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Far North District Council 

Extraordinary Council Meeting 

will be held in the Council Chamber, Memorial Ave, Kaikohe on: 

Thursday 16 July 2026 at 11:00 am 

Te Paeroa Mahi / Order of Business 

1 Karakia Tīmatanga / Opening Prayer .................................................................................. 6 

2 Ngā Whakapāha Me Ngā Pānga Mema / Apologies and Declarations of Interest ............ 6 

3 Ngā Tono Kōrero / Deputations ........................................................................................... 6 

4 Ngā Kōrero A Te Kahika / Mayoral Announcements .......................................................... 6 

5 Ngā Pūrongo / Reports......................................................................................................... 7 

5.1 Local Government Reform Head Start Proposal – Decision on Preferred Model ....... 7 

6 Karakia Whakamutunga / Closing Prayer ....................................................................... 148 

7 Te Kapinga Hui / Meeting Close ...................................................................................... 148 
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Far North District Council Values  
The Code of Conduct is designed to give effect to the following values:  

1. Public interest: members will serve the best interests of the people within their community, 

district or region and discharge their duties conscientiously, to the best of their ability. 

2. Public trust: members, in order to foster community confidence and trust in their Council, 

will work together constructively and uphold the values of honesty, integrity, accountability 

and transparency;  

3. Ethical behaviour: members will not place themselves in situations where their honesty 

and integrity may be questioned, will not behave improperly and will avoid the appearance 

of any such behaviour;  

4. Objectivity: members will make decisions on merit; including appointments, awarding 

contracts, and recommending individuals for rewards or benefits.  

5. Respect for others: will treat people, including other members, with respect and courtesy, 

regardless of their race, age, religion, gender, sexual orientation, or disability. Members will 

respect the impartiality and integrity of officials;  

6. Duty to uphold the law: members will comply with all legislative requirements concerning 

their role, abide by this Code of Conduct, and act in accordance with the trust placed in 

them by the public;  

7. Equitable contribution: members will take all reasonable steps to ensure they fulfil the 

duties and responsibilities of office, including attendance at meetings and workshops, 

background reading, attendance at civic events, and participation in relevant training 

seminars organised by the Council.  

8. Leadership:  members will actively promote and support these principles and ensure they 

are reflected in the way in which the Council operates including regular review and 

assessment.  

These values complement, and work in conjunction with, the principles of s.14 of the LGA 2002 

and the governance principles of s.39 of the LGA 2002. 
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1 KARAKIA TĪMATANGA / OPENING PRAYER 

Ka tuku mātou kia kaha mai ngā māngai kua whiriwhirihia mō Te Kaunihera o Te Hiku o te Ika ki te 
mahi me te ngākau auaha me te whakamahi i ngā pūkenga me te mātauranga i roto i ngā wānanga 
me ngā whakataunga kia whakatūria ai tētahi Hapori e matatika ana, e tū kotahi ana ka mutu ka 
whakapiki anō i te oranga o tō tātou rohe, ka whakatau anō i ngā take o te rohe i runga i te tika me 
te pono. 

We ask that through Council discussions and decisions the representatives we have elected may 
govern the Far North District with imagination, skill and wisdom to achieve a fairer and more united 
Community that enhances the wellbeing of our district and solves the District’s problems efficiently 
and effectively. 

2 NGĀ WHAKAPĀHA ME NGĀ PĀNGA MEMA / APOLOGIES AND 
DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST  

Members need to stand aside from decision-making when a conflict arises between their role as a 
Member of the Council and any private or other external interest they might have. This note is 
provided as a reminder to Members to review the matters on the agenda and assess and identify 
where they may have a pecuniary or other conflict of interest, or where there may be a perception of 
a conflict of interest. 

If a Member feels they do have a conflict of interest, they should publicly declare that at the start of 
the meeting or of the relevant item of business and refrain from participating in the discussion or 
voting on that item. If a Member thinks they may have a conflict of interest, they can seek advice 
from the Chief Executive Officer or the Manager - Democracy Services (preferably before the 
meeting). 

It is noted that while members can seek advice the final decision as to whether a conflict exists rests 
with the member.  

Elected Member - Register of Interests 

3 NGĀ TONO KŌRERO / DEPUTATIONS 

No requests for deputations were received at the time of the Agenda going to print. 

4 NGĀ KŌRERO A TE KAHIKA / MAYORAL ANNOUNCEMENTS 

https://www.fndc.govt.nz/_media/documents/your-council/governance/elected-member-register-of-interests-2023/Elected-Member-Register-of-Interests-2024.pdf
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5 NGĀ PŪRONGO / REPORTS 

5.1 LOCAL GOVERNMENT REFORM HEAD START PROPOSAL – DECISION ON 
PREFERRED MODEL 

File Number: A5860240 

Author: Roger Ackers, Head of Strategic Reform Initiatives 

Authoriser: Guy Holroyd, Chief Executive Officer  
   

TAKE PŪRONGO / PURPOSE OF THE REPORT  

To provide council with the recommendations from the Local Government Reform Elected Member 
Steering Group (EMSG) and seek approval on a preferred model for progressing Northland’s Head 
Start Proposal. 

WHAKARĀPOPOTO MATUA / EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

• In June 2026, participating Northland councils directed staff to further investigate 
potential local government reform models that could form the basis of a Northland Head 
Start Proposal. Morrison Low Advisory was engaged to undertake an options analysis 
assessing how the identified models perform against the Government's reform objectives 
and criteria. Four options were ultimately assessed, comprising the two broad structural 
approaches originally requested by councils, along with two related sub-options. 

• Alongside the options analysis, early community engagement was undertaken across 
Northland, generating more than 2,300 responses. While the survey results are not 
statistically representative and do not constitute formal consultation, they provide useful 
early insights into community views on local government reform and the issues 
communities consider most important. 

• On 3 July 2026 Far North District Council Elected Members workshopped the survey 
results and Options Analysis.  An output from this workshop was a set of conditions that 
Far North Elected Members identified as to protect in any Outline Proposal submitted to 
the Head Start Process where the Far North District Council was a co submitter. These 
conditions can be found in Attachment 3 to this report. 

• On 6 July 2026, the EMSG considered both the options analysis and the engagement 
findings. Following discussion, the EMSG resolved to recommend that the Northland 
Head Start Proposal be developed based on Option 4 – the Staged Transition Model. 
While the EMSG supported the staged transition approach, no agreement was reached 
on the length of the transition period, which would be considered as part of any future 
proposal development and design process. 

• This report provides Council with the options analysis, engagement findings and EMSG 
recommendation, and seeks a decision on the preferred model to be used as the basis 
for the continued development of Northland's Head Start Proposal. 

TŪTOHUNGA / RECOMMENDATION 

That Council: 

a. Note the options analysis for local government reform in Northland, provided by 
Morrison Low Advisory (Attachment 1) 

b. Note the results of the public surveys for local government reform conducted by each 
of the Northland Councils (Attachment 2) 

c. Note the recommendations outlined in this report from the local government reform 
elected member steering group, following the meeting held 6 July 2026 
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d. Agree to progress the development of a Head Start proposal for Northland using the 
staged transition model as outlined in Attachment 1 except that the transition period is 
to be determined during the detailed design phase of the programme 

e. Note that the local government reform elected member steering group will progress the 
development of a final Headstart Pathway Proposal with staff and make a 
recommendation back to councils in early August 2026 for submission prior to 9 August 
2026. 

 
1) TĀHUHU KŌRERO / BACKGROUND 

In November 2025, Government indicated their intention to reform and simplify Local Government 
across New Zealand. A Head Start pathway was announced in May 2026 which provided the 
opportunity for regions to work together to design proposals for how reorganisation could look in their 
area. 

In Northland, councils had already been working towards a “By Northland, For Northland” approach 
to reform that aligned well with the Head Start pathway. Whangārei District Council, Far North District 
Council, Northland Regional Council and Kaipara District Council all agreed to participate in an 
Elected Member Steering Group who have been meeting to consider the information and provide 
recommendations back to the participating councils.  

In June 2026, all Councils agreed to participate in the Head Start approach and directed staff to 
further investigate and provide options analysis for two models – 1 Unitary Authority, or 2 Unitary 
authorities. 

2) MATAPAKI ME NGĀ KŌWHIRINGA / DISCUSSION AND OPTIONS 

Staff engaged Morrison Low Advisory to undertake an options analysis of potential local government 
reform models that could form the basis of a Head Start proposal for Northland. 

Councils initially directed staff to investigate two broad structural approaches: a single Northland-
wide unitary authority or a two-unitary authority model. Through the development of the options 
analysis, two additional sub-options were identified through discussions and consideration of 
potential governance arrangements that may be relevant in the Northland context. As a result, four 
options were assessed and are outlined in this report. Detailed analysis of each option is provided 
in Attachment 1. 

Morrison Low Advisory’s role in this report was not to recommend a preferred option, but rather to 
assess how each model performs against the Government's reform objectives and criteria. While the 
analysis identifies areas where particular models may perform more strongly or face greater 
challenges, it does not conclude which option represents the best outcome for Northland. 
Determining a preferred approach ultimately requires consideration of the region's priorities and the 
trade-offs councils are willing to make between factors such as efficiency, local representation, 
regional coordination and governance complexity. 

The analysis also notes that a number of important design considerations are relevant across all 
options, including representation arrangements, service delivery models, funding approaches, 
transition planning, and engagement with communities and iwi/hapū. These matters are not required 
to be resolved at this stage and would be considered in more detail as part of any future proposal 
development process. 

 

Early Engagement and Community Feedback 

Early engagement was undertaken across Northland through council-led surveys, with more than 
2,300 responses received across the four councils. While the surveys provide useful insights into 
community views, they were not designed to be statistically representative and varied in 
methodology, question wording and survey structure between councils. As a result, the findings 
should be interpreted as indicative rather than definitive. A summary of the regional engagement 
findings is provided in Attachment 2. 



Extraordinary Council Meeting Agenda 16 July 2026 

 

Item 5.1 - Local Government Reform Head Start Proposal – Decision on Preferred Model Page 9 

Across Northland, respondents generally showed greater support for some form of two-unitary 
authority arrangement than for a single Northland-wide unitary authority. While preferences varied 
between districts, no single two-unitary authority configuration emerged as a clear regional 
preference.  

Across all councils, recurring themes included the importance of maintaining local voice and 
representation, concerns about whether anticipated efficiencies and cost savings would be realised, 
and a desire to ensure rates remain affordable. Respondents also emphasised the need to protect 
services, support rural communities, and carefully manage any transition process. 

It is important to note that this engagement occurred at a very early stage of the process. Survey 
participants were not provided with detailed information on how each governance model might 
operate in practice, nor were the advantages, disadvantages or implementation implications of each 
option presented in detail. No formal consultation has occurred at this stage. The survey results 
therefore reflect initial community views rather than informed preferences based on fully developed 
proposals. 

 

On 3 July 2026 Far North District Council conducted a workshop with all Elected Members1 on; 

a. the survey results and  

b. the 4 options within the Morrison Low Advisory report 

An output of the workshop was a set of conditions to protect in any Outline Proposal that the Far 
North District Council will participate in. These conditions are as follows (not in any order); 

• Local voice and decision-making close to communities 

• Strong Community Boards or Local Boards with real powers 

• Māori representation, Māori wards, and Tiriti-based relationships 

• Rural and small community voice 

• Equal access to regional wealth, assets, and investment 

• Fair funding, local budgets, and financial accountability 

• Service levels, local access, and essential infrastructure 

• Rates affordability, value for money, and financial sustainability 

• Clear allocation of regional and local functions 

The full set of conditions can be found in Attachment 3. 

Each attendee at the workshop was then asked by the mayor to rank each of the Options presented 
in the Morison Low Advisory Report from 1 (best) to 4 (worst).  Most favoured Two Unitary Authorities 
(Option 3) or One Unitary Authority (Option 1) often with caveats regarding local representation and 
Māori wards, with many attendees identifying a staged transition (Option 4) as their second choice 
ranking. 

 

The outputs from this workshop were taken by the FNDC EMSG representatives to the 6 July 2026 
Elected Member Steering Group Meeting. 

 

Option 1:  One Unitary Authority Model 

Figure 1:  One Unitary Authority Model (please note the number of local bodies is indicative only) 

 

1 All Elected Members at FNDC includes the Mayor, Councillors, Community Board Chairs and Community 
Board Members 
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Under this model, a single Northland-wide unitary authority would be established, bringing together 
all current regional and territorial local government functions into one organisation. Local 
representation arrangements would be required to ensure communities continue to have input into 
decision-making. Morrison Low's assessment found this model aligns most strongly with the 
Government's objectives for simplification, efficiency, service integration and regional coordination. 

Key advantages: 

• Provides a single point of accountability for governance, planning and service delivery. 

• Maximises opportunities to reduce duplication and achieve efficiencies through scale. 

• Supports integrated infrastructure planning and investment across Northland. 

• Provides the strongest ability to address region-wide strategic issues. 

• Aligns most closely with the Government's objective of simplifying local government 
structures. 

Key challenges: 

• May be perceived as reducing local influence over decisions. 

• Requires strong local representation arrangements to maintain community voice. 

• Less flexibility to accommodate differing local priorities and approaches. 

• Significant transition and implementation requirements. 

The key difference between this model and the other options is that it places the strongest emphasis 
on regional integration, efficiency and system simplification, while relying on local representation 
mechanisms to maintain community connection and influence. 

 

Option 2: One Unitary Authority with Community Councils Model 

Figure 2: One Unitary Authority with Community Councils Model (please note the number of local 
bodies is indicative only) 
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This model would establish a single Northland unitary authority supported by two Community 
Councils responsible for many local-level functions. It seeks to balance the efficiencies and strategic 
benefits of a single organisation with greater local involvement in decision-making. 

Key advantages: 

• Retains a single regional organisation and many of the associated efficiency benefits. 

• Provides a stronger local decision-making presence than a traditional single unitary authority. 

• Supports regional consistency while allowing some responsiveness to local needs. 

• May address concerns regarding local representation and community identity. 

 

Key challenges: 

• Creates additional governance complexity through multiple layers of decision-making. 

• Accountability may be less clear than under a single governing body. 

• Some efficiency benefits may be reduced due to the additional governance layer. 

• Requires bespoke legislative arrangements and is not a proven model in New Zealand. 

 

The key difference between this model and the others is that it attempts to achieve both regional 
integration and local decision-making. While this may improve representation outcomes, it also 
creates greater complexity and aligns less strongly with the Government's objective of simplifying 
local government structures. 

 

Option 3: Two Unitary Authorities Model 

Figure 3: Two Unitary Authorities Model (Please note the number of local bodies is indicative only) 

 

Under this model, Northland would be divided into two separate unitary authorities, each 
responsible for both regional and territorial functions within their area. Arrangements would need to 
be established to coordinate region-wide activities and strategic issues. 

Key Advantages:  

• Maintains decision-making closer to communities. 

• Allows different governance and representation arrangements to reflect local preferences. 

• Preserves stronger local identity and local accountability. 

• May better address concerns regarding local voice and representation. 

 

Key Challenges: 

• Retains more duplication than a single unitary authority model. 

• Delivers fewer opportunities for efficiency gains and economies of scale. 

• Would require formal coordination arrangements for regional issues. 
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• Potential for inconsistent approaches to region-wide challenges. 

 

The key difference between this model and the unitary authority options is that it places greater 
weight on local autonomy and representation. While it performs more strongly against local 
democracy considerations, it aligns less strongly with the Government's objectives relating to 
simplification, efficiency and integrated regional decision-making. 

 

Option 4: Staged Transition Model:  EMSG recommended 

Figure 4: Staged Transition Model (please note the timeframe is indicative only) 

 

The staged transition model would establish two unitary authorities initially, with a future transition 
to a single Northland-wide unitary authority. This approach is intended to provide a gradual 
pathway towards a more integrated governance structure, allowing time to resolve implementation 
challenges and work through areas where regional alignment may not be achievable in the short 
term. 

Key Advantages: 

• Allows reform to occur progressively over time. 

• Provides an opportunity to test and refine governance arrangements before full integration. 

• May reduce some short-term implementation risks. 

• Allows communities and organisations more time to adapt to change. 

Key Challenges: 

• Increases the complexity and duration of the reform process. 

• Delays the realisation of long-term efficiency and integration benefits. 

• Creates uncertainty regarding future governance arrangements. 

• Requires multiple transition phases and associated costs. 

 

The key difference between this model and the others is that it focuses on the pathway to reform 
rather than a single end-state. The staged approach provides additional time to build alignment on 
complex issues and refine governance arrangements before progressing to a fully integrated 
model. While this may make change more manageable, it also creates additional complexity, cost 
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and uncertainty, and delays the realisation of benefits associated with the final governance 
structure. 

 

TAKE TŪTOHUNGA / REASON FOR THE RECOMMENDATION 

The EMSG met on 6 July 2026 to consider the results of the early community engagement and the 
options analysis undertaken by Morrison Low Advisory. Following discussion of the opportunities, 
challenges and trade-offs associated with each option, the EMSG resolved to recommend that the 
Northland Head Start Proposal be developed based on Option 4 – the Staged Transition Model. 

In reaching this recommendation, EMSG members acknowledged that the staged approach provides 
a pathway towards greater regional integration while allowing additional time to work through 
complex design matters and areas where regional alignment may require further consideration. 
Members also recognised that a number of important decisions relating to governance, 
representation, service delivery and implementation would need to be worked through as part of the 
detailed design phase. 

The EMSG did not reach agreement on the length of the transition period. As a result, the 
recommendation to councils is based on the Staged Transition Model, with the duration and timing 
of the transition still to be determined in the next phase. 

3) PĀNGA PŪTEA ME NGĀ WĀHANGA TAHUA / FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS AND 
BUDGETARY PROVISION 

WDC, FNDC and NRC have each made provision to support the Local Government Reform 
programme through initial budget allocations to support programme establishment, governance 
arrangements, and early-stage analysis, including development of options and supporting evidence. 

The overall programme budget is indicative at this stage, with further detailed financial analysis and 
cost estimates to be developed as the programme progresses. Longer-term costs, including any 
potential transition and implementation costs, will be dependent on the final form of local government 
arrangements and will require future council decisions.  

KDC has not, at this stage, confirmed a budget allocation for participation in the programme. 

ĀPITIHANGA / ATTACHMENTS  

1. Morrison Low Advisory Options Analysis - A5860529 ⇩  
2. Simplifying Local Government for Northland – Survey and Community Feedback 

Report - A5860527 ⇩  
3. Conditions for Local Government Reform Briefing Paper - A5864740 ⇩   
  

CO_20260716_AGN_3088_AT_EXTRA_ExternalAttachments/CO_20260716_AGN_3088_AT_EXTRA_Attachment_16922_1.PDF
CO_20260716_AGN_3088_AT_EXTRA_ExternalAttachments/CO_20260716_AGN_3088_AT_EXTRA_Attachment_16922_2.PDF
CO_20260716_AGN_3088_AT_EXTRA_ExternalAttachments/CO_20260716_AGN_3088_AT_EXTRA_Attachment_16922_3.PDF
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Hōtaka Take Ōkawa / Compliance Schedule: 

Full consideration has been given to the provisions of the Local Government Act 2002 S77 in relation 
to decision making, in particular: 

1. A Local authority must, in the course of the decision-making process, 

a) Seek to identify all reasonably practicable options for the achievement of the objective 
of a decision; and 

b) Assess the options in terms of their advantages and disadvantages; and 

c) If any of the options identified under paragraph (a) involves a significant decision in 
relation to land or a body of water, take into account the relationship of Māori and their 
culture and traditions with their ancestral land, water sites, waahi tapu, valued flora and 
fauna and other taonga. 

2. This section is subject to Section 79 - Compliance with procedures in relation to decisions. 

He Take Ōkawa / Compliance 
Requirement  

Aromatawai Kaimahi / Staff Assessment 

State the level of significance (high or 
low) of the issue or proposal as 
determined by the Council’s 
Significance and Engagement Policy 

In accordance with Council’s Significance and 
Engagement Policy this matter is assessed as being 
significant due to its potential long-term impact on 
Council’s direction and the associated level of public 
interest. 

At this stage, councils are being asked to identify a 
preferred model to form the basis of a Head Start 
proposal. This does not constitute a decision to proceed 
with local government reorganisation or implement any 
specific structural, governance or service delivery 
changes, which would require further work, community 
consultation and future decision-making. 

Accordingly, engagement will be proportionate to this 
stage of the process and falls within the inform to involve 
range of the engagement spectrum. As outlined in the 
Northland Head Start Communications and Engagement 
and Communication Plan, engagement during this phase 
will be targeted and focused on informing the 
development of options. 

Should a proposal progress beyond this stage, further 
and more comprehensive engagement and consultation 
will be undertaken in line with statutory requirements and 
Council policy. 

State the relevant Council policies 
(external or internal), legislation, 
and/or community outcomes (as stated 
in the LTP) that relate to this decision. 

This report relates to the Local Government Act 2002, 
including sections 10, 14, 76–82 relating to decision-
making and consultation principles, and the 
Government's Head Start pathway for local government 
reform. Relevant Council policies include the Far North 
District Council Significance and Engagement Policy and 
associated governance and decision-making provisions. 
The report also supports Council's long-term objectives 
relating to effective governance, sustainable service 
delivery, financial prudence, community wellbeing and 
strong regional partnerships. 

State whether this issue or proposal 
has a District wide relevance and, if 

 

https://www.fndc.govt.nz/__data/assets/pdf_file/0014/24431/significance-and-engagement-policy-2021.pdf
https://www.fndc.govt.nz/__data/assets/pdf_file/0014/24431/significance-and-engagement-policy-2021.pdf
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not, the ways in which the appropriate 
Community Board’s views have been 
sought. 

This matter has district-wide and regional significance as 
it concerns potential future local government 
arrangements across Northland. The decision affects all 
communities within the Far North District and is therefore 
not limited to a particular ward, community board area or 
locality. Community Board views have not been 
specifically sought at this stage as Council is being asked 
only to identify a preferred model for further development 
as part of the Head Start process. Further engagement 
would occur should a formal proposal be progressed. 

State the possible implications for Māori 
and how Māori have been provided with 
an opportunity to contribute to decision 
making if this decision is significant and 
relates to land and/or any body of water. 

State the possible implications and how 
this report aligns with Te Tiriti o Waitangi 
/ The Treaty of Waitangi. 

As per guidelines all Councils have engaged with the 
relevant Post Settlement Governance Entities that they 
have a relationship with. 

Te Kahu o Taionu has also been contacted and were 
invited to a hui with the Mayor of Whangarei District 
Council in his capacity as the chair and spokesperson for 
the Elected Member Steering Group. 

 

The Far North District Council conducted three hui with 
Hapū representatives in Kaikohe, Waitangi and Kaitaia. 
These hui were opened up to the public.  FNDC received 
significant feedback in these hui. 

Local government reform may have implications for 
Māori representation, participation in local governance, 
partnership arrangements and the way councils engage 
with iwi and hapū across Northland. No decisions on 
governance structures, representation arrangements or 
service delivery models are being made through this 
report. The recommendation is limited to identifying a 
preferred model for further investigation and 
development. As the programme progresses, 
engagement with iwi, hapū and Māori organisations will 
continue to inform the design of any future proposal. The 
report is consistent with the principles of Te Tiriti o 
Waitangi by recognising the importance of Māori 
participation in decision-making and the need for 
ongoing partnership and engagement throughout any 
future reform process. 

Identify persons likely to be affected by 
or have an interest in the matter, and 
how you have given consideration to 
their views or preferences (for example 
– youth, the aged and those with 
disabilities). 

Persons with an interest in this matter include residents, 
ratepayers, businesses, iwi and hapū, community 
organisations, elected members, council staff, central 
government and other stakeholders across Northland. 
Council has considered the results of both Far North 
District Council surveys, which received 611 and 472 
responses respectively, together with the wider 
Northland engagement programme that received 2,305 
responses across the region. While the surveys are not 
statistically representative and do not constitute formal 
consultation, they provide a significant evidence base 
that has been considered alongside the independent 
options analysis and EMSG recommendations in 
developing the advice contained in this report. 
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State the financial implications and 
where budgetary provisions have been 
made to support this decision. 

Financial implications are outlined in Section 3 of this 
report. WDC, FNDC and NRC have made budget 
provision to support programme establishment, 
governance arrangements and early-stage analysis 
associated with the Local Government Reform 
programme. Further costs associated with proposal 
development, transition planning or implementation have 
not yet been determined and would be subject to future 
analysis and council decision-making. KDC has not yet 
confirmed a budget allocation for participation in the 
programme. 

Chief Financial Officer review. The Chief Financial Officer has reviewed this report. 

 

  



Extraordinary Council Meeting Agenda 16 July 2026 

 

Item 5.1 - Attachment 1 - Morrison Low Advisory Options Analysis Page 17 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Comparison of Head Start options 
Whangārei District Council  

Far North District Council  

Kaipara District Council  

Northland Regional Council 

JUNE 2026 
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Table 1 Acronym list  

Acronym  Definition  

CC Community Council 

CCO Council Controlled Organisation 

CCTO Council Controlled Trading Organisation 

DIA 
Department of Internal Affairs (local government function is transferring to MCERT 
on 1 July 2026) 

FAR Funding Assistance Rate 

FNDC Far North District Council 

KDC Kaipara District Council 

LUP Land Use Plan 

LTP Long Term Plan 

MCERT Ministry for Cities, Environment, Regions, and Transport 

NEP Natural Environment Plan 

NRC Northland Regional Council 

NUC Northland Unitary Council 

OPEX Operating Expenditure 

RSP Regional Spatial Plan 

SRE Shared Regional Entity 

UC Unitary Council 

WDC Whangārei District Council 
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Executive Summary 

Head Start 

The Head Start Pathway was announced by the Government on 5 May  2026. It enables two or more 
Councils to submit an outline proposal to the Minister of Local Government by 9 August to form a 
Unitary Council. Following initial assessment by Cabinet, a final proposal is then submitted by the 
Councils with Cabinet approval expected in May 2027. The new Council would then begin in October 
2028. Head Start significantly shortens the existing legislative process for a merger and removes the 
Local Government Commission review and any need for a poll of electors to approve a merger.  

It is part of a broader direction to simplify local government and improve the effectiveness of 
regional systems over time. At a high level, this includes a shift toward fewer, larger entities 
with clearer accountability and stronger capability to deliver key regional functions such as 
planning, transport, and catchment management. 

The guidance is explicit that outline proposals should rely on existing information, distinguish between 
evidence and assumption, and be transparent about uncertainty. The intent is said to be to provide 
Cabinet with sufficient confidence that the proposal is credible, internally consistent, and that the 
implications of the proposed option are understood well enough to justify progressing to detailed 
design.  

The deadline to submit proposals by 9 August has left Councils with very little time to undertake the 
sort of analysis that would normally be expected for a decision of this magnitude or engage and 
consult with their communities in the traditional way.  

Options assessed 

This report considers four options for the future structure of Local Government in Northland:  

• Option one – Northland Unitary council  

• Option two – Northland Unitary council with Community Councils   

• Option three – Two Unitary councils  

• Option four – Staged transition  

Approach 

The analysis focuses on assessing the four options using the Government’s five criteria. The 
assessment is undertaken using a structured analytical approach, drawing on available data and 
evidence at a regional and national level. It uses comparative analysis with other councils and unitary 
authorities. 

The emphasis in this report is not on detailed modelling but on providing clear evidence that shows 
how the different options perform against the five Head Start criteria, where the benefits arise, and 
what trade-offs and risks are involved. The report is intended to support consistent understanding 
across the region, rather than to advocate for any particular outcome. 
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Assessment  

None of the options considered achieve all that the councils and communities of Northland will seek 
from their Local government. The choice about what is the best Local Government Structure requires 
balancing difficult trade-offs.  

While four options are considered in this report, the fundamental choice for Northland is between a 
single unitary council for all of Northland (option one) and two unitary councils (option three). The 
other two options provide novel approaches to address the trade-offs. But in our view the risks they 
introduce are not outweighed by the benefits.  

If the councils chose to submit a proposal for anything other than a single unitary council (Option 1), 
there is a need to demonstrate in the Outline Proposal that Northland is a large and complex region, 
and how the preferred option addresses that complexity. Should that be the decision, then in our view 
there is sufficient evidence in this report to make that case. It would in effect be the reasons why the 
councils chose that option. 

A single unitary council maximises the potential benefits of scale. It brings together resources, 
capability, and systems into one organisation, reducing duplication and enabling more effective and 
efficient service delivery in functions where scale matters.  

However, a larger organisation can feel more distant from the communities it serves. Local priorities 
must be expressed through delegated structures such as local bodies.  Delegating meaningful 
authority to local bodies can mitigate this perception, however this needs to be consistent across the 
unitary council area and adequately supported by the council organisation. 

A two unitary model retains decision-making closer to communities through smaller organisations 
with their own mandates. They retain flexibility to allow for each unitary council to have their own 
representation structure, including their own approach to Māori wards, and design their own local 
body, or second-tier representation layer in terms of how many bodies there may be and what level of 
delegation is given to them.  This flexibility comes at the cost of creating complexity around the 
management of the regional functions and the lost opportunity for maximising the benefits of scale. 

Head Start has a very a short window for councils to identify options, consider those and develop 
outline proposals. More time would allow for all of the options to be better refined with more detail 
and in some cases that more detail may result in addressing some of the risks and challenges we have 
identified. However, that time is not available and the assessment has been made on the best 
information and evidence available in the time provided. 

A summary of the assessment of each option is set out in the table below with a short description of 
benefits, challenges, risks, and key trade-offs of each option described following.  
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Table 2 Summary of assessment against Head Start Criteria 

Criteria 

Option 1 

Northland Unitary 
council 

Option 2 

Northland Unitary 
council with 
Community 

Councils 

Option 3 

Two Unitary 
councils 

Option 4 

Staged transition 

1. Supports the 
new planning 
system 

    

2. Simplifies local 
governance 

 

 

  

3. Economies of 
scale 

 

 

  

4. Maintains local 
voice 

    

5. Deliverability     

Option one – Northland Unitary council  

• Brings planning, funding, and delivery into one organisation, providing a single point of 
accountability and making trade-offs transparent.  

• Offers the greatest opportunity to realise benefits of scale, particularly in capability, coordination, 
and potential efficiency gains, although financial impacts are likely to be modest and take time to 
emerge.  

• Simplifies the system externally, with one council responsible for all functions, but requires strong 
internal capability and well-designed local representation to maintain connection with 
communities.  

• Requires region-wide consistency in governance and representation settings, limiting the ability to 
reflect different local preferences across Northland. 

Option two – Northland Unitary council with local Community Councils   

• Retains a single regional authority while introducing subregional governance, providing the 
appearance of a stronger local presence than Option One.  

• Splits governance and delivery responsibilities across multiple layers, complicating accountability 
and increasing reliance on clear delegation and strong organisational support.  

• Reduces the potential to realise efficiencies compared to a fully integrated unitary model, as 
service delivery is partially separated.  Savings from shared services are likely to be reduced by 
additional operational complexity. 

• Is a more complex and untested model in New Zealand, requiring bespoke legislation and 
significant effort to implement and operate effectively. 
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Option three – Two Unitary councils  

• Maintains locally focused decision-making through two independent unitary councils with their 
own mandates, allowing representation and governance arrangements to reflect different 
community preferences.  

• Retains a need for regional coordination through a shared entity, meaning key decisions on 
planning, strategic infrastructure, and environmental management must be agreed regionally 
through a legislated process.  

• Delivers minimal benefits of scale compared to a single unitary model, with duplication of 
governance, policy, and corporate functions only slightly reduced from the status quo.  

• Creates a system where regional alignment must be actively maintained through legislation. 
Careful design and legislative drafting are required to prevent delays on cross-boundary issues. 

Option four – Staged transition  

• Provides a pathway to a single unitary council over time, allowing transition risks and design 
challenges to be managed in stages.  

• Combines the complexity and risks of both the two unitary model (initially) and single unitary 
model (end state).  

• Delays the realisation of any benefits of full integration and introduces uncertainty about whether 
the final structure will be achieved.  

• Requires more complex legislative and implementation arrangements than either Option One or 
Option Three. The two stage transition, even where programmed from the outset, introduces 
additional complexity and costs over and above that required for either Option One or Three. 

Key trade offs 

The differences in the options are summarised in the following key trade-offs that must be addressed 
when selecting between a one unitary and two unitary model.  No option can provide all the benefits. 

One unitary features 

V 

Two unitary features 

Simplicity and clarity Flexibility and local variation 

Single point of accountability Shared accountability requiring coordination 

Regional consistency 
Ability to maintain different local governance 
arrangements 

Benefits of scale Benefits of being local 

Resolving competing priorities internally Resolving competing priorities externally  
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Section 1: Setting the scene 

1. Introduction 

1.1. Background 

The Government’s Head Start Pathway (Head Start) is a voluntary programme established as part of 
the Simplifying Local Government reform programme. It provides councils with an opportunity to 
proactively develop and submit proposals for new local government arrangements ahead of the 
Government’s planned backstop reforms, which are expected to apply to regions that do not progress 
through Head Start following the 2028 local elections. 
  
Head Start is intended to enable locally led solutions that simplify governance arrangements, improve 
accountability, strengthen strategic planning, and support more effective delivery of local and 
regional functions. It recognises that councils are best placed to understand the unique needs, 
opportunities and challenges of their communities and provides an opportunity for regions to shape 
future governance arrangements that reflect local circumstances rather than relying on nationally 
determined models. 

Head Start requires the formation of unitary councils. Unitary councils combine the functions of both 
territorial authorities and regional councils into a single new council. The Head Start process has also 
confirmed that there will be no Regional Councillors beyond 2028 with either new unitary councils 
being formed or the Backstop Process being initiated.  

If the councils chose to submit a proposal for anything other than a single unitary council (Option 1), 
there is a need to demonstrate in the Outline Proposal that Northland is a large and complex region, 
and how the preferred option addresses that complexity. Should that be the decision, then in our view 
there is sufficient evidence in this report to make that case. It would in effect be the reasons why the 
councils chose that option. 

Far North District Council (FNDC), Whangārei District Council (WDC), Kaipara District Council (KDC), 
and the Northland Regional Council (NRC) have come together to consider and assess the potential 
options for Head Start which would need to be submitted by 9 August 2026, otherwise the backstop 
reforms would apply.  The councils acknowledge that this is an opportunity to ensure that any future 
governance arrangements are designed around the specific needs of Northland communities and 
support long-term regional success, which can better serve current and future communities while 
preserving the unique characteristics and identities that make Northland distinct. 

1.1.1. The ‘regional vs local’ issue 

The Head Start pathway exists partly because the Government sees the current structure as a barrier 
to efficient service delivery and wants reorganisation that is fit for the new planning system. 

The new planning system is explicitly moving away from more than 100 overlapping plans across local 
authorities toward 17 regional combined plans, with regional spatial planning sitting above more 
detailed plan components. That makes the existence of a regional layer harder to avoid. 

At the same time, there is a strong expectation that governance remains connected to local 
communities. Northland is characterised by distinct communities of interest with different identities, 
priorities, and service expectations.  
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Any future arrangement therefore needs to balance effective decision-making at a regional scale with 
maintaining meaningful local representation and influence over place-based decisions. 

This creates a fundamental tension. The functions that benefit from scale, integration, and 
coordination increasingly sit at a regional level, while the expectation for representation, 
responsiveness, and community identity sits at a more local level. The question is how they are 
brought together within a coherent governance model. 

1.2. Purpose 

The purpose of this report is to provide the Elected Member Steering Group with sufficient information 
on the potential governance options to enable them to make an informed decision on the preferred 
option to progress with development of an Outline Proposal. 

This report has several purposes: 

• Provides a detailed analysis for each option, how each governance structure would operate and 
the key differences between each. 

• Provides the evidence base that supports the analysis for each option. 

Given the timeframe available to develop this report, it is important to note the following 
qualifications: 

• The Planning Bill and Natural Environment Bill are currently undergoing the select committee 
process and are subject to change.  The versions released in December 2025 are drafted around 
the current ‘regional’ and ‘territorial’ council structure.  Some interpretation is required as to how 
these may be applied to the options presented in this report. 

• Given the short timeframes available within the Head Start process, this report has been prepared 
primarily with publicly available information, with sources quoted as applicable. 

1.3. Report Structure 

There is a significant amount of information provided in this report and to help with navigating the 
information, we have highlighted the sections: 

• Section 1:  Setting the Scene 

This section contains background information about the Northland region, each of the four 
councils, and describes the options being compared. 

1. Introduction 

2. Northland context 

3. Description of options 

4. Key concepts 

5. Important factors that follow this decision 

• Section 2:  Evidence Base 

This section assesses the options against the Head Start criteria, using data, case studies, and 
MLA experience to support the outcomes.  At the end of each section there is a summary of the 
key differences between the options. 

6. Supports the new planning system 
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7. Simplifies local governance 

8. Economies of scale 

9. Maintains local voice 

10. Deliverability 

11. Summary: Key trade offs 

• Section 3: Appendices 

This section contains flow charts showing how the Regional Spatial Plan is developed and adopted 
under each option and contains six case studies relevant to this assessment: 

− A. Auckland Council – Regional integration vs local voice 

− B. Auckland Council – Scale, efficiency, and savings realisation 

− C. Wellington Water – Delivery responsibility without funding control 

− D. Local Government Commission – Northland reorganisation 

− E. New South Wales – Lessons from ‘Fit for the Future’ 

− F. Inner West Sydney – Demerger Business Case 

1.4. Key Terms 

For consistency, it is useful to define a few key terms at the beginning of this report: 

• Community Councils = (Option 2 only) An additional layer of governance between the unitary 
council and the local body. 

• Joint council = (Option 3 only) The governing body of the shared regional entity, comprising elected 
members of both unitary councils.  

• Local body = the layer of representation below the unitary council that is closest to the community 
should they be formed.  This could be community boards, local boards, or a newly designed type 
of body. 

• Region = the Northland Region currently managed by Northland Regional Council 

• Shared Regional Entity = (Option 3 only) A separate entity jointly governed by the two unitary 
authorities to deliver regional functions. 

• Subregional council = Either/both community councils in Option 2 or subregional unitary councils 
in Option 3. 

 

2. Northland context 

Northland is New Zealand’s northernmost region and comprises the Far North, Whangārei and 
Kaipara districts. Together, these districts form a single regional council area administered by 
Northland Regional Council and are home to approximately 200,800 residents which is expected to 
reach 225,000 by 20341.  

 
1 Amended Long Term Plan 2023-2034 
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Figure 1 Existing Northland district boundaries 

Northland is geographically large, covering approximately 12,500 square kilometres, and contains a 
diverse mix of urban, rural, coastal, and remote communities. Whangārei is the region’s primary urban 
centre, but a significant proportion of the population lives in smaller towns, rural communities, and 
coastal settlements.  

Māori comprise approximately 37.4 percent of Northland’s population, compared with approximately 
18 percent nationally, and almost 40 percent of residents identify as being of Māori descent.2  Māori 
own a significant asset base across key sectors and make strong economic contributions to forestry, 
agriculture and fishing sectors, and health and community services.3  

Northland’s communities are connected through common economic, environmental and 
infrastructure systems. The region operates as a single civil defence and emergency management 
area, a single regional planning area and a single environmental management region. Northland’s river 
catchments, freshwater systems, flood management schemes, and coastal environments also 
operate across existing territorial authority boundaries and require coordinated management at a 
regional scale. 

2.1. Communities of interest 

2.1.1. Profiles across the region4 

This section provides a snapshot of the population profiles within the region and how they vary by 
district, highlighting differences and similarities in how communities are distributed and who lives 
within them. Together, these factors help to illustrate the diversity of communities across the region 
and provide important context for understanding current needs and future service demands. 

 
2 Statistics New Zealand, 2023 Census National and Regional Data 
3 Tai Tokerau Northland Economic Action Plan 2019, page 9 
4 All information in this section from Statistics New Zealand, 2023 Census Data 

FNDC population = 73,500 

WDC population = 100,500 

KDC population = 26,800 
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Figure 2 Rural/Urban and Māori / Non-Māori population split 

From Figure 2, we see that WDC has a significantly higher proportion of urban population than both 
FNDC and KDC, and that FNDC has a much higher Māori population than WDC and KDC. 

Figure 3 Population profile by deprivation index 

Figure 3 shows that FNDC has over 50% of the population living in the most deprived quintile of the 
population (deprivation index levels 9 and 10). This is more than WDC and KDC, who have 
approximately 30% of their populations in this category, compared to 20% nationwide. 

Figure 4 Predicted age profile by 2028 

Figure 4 shows age profiles are similar across the three districts, with KDC having a slightly older 
population base than FNDC and WDC. 
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2.1.2. Analysis of daily travel information 

Analysis of daily travel movements from the 2023 Census travel-to-work and education data shows 
how Northland can be understood as a set of geographic communities of interest. These communities 
reflect how people actually live day-to-day. At the same time, the region also operates as a connected 
system, with economic activity and infrastructure linking these communities together.  

This pattern is already reflected in how communities are identified locally. The representation reviews 
undertaken by the four councils consistently group areas around key settlements and service 
relationships, although the level of detail and structure varies between councils. 

There are five main geographic communities which describe how people live in the region: 

• Whangārei urban area - Around 98% of journeys stay within the area, indicating that most people 
live and work locally.  

• Bream Bay (Ruakākā–Waipū) - Around 75% of journeys stay within the area, with the remainder 
largely travelling into Whangārei.  

• Mid-North / Bay of Islands (Kerikeri–Kaikohe) - Around 97–98% of journeys occur within this area, 
linking multiple towns and surrounding rural communities.  

• Far North (Kaitāia) - Around 98% of journeys stay within the area, making this one of the most self-
contained parts of the region.  

• Kaipara - Around 91% of journeys stay within the area, centred on Dargaville, with some 
movement toward Auckland in the south. 

2.1.3. Alignment with current ward structures 

When these communities are considered alongside current representation arrangements as shown in 
Table 3, a strong degree of alignment is evident, being that the areas identified through observed travel 
behaviour sit naturally within, and closely reflect, the communities already recognised through 
current ward structures. 

Table 3 Comparison of communities, travel behaviour, and representation arrangements 

Functional community 
(journey data) 

% live/work 
within area Primary centres Corresponding council areas 

Whangārei urban ~98% Whangārei WDC wards 

Bream Bay ~75% Ruakākā, Waipū 
WDC southern wards, with strong links to 
Whangārei 

Mid-North / Bay of 
Islands 

~97–98% Kerikeri, Kaikohe 
FNDC (Bay of Islands–Whangaroa, Kaikohe–
Hokianga) 

Far North ~98% Kaitāia FNDC (Te Hiku) 

Kaipara ~91% Dargaville KDC wards 

In summary, across all parts of Northland: 

• Most movement is short-distance and local 

• People tend to live and work within the same area 

• Each area functions as a recognisable, place-based community  
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2.1.4. How the system operates 

While communities are local, the systems that support them operate across wider areas.  

At a regional level: 

• There are clear flows toward Whangārei, particularly from Bream Bay and parts of Kaipara 

• The Mid-North forms a large, internally connected area, with links across coastal and inland 
centres 

• The Far North remains largely self-contained, with limited outward movement. 

2.1.5. Infrastructure and economic activity 

The Far North economy is strongly anchored in primary industries, particularly agriculture, forestry, 
and fisheries, alongside a significant contribution from tourism. This reflects a dispersed pattern of 
economic activity, with communities oriented around local centres and supported by regionally 
significant services. 

Table 4 Top three industries by %GDP5 

Rank 
Whangārei District Far North District Kaipara District 

Industry % GDP Industry % GDP Industry % GDP 

1 
Health care 
and social 
assistance 

12.1% 
Agriculture, 
forestry, and 
fishing 

11.8% 
Agriculture, 
forestry, and 
fishing 

22.6% 

2 Manufacturing 8.4% 
Rental, hiring 
and real estate 
services 

11.1% Manufacturing 12.4% 

3 Construction 7.7% Construction6 7.0% Construction 8.4% 

Whangārei has a more diversified economic base, with activity across manufacturing, construction, 
professional services, retail, and health care, along with strong links to the Marsden Point industrial 
and logistics area. This positions Whangārei as a key centre for employment, services, and 
infrastructure, supporting both its own communities and those in surrounding areas. 

Kaipara reflects a mix of agriculture, construction, and property-related activity, alongside a growing 
influence from connections to both Whangārei and Auckland. This indicates communities that are 
locally based, but with increasing links to wider employment and service networks. 

Across Northland, the industry mix highlights a clear structural pattern: 

• Whangārei functions as the primary economic and employment hub 

• Far North has a strong base in primary industries alongside service activity 

• Kaipara reflects both locally based activity and stronger outward connections 

Key infrastructure and economic activity are concentrated in specific locations, particularly around 
Whangārei: 

• Northport at Marsden Point 

• Energy and fuel infrastructure serving Northland and Auckland 

 
5 Infometrics regional economic profile information, year to March 2025. 
6 The Tourism sector, though not a separate industry, contributed 7.4% of FNDC’s GDP over the same period. 
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Sub-regional centres such as Kerikeri also play important economic and service roles, including 
through transport infrastructure such as the regional airport.  

2.1.6. What this means in practice 

The combined evidence provides a clear and consistent foundation for understanding communities of 
interest across Northland.  The journey-to-work analysis confirms that the areas identified through 
current representation arrangements align closely with observed patterns of daily movement, but that 
those communities operate within a wider regional system shaped by movement toward key centres, 
infrastructure, and economic activity. 

For the purposes of considering the four options, this evidence supports a clear conclusion that the 
current identification of communities provides a sound and locally grounded foundation, and the 
journey data strengthens this by providing a consistent, evidence-based view of how those 
communities function in practice. 

2.2. Comparative financial information  

The information provided in this section is for comparative purposes and context. To make the 
analysis more meaningful, the following graphs exclude waters services where possible. 

2.2.1. Debt to asset ratio  

Figure 5 Debt to asset ratio, excluding 3 Waters – higher means more debt or older assets 

The debt to asset ratio compares total lending to the value of each council’s non-current assets.  
Because asset value is based on depreciated costs, this shows the amount of debt held by each 
council relative to its investment in assets.  A higher debt to asset ratio indicates that a council has 
either relied more heavily on borrowing to fund asset investment, has borrowed for other purposes, or 
has not invested as much into its assets as other councils.  

Higher FAR rates in FNDC and KDC may have resulted in less need to use debt to fund investment in 
roading assets in these districts. 
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2.2.2. Debt per rateable property 

Figure 6 Debt per rateable property, excluding 3 waters 

The chart shows debt (excluding three waters) per rateable property across the four councils based on 
2024/25 actual results7.  It shows KDC with no debt (all debt is three waters related) and WDC with the 
highest level of debt per capita across the group.  

2.2.3. Operating cost per rateable property 

Operating costs per rateable property are shown in the chart below. It shows FNDC as having the 
highest operating costs per rateable property, at approximately $4,350, and KDC with the lowest 
operating costs per property at approximately $3,350 (or 23% lower than FNDC). 

 

Figure 7 Total operating cost per person, excluding 3 Waters  

 
7 Three waters debt for KDC  and FNDC removed based on proportion of interest costs.  Three waters debt for Whangarei 
determined based on removal of $100 million from projects 2026/27 closing debt balance and removing debt movements 
between 2024/25 and 2026/27. 
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2.2.4. Non-rates revenue as a percentage of total revenue 

The three territorial authorities currently rely on a similar proportion of their revenue coming from non-
rates sources.  This indicates that the councils have similar approaches to revenue and financing 
policy settings.  NRC relies on a greater share of non-rate revenue, which is unsurprising as it also 
receives revenue from its port investment and for a number of government funded programmes. 

Figure 8 Non-rates revenue as percentage of total operating revenue, excluding 3 Waters  

2.3. Road resurfacing 

In 2027, water services will be transferred to Northland Water (drinking water and wastewater services 
only, with stormwater remaining with councils). At that point roading will become by far the largest 
cost for all three territorial authorities in Northland.  The figure below shows the road resurfacing cycle 
rate of each council and compares that to a minimum benchmark of 20 years8. The data is expressed 
as the estimated number of years to resurface the entire network based on actual resurface rate over 
6 years.  

All three Councils in Northland are well below the benchmark of 20 years (performing better than the 
benchmark) and below the NZ average of 22.2 years.  

Figure 9 Cycle of road resurfacing in years 

 
8 This equates to renewing 5% of the network annually  
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2.4. Depreciation funding 

We assessed the level of depreciation funding for each of the existing councils (including waters 
services in this case) by comparing each council’s surplus from operations with their depreciation 
expense.  The depreciation expense was adjusted to remove the proportion of roading depreciation 
which relates to the FAR subsidy9.   

It shows significant variation in the approach to funding depreciation, ranging from 47% in FNDC 
through to 156% in KDC.  

 

Figure 10 Level of depreciation funded in 2024/25  

  

 
9 Depreciation is not funded by the FAR rate, however the initial asset purchase and subsequent renewal are. 
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3. Description of options 

The choice being considered by the councils essentially comes down to whether a single Unitary 
Council or two Unitary Councils is the most appropriate structure for local government. Within these 
two options there are however variations and therefore, this report considers four options:  

• Option one – Northland Unitary council  

• Option two – Northland Unitary council with two local delivery bodies   

• Option three – Two Unitary councils  

• Option four – Staged transition  

An overview of the four options is described in this section with the more detailed analysis set out 
further in the report that identifies, demonstrates, and assesses the relative benefits, challenges and 
risks of the differences between them.   

To provide substantive analysis on the key differences, a range of assumptions and professional 
judgement on the structure, functions or operations of each option has been adopted to sufficiently 
develop each option.  These should be viewed as representations of what the option could be for the 
purposes of this analysis and not the final form of any new Council.  Where relevant, assumptions and 
professional judgements have been made clearly explained and their rationale. 

3.1. Option 1:  Northland Unitary Council  

A single unitary authority for the whole of Northland, combining the current regional and territorial 
functions into one council. The governing body would hold full statutory responsibility for both 
regional and local government functions across the region.  

A single unitary council covering the whole region, without any form of representation below the 
governing body, is not considered a feasible model. It would not provide a credible mechanism for 
maintaining local voice or reflecting the distinct communities of interest that exist across Northland. 

Accordingly, Option 1 has been assessed on the basis that a layer of local bodies would sit beneath 
the unitary council. These bodies are assumed to provide local representation and hold delegated 
decision-making authority for place-based matters. At this stage, no assumption is made about their 
specific form. They are not defined as community boards or local boards, but as a functional layer of 
local governance that can be designed in detail at a later stage. 

 

Figure 11 Option 1: Northland Unitary Council 
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Table 5 Key workings of Option 1: Northland Unitary Council 

Aspect Description 

Governance 1. This is a single unitary council for the whole region. 
One governing body holds the full democratic mandate for both regional and local government 
functions. 

2. All decision-making authority sits within one council. 

Strategic priorities, trade-offs, and policy decisions are made by a single governing body. 

3. A local representation layer is required to maintain community representation. 
Local bodies sit beneath the unitary council to represent communities of interest. They are 
assumed to have defined decision-making powers for place-based matters, within parameters 
set by the unitary council. 

Funding 4. There is a single funding and rating system. 
The unitary council sets rates and allocates funding across the region.  This entity also has a 
single approach to revenue and finance, meaning rating structures, depreciation funding and 
investment decisions are aligned across the region.   

5. Service levels are set either regionally, or vary with local body input 

Service levels are set across the region with input from the local bodies on the service levels 
that matter most to them in their area.  Funding for activities reflects the level of service being 
delivered with targeted rates used to manage variation in service levels. 

Service 
Delivery 

6. All services are delivered through one organisation.  

Planning, infrastructure, environmental management, and local services are managed within 
one system. Staff, systems, and delivery capability are consolidated into a single council 
organisation. 

7. Service delivery is coordinated across the region with local variation achieved through 
delegation. 

Decisions on infrastructure, investment, and delivery are made with a full regional 
perspective. Services can be tailored to communities through decisions made by local bodies 
within their delegated scope. 

Requires 
legislation? 

Potentially. Not for overall council structure but potentially for delegated authority to local 
bodies. 

3.2. Option 2: Northland Unitary Council with two Community Councils 

As with Option 1, a single unitary authority for whole of Northland, but with two sub-regional 
Community Councils (CCs) sitting inside the unitary council organisation to carry out much of the role 
that district councils currently perform for their own communities.  

In other words, it is not a standard unitary model, where all services are delivered regionally, and it is 
not the same as an Auckland-style local board model. The CCs are intended to be local governing 
bodies in their own right, with elected leadership, decision-making powers, and influence over local 
funding and service priorities, while the unitary authority retains responsibility for functions that need 
to be managed across the whole region. Local bodies could still sit below the CC as a further layer of 
local representation. 
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Figure 12 Option 2:  Northland Unitary Council with two Community Councils 

Table 6 Key workings of Option 2: Northland Unitary Council with two Community Councils 

Aspect Description 

Governance 1. It is still one unitary authority. 
This model replaces the current four councils with one legal and political authority for the 
whole region, not a federation of separate councils. The unitary authority remains the top-level 
local government body, responsible for resolving all trade-offs. 

2. The CCs are not local boards, they are closer to today’s district councils. 

The CCs are intended to be meaningful governing bodies in their own right, with elected 
leadership, decision-making authority, and influence over local funding and local service 
priorities. They carry out much of the role that councils currently perform for their 
communities. Local bodies could still sit below that level as a further layer of local 
representation. 

3. Governance is split between regional and subregional levels. 
Region-wide functions such as catchment management, flood protection, biosecurity, 
strategic transport, and regional planning stay at unitary level because they depend on natural 
systems, scale, or cross-boundary coordination. Local place-based services and local 
priorities are intended to sit with the CCs. 

4. Local and regional politics are intended to stay connected. 

The model relies on the mayor and some elected members holding roles at both levels, so that 
local voice is carried directly into regional decision-making. 

Funding 5. Funding operates at both regional and local levels. 
The unitary council sets overall funding levels and priorities for the region. Community 
councils may choose to fund higher service levels or different priorities above the regional 
baseline. 

6.  A regional baseline level of service is established while CCs set service levels for the 
functions they deliver. 
This ensures consistency across the region for core services. CCs set service levels within the 
functions delegated to them and have a role in determining local service levels and priorities 
within their areas. 

Service 
Delivery 

7. It is one organisation, but with three delivery arms.  

It is one organisation, but programmes of work are developed and delivered by the unitary 
council (regionally) and by each community council (locally).  

8. Support functions are shared. 

Centralised support services managed directly by the unitary council provide back office and 
support services for the two CCs e.g. finance, IT, HR, procurement etc. 

Requires 
legislation? 

Yes. This model would require bespoke legislation to embed the sub-regional community 
councils with real decision rights and local funding powers inside a single unitary structure. 
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3.3. Option 3:  Two unitary councils 

Two new unitary authorities, supported by a single jointly controlled regional entity for a defined set of 
regional and cross-boundary functions. The two unitary councils would retain democratic mandate, 
rating powers, and ultimate accountability to their communities. The shared entity would provide the 
delivery platform for functions where fragmentation would create material inefficiency, inconsistency, 
or risk. This is not intended to recreate a general-purpose regional council. It is a limited regional 
entity designed to preserve coherence where a regional approach remains necessary10. 

 

Figure 13 Option 3: Two unitary councils 

Table 7 Key workings of Option 3: Two unitary councils 

Aspect Description 

Governance 1. This is a two subregional unitary council model. These councils hold the democratic 
mandate, rating powers, and ultimate accountability. 

The region would be divided into two unitary councils, each with its own mayor, councillors, 
local mandate, and responsibility for most local government functions in its area.  
Accountability (funding ability, risk responsibility, and strategic decision-making) sits with 
each unitary council for its area. 

2. The SRE is the mechanism that keeps a small number of regional functions whole. 

The shared regional entity would be a separate legal entity outside the two unitary councils for 
a defined set of functions that are more suited to a regional approach.  

3. The SRE is governed by a joint council comprising elected members from both unitary 
councils (plus potentially independent elected members). 

The SRE has its own Chief Executive, staff, systems and reports directly to a joint council of 
elected members from both unitary councils. It is not governed by an external board. (The 
existing Joint Committee arrangement in legislation may or may not be sufficient, we are using 
the term joint council to make this distinction.) 

4. The SRE does not have an independent mandate. 

The joint council governs the SRE in the collective interest of the region, not as a forum for 
individual council mandates. A key design principle is that the two councils continue to be the 
bodies that communities elect, that set rates, and that remain politically answerable for 
outcomes.  

Funding 5. Each unitary council retains its own rating powers. 
Funding for local services and priorities is determined separately within each council. Each 
unitary council has its own rating structures and sets rates for its area, including the funding 
required for the SRE. 

 
10 The final form and functions would be determined through both the Outline Proposal (August 2026) and the Final Proposal 
(March 2027) 
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6. Funding for the SRE has to be guaranteed and not renegotiated each year. 

If the two councils can re-litigate the funding of regional functions of the SRE every year, this 
model will be fragile. A durable model needs a binding funding framework. Using the Civil 
Defence Emergency Management Act as a precedent, the funding formula may either be 
prescribed in legislation or set in the SRE’s founding documents.   

Service 
Delivery 

7. The model assumes local by default, regional only by exception. 

The starting point is that functions should be delivered by the two unitary councils unless there 
is a clear positive case for regional delivery. The working threshold test is that a function 
should sit in the shared entity where: 

- there is a strong case for the broader regional interest, 
- the consequences of fragmentation are unacceptable, or  
- local variation is not tolerable.   

8. The functions most likely to sit with the SRE are the ones that depend on scale, natural 
systems, or cross-boundary coordination. 

Examples of functions most likely to sit with the SRE include civil defence emergency 
management, regional transport planning, regional spatial planning, biosecurity, and regional 
environmental monitoring. These are the kinds of activities where fragmented delivery across 
two councils could weaken outcomes.  

9. Everything else would stay with the two unitary councils (or be delegated to local bodies) 
unless there is a compelling reason otherwise. 

Local roads, parks, libraries, local facilities, local bylaws, local service levels, local rates 
decisions, and other place-based services would generally remain with each unitary council.  

Requires 
legislation? 

Yes. For the model to function effectively, a small number of design requirements must be in 
legislation and supporting instruments.  

• A joint council of elected members from the participating unitary councils must exist to 
govern the entity. 

• Participation by the relevant unitary councils must be compulsory. There must be no 
unilateral right to opt out. 

• The purpose of the SRE must be clearly set out in legislation. 

• The entity must be a stand-alone legal body with power to employ staff, appoint a Chief 
Executive, and operate independently of any single council. 

• A binding funding framework must be established, either in legislation or through a 
legislatively required formula embedded in a statutory plan or founding document. 

• Funding obligations must be enforceable and must not depend on annual negotiation. 

3.4. Option 4: Staged transition 

This option only differs from those above in timing. It entails initially forming two unitary councils and 
following an agreed timetable and plan to transition into a single unitary council, shown in Figure 14. 
In all other respects the option is the same as Options 1 and 3, albeit that it changes over time.  

Essentially, Northland progressively transitions to a single unitary council through an interim two 
unitary council phase, allowing communities, elected members and organisations to adapt before full 
regional integration. 
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Figure 14 Stage transition plan 

Through this report Option 4 is evaluated separately from Option 1 and 3 only where there is a 
difference that arise from the transitional approach that is the key feature of the option.  

3.5. Summary of options 

Table 8 Summary of key workings of options 
 

Option 1  Option 2  Option 3  

Basic structure One legal and political 
authority for the whole 
region, with all regional and 
territorial functions sitting in 
the same council.  

One legal and political 
authority for the whole 
region, but with two 
embedded sub-regional 
CCs carrying much of the 
local governing and delivery 
role.  

Two separate unitary 
councils, each with its own 
mayor, councillors, and 
local mandate, plus one 
shared regional entity for a 
tightly defined set of 
regional functions.  

How many 
councils exist? 

One.  One, but with an internal 
sub-regional governing tier.  

Two, plus one shared 
regional entity.  

Where regional 
functions sit 

All regional functions sit 
with the single unitary 
council.  

Regional functions still sit 
with the single unitary 
council, while local 
functions are pushed down 
to the CCs.  

Regional functions shared 
regional entity; everything 
else is intended to stay with 
the two unitary councils.  

Design principle 
for function 
allocation 

One authority holds 
everything, with any local 
delegation sitting 
underneath it.  

Regional where scale or 
natural systems require it, 
local where place-based 
decision-making matters.  

Local by default, regional 
where there is a benefit.  
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Political 
connection 
between local 
and regional 
decisions 

Regional and local 
decisions are ultimately 
made within one governing 
body; local decisions are 
delegated to local bodies.  

The model is intended to 
keep local and regional 
politics connected by 
having the mayor and some 
elected members hold roles 
at both levels.  

The two unitary councils 
hold the democratic 
mandate, while 
representatives from both 
UCs form the joint council 
for the SRE.  

Funding model One rating base and one 
centre of financial authority. 

The unitary authority funds 
a regional baseline, while 
CCs can fund local 
increments above that 
baseline where their 
community wants more.  

The two unitary councils 
retain rating powers and 
financial accountability. 
Funding for the SRE must be 
agreed in advance and 
guaranteed.  

Organisation and 
staffing 

One organisation, one chief 
executive, one leadership 
structure, one shared 
workforce.  

One organisation, one chief 
executive and one shared 
support platform, but with 
distinct sub-regional 
delivery arms operating 
beneath it.  

The SRE has its own chief 
executive, staff, systems, 
and delivery capability, 
separate from the two 
unitary councils.  

Ultimate 
accountability 

The single unitary council 
holds ultimate legal, 
political, and financial 
accountability for all 
functions.  

Ultimate accountability still 
sits with the single unitary 
council. The CCs may have 
strong local powers, but 
final trade-off decisions 
remain at the unitary level if 
conflicts arise.  

Ultimate democratic 
accountability sits with the 
two unitary councils. The 
SRE exists to deliver 
selected regional functions, 
not to replace the core 
democratic role of the two 
councils.  

4. Key concepts 

In order for these models to achieve the desired outcomes over the long term, the following key 
concepts need to be considered and understood. 

4.1. Accountability 

Under the Head Start process, councils must be able to demonstrate clearly their proposed model 
will work in practice, including where accountability sits. 

Identifying and testing where accountability sits is therefore central to assessing each option. It 
provides a practical way to understand how the model would behave under pressure, how decisions 
would be made, and whether communities can clearly see who is responsible for results. 

Figure 15 below shows the relationship between making decisions on priorities/programmes, control 
over funding and other resources, and responsibility for performance and risk.  These must sit 
together to achieve true accountability. 
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Figure 15 The Accountability triangle 

This aligns closely with standard multi-level governance thinking, which emphasises that effective 
systems need clear assignment of competences, financial decentralisation that matches 
responsibilities, and transparent accountability/oversight. 

When this triangle is not kept intact, one of the following occurs: 

• A funding entity (e.g. rates setting) without risk responsibility has no incentive to fund risk 
reduction. 

• A decision-making entity without responsibility may prioritise spend according to ‘want’ and not 
‘need’. 

• No entity can be held accountable for outcomes without the ability to make decisions (within 
parameters) and raise the funds needed to address key issues. 

Consequently, we consider this true accountability state as a valid diagnostic test, especially for 
politically sensitive public services where service levels, rates, and investment timing are 
contestable. In those settings, splitting programme, money, and responsibility across institutions 
usually creates blame-shifting rather than clarity. 

Case Study C. Wellington Water demonstrates that when these elements are split across multiple 
entities, accountability becomes less transparent. 

4.2. Legislated Collaboration 

The structure of any future governance model must ensure that the key elements required for effective 
delivery, including roles, responsibilities, and accountability, are clearly defined and enduring. While 
collaboration between councils can work well when relationships are strong, no governance model 
should rely on informal arrangements or assume that collaboration will remain durable across 
political cycles and changes in leadership. 

Northland councils have a mixed history of collaboration under their existing structures, which 
highlights both the opportunities and the risks of relying on non-legislated arrangements. All four 
councils previously operated a collaborative delivery model through the Northland Transportation 
Alliance (NTA), which was established as an alliance arrangement. Prior to its disbanding in 2024, an 
independent review identified a number of issues which are relevant to the options this report is 
assessing. 

Risk 
responsibility

Decision-
making ability

Funding 
ability
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Key insights from the NTA experience include: 

• Voluntary collaboration requires stronger governance discipline, not less 
Where collaboration is not mandated, governance structures, performance expectations, and 
accountability mechanisms must be explicitly defined and actively maintained. 

• Clear accountability is critical in shared arrangements 
Where multiple councils retain responsibility, but delivery sits elsewhere, roles must be explicitly 
defined to avoid blurred accountability. 

• Collaboration must be actively managed, not assumed 
Relationships between councils, delivery entities, and suppliers require ongoing attention, 
communication, and trust-building. 

• Strategy must be directly connected to delivery 
High-level planning does not translate into outcomes without strong operational linkages and 
feedback loops. 

More durable examples of collaboration in Northland tend to be those supported by clearer formal 
structures and in some cases legislative backing (though not always). These include: 

• Northland New Zealand (CCO structure) 

• Northland Forward Together (collective work programme) 

• Civil Defence Emergency Management Group (legislative requirement) 

• Regional Transport Committee (legislative requirement) 

• Northland Mayoral Forum and Chief Executives Forum 

New Zealand local government legislation already provides for coordination mechanisms such as 
joint committees and transfers of responsibility. The existence of these mechanisms reflects the 
reality that collaboration must be formalised to be sustained over time. 

This was also explicitly identified in the Local Government Commission’s 2013 assessment of 
Northland reorganisation options. When assessing the risks with the two regional council options, it 
noted that while some efficiency gains could be achieved through voluntary collaboration on regional 
issues, such arrangements were unlikely to be durable given changes in leadership, priorities, and 
institutional incentives. As a result, the Commission highlighted the risk that reliance on voluntary 
coordination would not provide a sufficiently stable foundation for regional functions (refer to Case 
Study D). 

The Head Start pathway provides an opportunity to address this. Where options rely on shared or 
regional functions, embedding key elements of those arrangements in legislation, including 
participation, governance, and funding mechanisms, provides a means to ensure that the model 
functions as intended over time.  

5. Important factors that follow this decision 

In constructing a coherent operating and governance model there are numerous design choices that 
can be made to accommodate real or perceived strengths and weaknesses of the selected model. 

The considerations in this section are important to the overall structure proposed, however we 
consider they are variables that can be addressed under any option and are not material to the 
decision on which option to progress with at this stage. 
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5.1. Detailed design of local representation 

Local representation is an important consideration in assessing the options in this report. There are  
aspects of local representation that will influence the selection between the options presented in this 
report, and these are discussed in the ‘Maintaining Local Voice’ section of Section 3. 

However other factors are independent of the option progressed and do not need to be fully resolved 
at this stage. These matters that do not need to be resolved in order to select between the options are 
outlined in this section. 

5.1.1. Options for local representation  

There are two types of sub-local governance; community boards and local boards in current 
legislation. The key difference is that community boards are used across most of New Zealand and 
local boards are available to unitary authorities and used only in Auckland Council currently. This is 
summarised in the table below. There are 110 community boards around the country and 21 local 
boards in Auckland.   

A summary is provided below on the existing community board and local board options, however for 
the purpose of this comparative analysis, the design of this layer of local representation can be 
customised under any of the options presented. 

Table 9 Comparison of community boards and local boards 

Dimension Community Boards Local Boards (Auckland Model) 

Legal basis 
Local Government Act 2002, 
Part 4, Subpart 2 

Local Government Act 2002 (Part 4, Subpart 1A) + 
Local Government (Auckland Council) Act 2009 

Status in governance Subordinate to council 
Part of formal governance structure (shared 
governance) 

Core purpose 
Representation, advocacy, 
local input Enable democratic decision-making at local level 

Strategic role Limited, advisory 
Recognised role in shaping local priorities and 
outcomes 

Decision-making 
powers 

Only what is delegated by 
council 

Statutory decision-making responsibilities + 
delegated powers 

Durability of powers 
Delegations can be changed or 
removed at any time 

More stable — embedded in governance model 

Budget control 
May be given a delegated 
budget (revocable) 

Allocated local board budgets as part of council 
planning framework 

Ability to influence 
LTP / plans 

Provides submissions and 
advice only 

Has formal input rights into regional strategies 
and plans 

Service delivery 
responsibility None 

Decide on local services, delivery by council staff 
/ CCOs 

Revenue raising None 
Not directly, but can influence targeted rates and 
budgets 

Asset ownership / 
control 

None Not directly, but can influence local asset use 
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Dimension Community Boards Local Boards (Auckland Model) 

Staff / contracting 
authority None None directly (via council systems) 

Ultimately the key issue for unitary councils to consider when weighing up community or 
local boards is:  

• Do they want a formal structure for local input (community board model), or  

• Do they want local decision-making authority (local board model), or  

• Do they want a combination of both community boards and local boards to fulfil different 
communities’ needs?  

These questions apply to all options, and the level of complexity introduced to achieve the desired 
balance between local representation and efficiency or simplicity of process is also the same under 
all options. 

Further consideration can be given both before and after submitting an Outline Proposal to additional 
options not currently existing in legislation, such as: 

• Whether local boards may be able to set targeted rates for specific purposes. This option can be 
explored but it is unclear how this would operate under proposed rates-capping legislation at this 
stage. 

• Whether there is any crossover between local body representation and unitary council 
representation.  (I.e. Potential for a chair of a local body to have a dual role as an elected member 
on the council.)  

5.1.2. Proposed principles for allocating decision making and delivery responsibilities  

For the purposes of these principles: 

• A function refers to a broad area of responsibility (e.g. parks, transport, planning). 

• An activity refers to specific services, actions, or decisions within a function. 

These principles are provided as a starting point for later discussion and are primarily intended to 
guide the allocation of activities and decision-making responsibilities, rather than the wholesale 
allocation of entire functions, which are often shared across governance levels. 

In any of the options presented, these principles could apply both to deciding what was delegated to a 
local body, and in Options 2 and 3, what was delivered at the subregional level and the regional level. 

1. Subsidiarity (Default Position) 

We would suggest this is the starting position.  Decision-making should sit at the lowest level able 
to deliver effectively. Activities should be allocated to local bodies unless there is a clear and 
demonstrable benefit in retaining them at a council level. 

2. Functions should be allocated according to where the benefits are primarily realised. Activities 
delivering predominantly local benefits should sit with local bodies, while those with region-wide 
benefits should sit with the governing body. 

3. Functions requiring a uniform approach across the region should be managed regionally. Where 
variation between local areas is acceptable or desirable, decision-making should sit with local 
bodies. 



Extraordinary Council Meeting Agenda 16 July 2026 

 

Item 5.1 - Attachment 1 - Morrison Low Advisory Options Analysis Page 50 

  

 

 Page 33 

4. Functions that are part of an integrated network or system should be managed at the level that 
best enables coordination and optimisation of that system.  Standalone or place-based services 
are more appropriately delivered locally. 

5. Functions should be allocated to the level that can deliver them most effectively and efficiently, 
taking into account economies of scale, specialist expertise, and administrative overhead. 

6. Functions that require tailoring to local needs, preferences, and identity should be delivered by 
local bodies, particularly where outcomes depend on strong community engagement. 

7. Decision-making responsibility should align with funding responsibility and accountability.  The 
level making decisions should be clearly accountable to the community that funds those 
decisions. 

8. Functions with significant strategic implications, region-wide impacts, or high regulatory or legal 
risk should be retained at the regional level.  Operational or lower-risk decisions should be 
delegated where appropriate. 

Note that these principles are presented in this part of the report because though activity assignment 
is a fundamental part of the design of how a future council might operate, it is not a deciding factor 
between the options presented in this report. 

5.2. Financial arrangements 

The three territorial authorities differ greatly in their approach to funding and financing, including: 

• Their approach to borrowing and financing capital expenditure 

• Their approach to funding depreciation 

• Their mixture of targeted rates, general rates, and universal annual general charges. 

• Their existing and projected post three waters debt balances 

• The level of Funding Assistance Rate (FAR) subsidies that they receive from the New Zealand 
Transport Agency (addressed specifically below). 

While these differences may mean that it will take some time for a combined unitary authority to 
develop regional consistency, there is currently nothing in the Local Government Act 2002 that would 
prevent different approaches to be applied on a geographical basis.  Specifically, a new unitary 
authority could be expected to:  

• Set policies regarding funding of depreciation at a local and aggregated level with a planned 
transition towards consistency of approach across its new area. 

• Apply consistency in the types of capital expenditure that are funded by debt or rates, potentially 
from day one. 

• Continue to apply a mixture of targeted rates where the tests required under section 101(3) of the 
Local Government Act can be met. 

• Ringfence the repayment or servicing costs of existing/transferred debt to the specific area in 
which the debt was originally incurred and collect these costs through a targeted rate. 

Broadly, we would expect that any new unitary authority would consider the beneficiaries, 
exacerbators, and community outcomes of all activities that it delivers when determining the how its 
sets its rates and charges. The precise arrangements would be matters to be considered by a future 
group of elected members, and these decisions would be made independently of any decisions to 
establish one, or two, unitary authorities. 
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5.2.1. FAR rate 

There are currently significant differences in the FAR rates that are applied to roading costs in 
Northland.  FNDC is currently provided a FAR rate of 71%, KDC 62%, and WDC 53%.   

Any shift towards a single unitary authority could result in changes or reviews to that FAR rate, which 
could result in the introduction of a new rate based on the combined demographics of the new 
Council.  Equally, NZTA may maintain local differences in the FAR rate for some time. 

Because the determination of FAR rates includes some level of discretion by NZTA, it is impossible to 
say what a future FAR rate would be, however for a single unitary council where the FAR subsidy in 
dollar terms remains the same: 

• Based on the current proportion of eligible expenditure which has been subsidised in Northland, 
this suggests a single combined FAR rate is unlikely to be above 61%. 

• Applying a proxy based on known factors about capacity to pay, the combined roading network, 
demand and geography, also suggests a single FAR for the region could be between 60% and 62%. 

For two unitary councils council where the FAR subsidy in dollar terms remains the same: 

• FNDC remains around 71%, assuming no change to its standalone status.  

• WDC + KDC combined unitary, likely sits somewhere around 56%. 

It is important to note that in an amalgamation, a drop in FAR rates does not automatically equal 
higher household costs (and vice versa), as other factors affect the final cost to households when 
delivering the combined service.   These factors will all impact affordability independently of each 
other. 

• The cost base fundamentally changes: 

− Network costs are spread across a larger rating base 

− Fixed costs and overheads are shared 

− Investment can be regionally prioritised. 

• Risk is pooled, the impacts of storm events are spread across the region. 

• NZTA’s position around setting FAR rates for the post-amalgamation entities is unknown.   

• A new unitary authority has options around setting local targeted roading rates and developing a 
roading strategy that may fundamentally change the underlying costs or the way that they are 
shared. 

On this basis, we consider that the change in FAR rate alone is not a reliable metric for determining 
affordability impacts of a one-unitary or two-unitary model.   

Specific concerns about the impact of changes in FAR rates can be included in the Outline Proposal 
as a matter to be addressed in the detailed design.  Input from NZTA about their approach to setting 
FAR rates in the region would be required to meaningfully address any impacts related to FAR rates. 

5.2.2. Strategic assets  

Each of the Northland councils holds a range of strategically significant assets, some of which are 
held directly and others through council-controlled organisations (CCOs) or council-controlled 
trading organisations (CCTOs). These include commercial investments, infrastructure-related 
businesses, and other long-term holdings such as port and airport interests. For the purposes of this 
report, these are collectively referred to as strategic assets. 
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Table 10 Strategic assets currently held by each council 

Council  Strategic Assets11 

Far North District Council 

Far North Holdings Ltd (CCTO) 

- Bay of Islands Marina 

- Bay of Islands Airport 

- Northern Housing Ltd 

- Ngawha Innovation & Enterprise Park 

Kaipara District Council  Minimal 

Whangārei District Council  

Whangārei District Holdings Ltd (CCTO) 

Northern Regional Landfill Ltd (JV, CCTO) 

Whangārei District Airport (JV, CCO) 

Northland Events Centre (2021) Trust 

Northland Regional Council 

Northport Group Ltd (shareholder) 

- Northport Ltd 

- Marsden Maritime Holdings 

Investment and Growth Reserve 

 

Investment assets are typically treated as part of the financial position of the owning council, with 
benefits flowing to the ratepayers of that council through revenue and balance sheet strength. 

Outline Proposals may be submitted with the future of strategic assets still to be determined. 

In practice, there are a small number of well-understood principles used to manage these assets 
when council structures change, broadly centred around a “no worse off” approach. 

1. Keep things broadly where they are today 

Assets would generally stay with the council (or transfer with the council) that currently owns them, so 
existing communities continue to receive the benefit of those assets. 

2. Treat regional assets separately 

Assets currently held by NRC were funded across the whole region, so they would need to be 
considered separately and either shared, divided, or managed at a regional level. 

3. Avoid creating winners and losers (particularly with NRC assets) 

Changes in structure should not result in one community being significantly better or worse off purely 
because of how assets are redistributed. 

4. Make sure each council is financially viable 

The allocation of assets should support each resulting council to be financially sustainable over time. 

5. Keep it simple to manage in practice 

Arrangements should avoid unnecessary complexity (where possible), such as shared ownership or 
ongoing negotiations, unless there is a clear reason for it. 

 
11 List is indicative and not intended to be exhaustive 
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While these assets are significant, and their treatment will be important to councils and communities, 
they do not materially affect the choice between the governance options. The approaches required to 
transfer or allocate these assets are well understood and can be resolved under any of the options 
through established legal and financial mechanisms. 

For the purposes of this report, strategic assets have therefore been identified and considered but are 
not treated as a determining factor in the decision on which option to progress. 
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Section 2:  Evidence base 

This section of the report assesses the benefits, challenges and risks of each option using the 
structure of the five Head Start Pathway criteria. Evidence is provided throughout and refenced in the 
appendices.   

6. Supports the new planning system   

6.1. Overview of the new planning system 

New Zealand is heading into a new planning age, where the Resource Management Act is being 
replaced by a planning framework comprising: 

• The Planning Bill, which governs where and how growth occurs, covering housing, infrastructure, 
transport corridors, and long-term land use.  

• The Natural Environment Bill, which establishes and manages environmental limits for water 
quality, freshwater allocation, and flood management.  

A central intent of the reform is to move away from fragmented district and regional plans toward a 
consolidated regional planning approach. This would replace multiple local plans with a smaller set of 
regionally integrated plans, supported by long-term spatial strategies. 

Each region must produce a Regional Spatial Plan (RSP), which describes the 30-year regional 
strategic direction for growth and development. This plan identifies areas for urban growth, strategic 
infrastructure investment, and environmental protection, bringing together land use, cultural 
considerations and environmental limits at a strategic level.  

The Natural Environment Plan establishes the controls.  It sets the limits, rules and allocation regimes 
at a catchment level (or higher) across the region. 

The Land Use Plan is developed at the district level and together with district council’s Infrastructure 
Strategies and Long Term Plans, this provides district councils with the work programmes and funding 
pathways for delivery and execution. 

The Natural Environment Plan and Land Use Plan(s) must give effect to the Regional Spatial Plan. 

 

Figure 16 New planning framework 
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Of all the factors considered in this analysis, the physical environment is the least flexible. Mountains, 
rivers, and catchments do not move, and existing regional council boundaries have largely been 
drawn around these natural systems. 

This move towards planning at the regional level places 
considerable emphasis on having governance arrangements 
that work for natural systems, not merely administrative ones. 
The key test for any restructuring option is whether a single 
authority can plan land use, strategic infrastructure, and 
environmental effects together within coherent natural systems. In practical terms, examples of this 
include asking whether the same council issuing discharge consents is also responsible for water 
quality downstream; whether water allocation decisions account for all users along a river; and 
whether a flood mitigation project in one area considers its impacts on neighbouring properties 
beyond the council's jurisdiction. Actions in one part of a catchment can have unintended 
consequences downstream - a function currently managed end-to-end by regional councils. Splitting 
that responsibility raises a fundamental question about how integrated river and catchment 
management would be maintained under a new governance structure. 

6.2. Delivery of the new planning system 

6.2.1. Roles and responsibilities 

The table below outlines which party would be responsible for which activity under the new planning 
system under each of the Northland options. 

We note that the existing bills have been drafted with the current regional and district council 
structures in mind.  Some interpretation is required to apply the proposed bills to the options with new 
entities. 

 

While it is possible to work across 
catchment boundaries, doing so 
introduces additional complexity. 
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Table 11 Roles and responsibilities under the new planning system 

Function Status Quo  Option 1 Option 2 Option 3 

Who Develops Strategy, Policy & Plans? 

Regional 
Spatial Plan 

All four councils appoint the 
Spatial Plan Committee to 
develop the plan. 

.  

Single council appoints the 
Spatial Plan Committee to 
develop the plan. 

 

Single council appoints the Spatial 
Plan Committee to develop the plan. 

Developed with place-based input 
from Community Councils (no veto 
power). 

Both councils, either directly or 
through the joint council, appoint 
the Spatial Plan Committee to 
develop the plan, through the SRE. 

 

Natural 
Environment 
Plan 

NRC leads development of a 
single regional plan 

Unitary council leads 
development of a single regional 
plan 

 

Regional authority leads development 
of a single regional plan, while 
community councils influence local 
environmental priorities and delivery 
issues. 

SRE leads development of a single 
regional plan, while unitary councils 
influence local environmental 
priorities and delivery issues.12 

District Land 
Use Plan  

FNDC, WDC and KDC each 
prepare a District Land Use Plan. 

Unitary council develops single 
integrated Land Use Plan 

Unitary council develops single 
integrated Land Use Plan while 
community councils influence local 
place-based priorities. 

With bespoke legislation, potential for 
community councils to develop their 
own Land Use Plans within unitary 
council framework. 

Each unitary council would prepare 
their own Land Use Plan 

Note that this reflects the new 
planning system’s separation of 
regional environmental regulation 
from territorial land-use planning. 

Infrastructure 
Strategy 
(delivery of 
RSP) 

Multiple organisations at regional 
and local level with multiple 
funding pathways 

One organisation with integrated 
regional and local strategy 

One regional strategy, with local 
community councils shaping local 
prioritisation.   

Each unitary council develops an 
Infrastructure Strategy, which 
includes their obligations to deliver 
commitments of the RSP. 

 
12 This responsibility would likely need to be explicitly assigned to the SRE in legislation, to make it the body legally responsible for developing and upholding the NEP on behalf of both unitary 
authorities. 
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Function Status Quo  Option 1 Option 2 Option 3 

Long Term 
Plan (funding) 

Four organisations each develop 
an LTP 

One organisation developing an 
LTP 

One organisation developing an LTP, 
with different sections for each 
community council, and the region. 

Each unitary council develops an 
LTP, that includes their obligations 
to deliver commitments of the RSP. 

Who Approves/Adopts Strategy, Policy & Plans? - This is the party ultimately resolving any trade-offs or conflicts 

Strategy, 
policy and 
plans 

All four councils need to approve 
draft RSP for notification and 
adopt final RSP, each with its 
own decision-making process. 
Deadlocks referred to the 
Minister. 

Single governing body approves 
everything. 

Single governing body approves 
everything with input from community 
councils.   

Potential for community councils to 
adopt their own Land Use Plans, 
within the unitary council’s 
framework. 

Community councils do not have veto 
rights. 

Both councils need to approve draft 
RSP for notification, and adopt final 
RSP, with deadlocks referred to the 
Minister. 

Joint council governing SRE adopts 
Natural Environment Plan and any 
regional strategies, policies and 
plans. 

Each unitary council approves their 
own Land Use Plan and other sub-
regional strategies, policies and 
plans. 

Who delivers the actions of the Plans? 

Infrastructure 
Delivery 

Split between regional and three 
district councils.  

Consolidated in one 
administration.  

Consolidated in one administration 
with separate ‘departments’ 
supporting delivery of Community 
Council functions/activities. 

Most delivery by the two unitary 
councils, unless compelling reason 
to deliver regionally.  

Consent and 
Enforcements 

Split between NRC and three 
district councils. 

One consent authority that is 
more integrated and easier to 
explain.  

Regional authority handles regional 
regulatory functions; community 
councils retain a local voice on place-
based matters. 

Split between SRE and two unitary 
councils. Potential to be integrated 
into the Shared Regional Entity. 

Monitoring & 
Reporting 

Monitoring is split and can be 
hard to compare.  

One monitoring system can track 
outcomes consistently.  

 

One monitoring system can track 
outcomes consistently. 

SRE monitors regional outcomes; 
each council monitors local delivery. 



Extraordinary Council Meeting Agenda 16 July 2026 

 

Item 5.1 - Attachment 1 - Morrison Low Advisory Options Analysis Page 58 

 

 

 Page 41 

Function Status Quo  Option 1 Option 2 Option 3 

Consultation - Each council must consult on the plans it is responsible for delivering. 

Community 
Consultation 

Multiple engagement rounds 
across separate plans and 
budgets.  

One main engagement process 
for each plan, plus local 
refinement.  

Two-level consultation regional 
unitary council plus local community 
council.   

Two-level consultation - regional 
strategy through the SRE, local 
matters through the two councils. 

Iwi 
Engagement 

Multiple relationships and 
multiple plan-making processes 
across four councils.  

One primary strategic process, 
with clearer consultation triggers. 

Regional partnership plus local 
engagement channels.   

Regional partnership with SRE and 
with both unitary councils.  
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6.2.2. Delivery of the Regional Spatial Plan 

Once adopted, the RSP sets the strategic direction e.g. growth areas, infrastructure corridors etc for a 
30-year period. The RSP does not address sequencing, timing, or funding of the projects required to 
deliver the RSP.  These are determined by the unitary council’s LTPs and funding cycles. 

The options are similar at the strategy level but diverge materially at the delivery and funding 
coordination level. 

• Under Options 1 and 2, the single unitary council has autonomy over the funding and delivery 
decisions needed to deliver the RSP. 

• Under Option 3, there is a funding and delivery risk to be managed, or designed out through 
legislation, to address the potential lack of coordination between the unitary councils around 
timing and prioritisation of regionally strategic projects within the RSP.  This could be addressed 
through the SRE preparing a 3-5 year work programme, that once adopted by the unitary councils 
becomes binding, and then must be supported by each unitary council’s Infrastructure Strategies 
and Long Term Plan budgets.  There is complexity here, but with careful design and bespoke 
legislation it most likely can be resolved in detailed design.  

6.3. Making coordination easier 

The number of core statutory plans is similar across all options, however each plan represents a 
significant statutory process, requiring formal preparation, consultation, hearings, and approval. As 
the number of councils involved increases, so does the number of decision-making bodies required to 
approve and adopt these plans, resulting in more complex and potentially slower plan-making 
processes overall. 

Additional implementation documents, such as Action Plans used to give effect to environmental 
limits, may need to be developed separately by each council. 

As the number of councils increases, the potential for duplication in these supporting documents 
increases, even where the underlying plans are shared. 

Appendix A shows worked examples of how the Regional Spatial Plan may be developed, consulted on 
and approved under each option in the new planning framework.   

The table below summarises the complexity inherent in each process. 

Table 12 Complexity in supporting the new planning system 

 Status Quo Option 1 Option 2 Option 3 

No. of Regional 
Spatial Plans 1 1 1 1 

Councils involved 
in drafting RSP 

4 1 1 (+ 2 informally) 2 

Council resolutions 
required to adopt 
RSP 

(both the draft for 
notification & final 
to adopt) 

8 

 
2 

2  (with feedback 
from community 

councils) 
4 
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6.3.1. Iwi engagement in the planning process 

The legislation requires meaningful engagement with iwi in the development of both Regional Spatial 
Plans and Natural Environment Plan, reflecting their central role in shaping environmental and land 
use outcomes. While the number of these core plans remains constant across the options, the 
number of councils and decision-making bodies involved varies. 

This impacts the complexity of the formal consultation processes, by increasing the number of parties 
involved and the level of coordination required between them. In practice, this can increase the 
resources required by iwi to engage effectively with multiple organisations involved in shaping a single 
plan or outcome. 

6.4. Integrated Catchment management 

6.4.1. Description of catchments 

Northland Regional Council manages water and catchments across Te Tai Tokerau under the current 
regional structure. District boundaries do not determine catchment management in the present 
system, although the proposed two-unitary model would create new internal governance boundaries 
that would need careful coordination. 

Most Northland catchments sit wholly within the Northland Region. The principal exception of regional 
significance is the Kaipara Harbour receiving environment, which is shared with Auckland Council. 
Southern catchments and tributary systems associated with the Kaipara Harbour, including 
Mangawhai, Hakaru, Topuni and related southern Kaipara tributaries, therefore require cross-
boundary management and coordination with Auckland.  

1. Northern Wairoa / Kaipara catchment 

Northland’s largest river catchment is the Northern Wairoa system, which drains about 3,650 square 
kilometres. Key sub-catchments include the Wairua River, Mangakāhia River, Hikurangi Swamp 
system, Manganui River and associated tributaries. The catchment lies wholly within Northland 
Region, but it discharges to the Kaipara Harbour creating a major shared receiving-environment issue. 

 Status Quo Option 1 Option 2 Option 3 

Potential for 
deadlock to refer to 
Minister 

High Low Low Medium 

No. of Natural 
Environment Plans 
developed 

1 1 1 1 (SRE) 

No. of Land Use 
Plans developed 3 1 

1 (or 2 if each CC 
develops a plan) 2 

Action Plan 
frameworks 

3-4 potentially 1 1 or 2 1 or 2 
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