Plan in 2025 following extensive engagement with Mana Whenua/Iwi, 
stakeholders, and the wider community. Ahu Ake articulates a locally grounded, long-term 
vision for Waipā’s urban and rural communities and gives effect to community aspirations 
in a manner that aligns with the Planning Bill's goals to “create well-functioning urban and 
rural areas”.  

30. Relief sought: Ensure that Regional Spatial Plans are required to explicitly recognise and 
align with existing, community-endorsed local spatial strategies—such as Ahu Ake – Waipā 
Community Spatial Plan—where they demonstrably contribute to achieving the objectives 
of well-functioning urban and rural environments. 

31. Support the preparation of the Regional Spatial Plan, with additional consideration given 
to the absence of statutory priority-setting between environmental outcomes and land-
use and development outcomes [Sch. 2; Part 1 – Content of regional spatial plan].  

32. The first generation of Regional Spatial Plans is anticipated to be prepared before 
environmental limits are set under the proposed Natural Environment Bill. In the Waipā 
context, this creates a structural sequencing issue whereby long-term spatial direction—
particularly the identification of growth areas, infrastructure corridors, and settlement 
patterns—may be established without certainty as to future limits relating to water quality, 
quality of soils, peatland protection, natural character, biodiversity, or cumulative effects.  

33. Waipā District Council operates in a high-growth, financially and infrastructure-constrained 
environment; the Regional Spatial Plan must serve as a credible, implementable, 
coordination tool. This misalignment presents a material risk. Spatial directions formulated 
without confirmed environmental parameters may later be constrained or invalidated when 
limits are set, potentially necessitating costly, time-intensive plan changes. This uncertainty 
also risks undermining investment confidence, particularly for infrastructure providers and 
development partners who rely on clear, durable spatial signals to inform long-term funding, 
sequencing, and delivery decisions. 

34. Relief sought:  

a. Revise the statutory sequencing requirements to better align the preparation of 
Regional Spatial Plans with the progressive setting of environmental limits or, 
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alternatively, provide clearer guidance on how uncertainty is to be managed where 
limits are not yet in place. 

b. Introduce explicit adaptive provisions within the Regional Spatial Plan framework, 
enabling spatial directions to be confirmed, refined, or adjusted over time as 
environmental limits, monitoring data, and cumulative effects information become 
available, without triggering unnecessary plan change processes. 

c. Provide greater statutory direction on how conflicts between environmental outcomes 
and land-use outcomes are to be resolved in the absence of explicit priorities. 

d. Ensure that Regional Spatial Plans are supported by transition and review mechanisms 
that protect early infrastructure and growth decisions from being unduly undermined, 
while still allowing for responsiveness to newly established environmental limits. 

35. Clarifying Planning Bill – Goal (c): Create well-functioning urban and rural areas 

36. Waipā District Council supports the inclusion of Goal (c) in the Planning Bill, which seeks to 
create well-functioning urban and rural areas. This objective appropriately recognises that 
the interests and performance of urban and rural environments are interdependent and 
must be planned for in an integrated manner. However, the Bill currently provides limited 
definition or guidance as to how “well-functioning” is to be understood, assessed, or given 
effect to across different settlement types and rural contexts. 

37. While the National Policy Statement on Urban Development (NPS-UD) includes a definition 
of a well-functioning urban environment, it is largely focused on metropolitan and high-
density urban settings. It is not readily transferable to the broader rural, peri-urban, and 
regional contexts that characterise much of Waipā District and similar districts across New 
Zealand. As a predominantly rural district with a network of high-growth towns, villages, 
productive rural land, and regionally significant infrastructure, Waipā requires a more 
nuanced and place-responsive interpretation of what constitutes a well-functioning rural 
area. 

38. From a district-level community planning perspective, rural areas are increasingly 
multifunctional. They accommodate primary production, rural living, tourism, renewable 
energy, infrastructure corridors, and are of significant cultural and environmental values, 
often at their interface with expanding urban areas. The focus of well-functioning rural areas 
needs to go beyond highly productive land (HPL) and its intrinsic environmental limits, and 
consider rural vibrancy, adaptability, and interface management to avoid undermining the 
broader outcomes the Planning Bill seeks to achieve. 
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39. Relief sought: If Goal (c) is to meaningfully guide plan-making and investment decisions, 
additional national direction is required to articulate how well-functioning rural areas are to 
be enabled, measured, and balanced alongside urban outcomes, particularly in districts 
experiencing growth and significant land-use change. This means:  

a. Provide clearer national direction on what constitutes a “well-functioning” rural area, 
recognising the multifunctionality of rural environments, the rural–urban interface, and 
the diverse roles rural areas play beyond hosting highly productive land alone.  

 

Topic 4 – Combined Regional Plan: Land Use Plans Chapters  

40. New provisions which remove barriers to development 

41. The operative Waipā District Plan has been subject to a number of private plan change 
requests to rezone land to accommodate future residential and business development 
which have been anticipated through previous plan changes or resource consent decisions. 
The requests to rezone are often viewed as procedural but have had significant time and 
resourcing implications for developers and Council. An example is if there have been 
bespoke provisions in a plan change which essentially stage the zoning due to infrastructure 
triggers (e.g. undertaking and completion of road improvement works and infrastructure 
upgrades) or a large-scale resource consent (Fast Track Approvals Act) needing a plan change 
afterwards.  

42. The inclusion of the ability for areas to be identified as subject to future provisions (s93) and 
for plans to be amended without following the process in Schedule 3 (s96) is supported as 
their use provide certainty that development can only occur once key infrastructure is in 
place.  

43. The inclusion of the ability for people to make application for planning consent to change a 
land use plan (s97, s98) will provide more efficient opportunities for plan provisions to be 
changed. 

44. Relief sought: Support and retain the provisions of s93 – s98.   
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Topic 5 – Transitional arrangements 

45. Transitional arrangements result in immediate changes to current resource consent 
decision-making. 

46. Transitional provisions between the RMA and the new Planning and Natural Environment 
Bills will have almost immediate effect on day-to-day operations of our resource consents 
and enforcement teams, but more clarity is needed. Waipā District processes a large number 
of resource consent applications under the RMA, and we need to maintain consistent 
consent processing during the transition in planning frameworks/regimes. This will enable 
Council to focus on preparing to implement the new system. 

47. Almost immediately, councils will be required to exclude provisions or activities from 
resource consent decisions under the RMA to align with what will not be considered by the 
new system.  

48. Further clarification is needed to determine what existing standards in the district plan will 
continue to be applied as the proposed exclusions are not currently clear. For example, 
prohibiting the consideration of effects on the internal and external layout of buildings on a 
site is not clear, yet has significant implications on current assessments of housing 
intensification in the relatively new Medium Density Residential Zone.  

49. A detailed review of the current district plan and creation of a clear framework for 
processing resource consents during the transition period will ensure consistent application 
of district plan provisions until new Landuse Plans are developed, which may take several 
years. The provisions of the Bill do not explicitly require this but will be of obvious benefit. 
The Council will incur costs in implementing the existing planning framework during this 
transition, and the Bills have not fully considered these costs or the additional burden placed 
on communities engaging with the district plan. 

50. Actions highlighted in supporting guidance for the new system are not always reflected in 
the Planning Bill’s transitional provisions. An example is the ability for councils to treat 
activities excluded from effects assessment under s.104(1A) as permitted (thus not needing 
consent) as opposed to just excluding effects in a resource consent decision assessment. If 
that is the intention, further amendments to the RMA (achieved by proposed Schedule 11) 
are required and this is supported as it would prevent unnecessary applications and reduce 
confusion for staff, applicants and our wider community. 

51. There are no transitional provisions to direct how to continue processing plan changes. This 
is problematic when ensuring a plan change will be legally sound under the parameters of 
the RMA when those measures would be immediately disregarded when assessing 
corresponding resource consent applications in those areas. Without corresponding 
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transitional provisions for determining active plan changes, the effectiveness of plan 
changes under the existing RMA framework could be questioned. 

52. Relief sought: 

a. Amend s.87BB to link directly to s.104(1A) to give councils a clear legal basis to treat 
such activities as permitted. 

b. Amend Schedule 11 of the Planning Bill to provide clear legal direction to determine 
what planning provisions no longer apply as a result s.104(1A). 

c. Amend Schedule 11 of the Planning Bill to provide clear legal direction on the 
management of plan changes during the transitional period. 
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