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Dear NAG Members and Supporters,

News Snippets

The Government is proceeding with various pieces of legislation that affect Local
Government. For a general perspective on what this trend shows see my editorial in the
February NZ Local Government magazine (here). (If you are not a subscriber a copy, and
other NAG submissions, are on our website [nag.org.nz]).

Kaipara District Council (KDC) agreed to ask the government to consider evaluating a
possible merger of Kaipara with northern Rodney. KDC had a paper from us on the
suggestion and the issue has attracted considerable media attention around the area.
Kaipara is justifiably concerned about the implications of being swallowed by its majority
Northland neighbours.

Our submission about RMA replacement legislation makes the point that current regional
boundaries are not necessarily appropriate for spatial planning purposes.

NAG, OneMahurangi and the Warkworth Area Liaison Group (WALG) followed up our
September deputation (meeting attachments) in December seeking financial support from
the RLB for Mahurangi Community Planning Group (MCPG). The intention is to work with
everyone on a much needed pilot Warkworth Town Centre Development Plan.

As | noted in November, we hope to extend this pilot to provide a broader Mahurangi
Development Plan showing a communities-led vision for how the expected growth should
be managed. If this works, it can be extended to cover other areas that have no
Development planning (like Kumeu, Wellsford, Rural Rodney)

AC’s Community Engagement Group are holding Huis to get discussion and input from
community groups on what they want to see in Local Board Plans for 2026/27. Preliminary
feedback (from the first on-line hui - which | attended) is that there is general support for
community groups to work together to develop holistic development plans for our Districts,
and for Local Boards to provide support for that initiative.

Minister Bishop has reacted to public opposition to his intensification plans for Auckland
(AC’s Plan Change PC120) by reducing the required regulatory zoning from 2m to 1.6m
homes. AC now has to recast its proposals and we hope that our earlier submitted request
to reverse the planned intensification for Warkworth will be listened to.
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Making Local Government Work for us!

The current metropolitan model does not fit a predominantly rural, coastal district. A
Kaipara—Mahurangi Unitary Authority could align scale, information, incentives and
accountability in a way the Auckland structure cannot.

This proposal gives communities a choice: remain centrally managed, or take
responsibility for their own priorities

Introduction and Background

In previous newsletters | discussed different options for North Rodney ratepayers and set
out the advantages and disadvantage (benefits and costs) of merging a redefined North
Rodney with Kaipara District Council as the potentially most pragmatic and achievable
improvement in local government in for the area.

Transition to any new organisational structure will have costs, and any net benefits from the
new arrangements should be greater than those costs (otherwise why do it). Before we try
and evaluate these imponderables (future decision makers will determine them) we should
have a clear idea of how a bigger mainly rural district with diverse community interests
might work in a better model than one that relies on central control and decision-making
and coercion of ratepayers to get things done (that is the current LG Council model).

The transition from the current model should:

e minimise disruption; build on the strengths of the current North Rodney and Kaipara
institutions; and

e address the major weaknesses of current arrangements:
e poor regional planning;
e poor integration of infrastructure provision with development;
e lack of accountability; and
e poor community engagement.

What works

The key changes required are:
e recognition that the advantages of operation at scale do not require amalgamation
and centralisation of functions or activities that do not show such benefits; and
e recognition that replacing fragmented place based district or regional governance
with fragmented functional governance just swaps one set of problems for another;
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e recognition that good management requires good information and informed
decision-making, not arbitrary or biased judgements by elected representatives; and
e recognition that getting the incentives right is important.

Good regional local government works when the four conditions line up: scale, horozontal
and vertical integration, information, and incentives.

Scale means the unit matches the problem. Stormwater catchments don’t care
about ward boundaries; transport corridors don’t obey district lines; housing
markets span a labour-shed. Regions exist to coordinate issues with regional
spillovers: integrated transport networks, spatial planning, water systems, estuaries,
hazard management. Empirically, when the scale matches the externality, outcomes
are more efficient and cheaper to maintain. Mis-sized regions either centralise
unnecessarily or produce fragmentation.

Kaipara Harbour and Mahurangi catchments are one functional system.

Integration means the different functions of council working together at the local
(delivery) level when things get done. This requires management at the local activity
and project level to ensure resources can be allocated when they are needed and
there is flexibility to reallocate across functional budgets.

Area Managers prevent Auckland-style silo budgeting.

Information means decisions sit where information is richest. Local boards, wards,
community councils—whatever form—are closest to granular knowledge: which
roads flood, which developments will be supported, which infrastructure is decaying
out of sight. Regions handle system-level optimisation, but without suppressing the
local knowledge pipeline. The strongest empirical literature here is Ostrom’s
polycentric governance work: layered authorities outperform unitary systems on
cost, responsiveness, and resilience.

Local knowledge determines whether infrastructure is wanted or wasted

Incentives mean each tier pays for what it chooses and controls what it funds. No
free lunches, no unfunded mandates, no ghost accountability. When a region
decides on transport priorities, it also faces the cost of those choices; when a
community wants a gold-plated local facility, they face a transparent levy.
Economically, systems with aligned fiscal responsibility produce higher efficiency and
lower conflict. Incentives also cover clarity: residents know who to praise or blame.

Those who choose spending set the rates
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Put together, good regional government is a polycentric system: regional for regional-scale
issues; local for community-scale issues; shared mechanisms for boundary-blurring issues.
Coordination is contractual, not hierarchical. Funding follows function and activity. Data
flows both ways. You don’t get the Auckland-style “regional monopoly with local
decorations,” nor the pre-1989 “too small to solve anything” councils.

Think of it as a network of semi-autonomous nodes operating under common rules. It
behaves more like a well-run infrastructure grid than a medieval court. The interesting
frontier lies in how communities use this structure to co-design infrastructure funding,
which loops back to your CLIP work and the persistent mismatch between local knowledge
and regional budgets.

Central Government Agency involvement

Good regional governance treats central-government services as system inputs, not distant
edicts. The interface becomes a coordination problem, not a hierarchy problem. New
Zealand struggles here because its institutions default to vertical silos; good governance
builds horizontal connectors.

Kaipara ki Mahurangi: How it would work: Formal UA Representation

Without changes to the legislation the Local Electoral Act 2001 and the Local Government
Act 2002 determine how the representation of a Unitary Authority must be structured.

A Mayor is elected at large by voters and Members of council are elected by the voters
either at large or in Wards. Since the Council is the primary body with regional/district

responsibility council representation should fairly reflect a balanced representation of

community groups with common interests.

Because of the diversity across the region, we suggest formal election of councillors based
on defined Wards will produce more balanced representation.

Wards have roughly equal populations and can be based either (traditionally) around places
(centres of population as communities) or groupings which reflect functions?.

1 Maori Wards can overlap place based Wards because they have different rolls. Under the current rules (one
person based on where they live gets one vote) we have to have area boundaries for representation groups
within Wards (no overlaps). Technically Wards can be non-contiguous but no-one has tried that yet. Rodney
has pioneered subdivision representation based on communities reflecting the different services provided to
rural and urban ratepayers and balanced across different area interests.
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Looking broadly at the area, a traditional place-based split might divide the region into four
wards with two representatives from each (Option1)2. That just looks like a typical Unitary
Authority structure for the District/Region

Then in a largely rural area (where more than half the population live rurally) we probably
want to balance urban-rural differences with local circumstances or concerns (like we have
for Rodney’s subdivisions), so a more diversified split into eight possible Wards for
representation (with 10 Councillors) could be (Option 2):

e Kaipara North (rural) — 1 rep

e Dargaville (small urban) — 1 rep

e Kaipara East (rural — includes Reparoa-Maungatoroto) — 1 rep

e Mangawhai (coastal rural settlement becoming small urban) — 1 rep

e Northern Rodney (Wellsford small urban (Te Hana, Puhoi, Waitoki), and rural) —

reps
e Mahurangi (Warkworth, small urban and includes some rural) — 2 reps
e South Kaipara (incudes Kaukapakapa, Helensville (small urban) and rural) — 2 reps

(This suggests a 60:40 split of representation from the old North Rodney and Kaipara areas
which is fair in relation to the initial 50:30 population split).

2 A representation of 8-10 Councillors or ~1:10,000 people is reasonable.
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All of this is subject to further analysis and its detail doesn’t change the nature of the
proposal.

Local Empowerment: How it could work: Stage 1 (necessary)
Local Government needs local management.

With Council responsible for regional/district matters, local project and service activity
needs the planning programming, projects management and service activity of an Area
Manager - responsible either to the local community or the Council for getting things right
and putting them right.

With a diverse mix of rural and coastal settlements, farming, lifestyle properties and
business activity, different communities have different concerns, needs and wants that can’t
be met by a one-size-fits-all regional approach.

Local area management also provides the necessary horizontal integration of Council’s
regional activities at the local level (something clearly missing in Auckland Councils’
structure).
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The practicalities and costs of resourcing suggest that initially four Area Managers might be
appointed to cover the areas in the Option 1 diagram. They would have operational and
capital budgets for their area aligned with regional plans and budgets in the annual
planning/budgeting process. They would have authority to direct local Council activities and
reallocate functional and project budgets as necessary to get best outcomes from activities
and resource use in their areas.

Area Managers would be responsible for local activities in their areas — until Community
Groups step up to take over governance responsibility in Stage 2 (if they do).

A separation of regional/district from local responsibilities could be as follows:

Regional/District and Local Services and Asset management

Essential services to be managed by the Services to be managed locally: by Area

Council Managers (under Community Groups if
they choose and are recognised)

a) Strategic Planning and proper spatial a) Harbour Facilities

planning i.e.resource, infrastructure and b) Community Parks and Reserves
District economic development planning c¢) Halls

and provisioning d) Libraries
b) Land-Use Planning and Land Use e) Airfields
Management f) Swimming Pools
c) Transport infrastructure and services; g) Public Conveniences
d) Water (Drinking and Wastewater *3 h) Cemeteries
Storm Water/Land Drainage); i) Local Transportation
e) Managing District assets j) Local Strategic Planning
f) Solid Waste k) Community Grants
g) Regional Parks [) Local Economic Development
h) Civil defence and emergency m) Local Bylaw Levels of Service
management
i) Climate and natural hazard risk
resilience

j) Biosecurity, air quality
k) Standards and regulation.
[) Bylaws

To operate manageably (i.e reduce confusion and complexity), the seven Wards would need
to align boundaries with Area Managers. In the Option 2 for representation that suggests
grouping together for that purpose the Kaipara North and Dargaville Wards, the East
Kaipara and Mangawhai Wards and the South Kaipara and North Rodney Wards.

3 *General policy and standards but local systems and financing to be agreed with Community Groups
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Local Empowerment: Community-Led Governance Model (Stage 2) (possible)

The next stage of local empowerment is to transfer defined decision-making authority from
Council to formally recognised community institutions within each Ward, so Area Managers
start working for communities.

Core Structure

Council retains its statutory duties, rights and responsibilities under the Local Government
Act and Local Electoral Act. However, it would delegate defined regulatory and non-
regulatory decision-making functions to formally recognised community groups in each
Ward.

This Is not a radical new idea. Councils already fund community groups that have
community purposes and some groups (like drainage boards and BIDs) have targeted rates
to fund their activities.

In a general model, communities would be invited to form incorporated societies (or similar
legal entities) open to all electors within each Ward. Membership would be voluntary and
non-discriminatory, and officers could be appointed or removed at any time. Recognition
would require evidence that the group represents a substantial portion of the community. If
competing groups emerge, Council would determine recognition based on transparent
criteria.

It would depend on what community preferences emerge but competing community groups
or groups for different functions are possible. Council would have to determine what was
practical, focussed community contributions, and what produced results communities
wanted.

Powers, Incentives and Accountability

Recognised Community Groups would:
e Receive delegated authority over defined local activities and services
e Plan, budget and manage those activities
e Employ or contract staff, including their Area Manager (who might share
responsibilities and payments from community groups and Council)
e Set and collect local rates (general and targeted) and local fees/charges* to fund
their responsibilities®

4 Within current legislation these would need to be recommended by them and automatically approved by
Council as part of the rates and charges in that area.

5 This is consistent with overseas “participatory budgeting” schemes and current targeted rated funded
community-based initiatives — like Rodney’s Drainage Boards, or AC’s BIDs. It provides the basis for a cleaner
form and integration of groups such as the Kaipara Moana remediation Trust, or Restore Rodney East, into the
UA regional governance and management structure.
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The authority to determine local spending priorities and set local rates is the key incentive
for communities to step up. Decision-making power over funding creates real responsibility.
Communities that want greater control over where their money is spent can exercise it
directly.

That same power drives accountability. Because officers can be replaced at any time,
communities can immediately change representatives if outcomes are unsatisfactory. This
creates stronger accountability than fixed electoral cycles.

Council would continue to:
e Set and collect a District-wide rate for regional/district responsibilities
e Provide shared support services (finance, audit, regulatory systems, service request
systems)
e Monitor compliance and retain the right to withdraw recognition if obligations are
not met

Where no community group forms, or where recognition is withdrawn, Council would
directly manage local activity through the appointed Area Manager. In that case, local rate-
setting and spending decisions remain with Council.

Why Not Community Boards?

Community Boards add electoral cost and rigidity through fixed terms and formal elections
and they have fixed overheads. They can struggle to attract capable candidates and are
limited in authority.

Voluntary recognised community institutions have the advantages that they:
e Exist only where communities see value
e Combine funding authority with decision-making responsibility
e Allow immediate leadership change if confidence is lost
e Avoid unnecessary structural overhead

If communities choose not to assume responsibility, Council retains full authority. The
model therefore aligns choice, funding power and accountability.
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Would | pay more rates?

Rates reflect decisions. The question is not “higher or lower” but “who decides and who
benefits?” Putting those decisions in the hands of people in, or closer to, communities
means people will be more likely to get the local government services they pay for —and not
simply be required to pay for what someone else gets®.

What we do know is that on average Rodney rates are currently higher than Kaipara’s, and
Rodney’s rates have grown at a greater rate in real terms then the Local Government
Commission said in 2020 a much smaller council (24,000 people) would need to cover its
costs.

North Rodney (Warkworth Plus Wellsford)
Rates per Rating Unit 2025/26 Averages

Rates per rateable $4,091

Rates per rateable $4,813 (AC
property in Auckland | business rates are
higher than in

Rodney)
Rates per rateable $3,555
property in Kaipara

property in Rodney

mmm Actual Rates Per Rating Unit === LGC estimate as needed to make NRUA viable 2015/16 plus inflation

N.B Kaipara currently has much more targeted rates. The Uniform Annual General Charge
(UAGC) and uniform targeted rates must be less then 30% of total rates. In AC it is 25.6%
and in Kaipara 14.01%.

Experience with community empowerment in areas like Thames-Coromandel show more
local decision making can reduce rates by cutting out the spending that communities don’t
want or benefit from.

Studies show Councils of 50-100,000 people better balance the benefits of scale in small
councils with the waste, scope creep, and bloat of larger Councils. So a Kaipara/Mahurangi
UA would be a good size for minimising rates pressures.

But central government is continuing to increase regulatory requirements for local
government — e.g. though its Policy Statement mechanism.

6 Most people recognise that some cross-subsidy is healthy — people benefit indirectly from helping others. But
subsidies should be explicit and for a purpose so spending is accountable. Creating a pool of rates money for
elected representatives to hand out as they wish just invites wasteful spending to garner voting support.
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And targeted rates (that ratepayers want) and development levies on new building will have
a big impact on funding Council services and maintenance and investment activities.

We need a community mandate to pursue evaluation. We must not be forced to accept a
regional structure that someone else decides is best for us.

What about debt and assets
That needs to be sorted in the transition arrangements. Typically it would be messy.

Kaipara assets and debt are known. North Rodney physical public land and constructed
assets would transfer with the merger. That’s the easy part. A transition team would have to
resolve arguments, especially about whether the North Rodney area takes with it net
financial assets or liabilities.

For financial assets, North Rodney maintains that AC — through its takeover of the Rodney
District Council’s net assets, its uniform rating policy, and persistent under spending in
Rodney relative to the revenues received from the area, has accumulated assets for AC that
Rodney ratepayers and fees and charges payers have paid for.

The service level review showed Rodney as relatively underprovided compared with other
local board areas. If AC had prepared local board area pro forma accounts, as asked for
since inception, it would show that Rodney, through net annual transfers, has subsidised
AC'’s assets and not received any benefits from the debt AC has run up for its Big City
projects. Analysis at transition should clearly show AC as owing a significant liability to North
Rodney, and hence the merged entity.

Long-Term Evolution

If successful, community representation could eventually replace the traditional Ward
election model. This would require legislative change. The long term goal is a more
responsive system where communities control both spending and representation and
collaborate to solve the regional problems and issues that require scale.

T: 09 422 6347 W: www.nag.org.nz

“Campaigning to get Democracy for the people of North Rodney”
Page 11 of 12



http://www.nag.org.nz/
http://www.nag.org.nz/

The Northern Action Group

Incorporated

Donations

We don’t have any membership fees. We want to promote our messages for fairness, strong
efficient local government, community engagement and empowerment, and changes that
will improve local Government and effective democracy. To do that we need donors — big or

small.
So if you want to Donate now:
Donations to NAGs Bank Account ASB WW 12 3095 0233547 00
If you have any Comments (on anything you are grappling with), send them to
northernactiongroup@gmail.com
Even better — help us build our support base: Get people to Join NAG,

or encourage them to at least put
themselves on our mailing list.

Yours sincerely

Bill Foster
Chairman
Northern Action Group Inc.
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