
Enhancing democratic 
well-being: The findings 
from public feedback on 
LGNZ’s Discussion Paper 
“Reinvigorating Local 
Democracy”
September 2020



2
Te Kāhui Kaunihera ō Aotearoa.

Contents

1> Introduction p3

2> Short recap p6

3> Strengthening democratic well-being p9

4> What submitters told us p15

5> Appendix One: References p24

6> Appendix Two: List of submitters p26



3Enhancing democratic well-being: The findings from public feedback on LGNZ’s Discussion Paper “Reinvigorating Local Democracy”

Introduction



4
Te Kāhui Kaunihera ō Aotearoa.

Approximately 40 written submissions were received; with 
submitters ranging from individuals to national organisations, 
including councils and local boards.  This paper summarises the 
main points made by submitters with regard to challenges and 
opportunities, and sets out key findings for consideration.  

The Report’s findings recognise the importance of inclusive 
community-based governance, noting that this is particularly 
urgent given New Zealand’s increasing diversity.  The Report also 
acknowledges the special role that Te Tiriti ō Waitangi plays as a 
framework for relationships, both locally and nationally. 

This Report was prepared to assist LGNZ, councils and others, to 
think strategically about potential governance arrangements able to 
balance strong and effective governance at the centre with strong 
and effective governance of localities and regions.  Only by doing so 
will a better balance in the way in which communities and the nation 
are governed, be achieved.  

Redistributing power does not happen overnight, it happens in small 
iterative steps and only with the active support of the citizens of 
Aotearoa New Zealand.

Local Government New Zealand 
September 2020

“Instead of relying on central government to decide what 
is good for our communities it is time to empower councils 
and communities themselves to make such decisions.  
Strengthening self-government at the local level means 
putting people back in charge of politics and reinvigorating 
our democracy.  We are calling for an active programme 
of devolution and decentralisation” (Position Statement on 
Localism, LGNZ July 2018)

The Position Paper was the first step in the development of a 
strategy and action plan for strengthening local and community 
governance. In the months that followed LGNZ established an inter-
sectoral working party to prepare a case of localism, held a localism 
symposium that attracted approximately 150 participants, and 
published a Discussion Paper seeking public input.  That Discussion 
Paper, “Reinvigorating local democracy: the case for localising power 
and decision-making to councils and communities”, was released at 
LGNZ’s annual conference in Wellington, July 2019.

In response to New Zealand’s extremely high level of fiscal 
centralisation, the Discussion Paper called for a rebalancing of the 
roles of central and local government, arguing that the benefits to 
New Zealand included:  

• More effective and efficient public services;

• More public sector innovation;

• Less public sector silos through stronger place-based 
governance;

• A more active citizenry and stronger democracy;

• Strengthened community resilience; and

• Stronger economy and regions.

Introduction 

In July 2018, LGNZ published a Position Paper calling for a shift in the way public 
decisions are made and a commitment from central government to adopt an active 
programme of devolution and decentralisation.  It argued that:
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What submitters told us about localism

Feedback on the Discussion Paper covered a wide range of issues; 
however, some themes did emerge.  The major ones included:

• That local outcomes are improved, and democratic well-being 
enhanced, when local government undertakes meaningful 
engagement with its communities, invests in local and 
neighbourhood governance and works with communities to co-
produce and co-design local services;

• That councils which are strongly engaged with their 
communities are well-positioned to work with government 
agencies to ensure that public services provided in their rohē not 
only address local priorities but are delivered in a manner that is 
culturally appropriate;

• That some form of “regional/city deal” could be considered 
where a case can be made for transferring delivery of a public 
service to a specific council(s) to improve local outcomes where 
the cost is the same, or less, than incurred by the relevant 
department; 

• That new opportunities to give effect to the partnership implicit 
in Te Tiriti ō Waitangi open up through the transfer of roles 
and responsibilities to councils and communities; in particular 
opportunities for co-governance and co-production with Iwi/
Māori;

• That the role of sub-national government must to be 
strengthened and councils provided with more diverse funding 
sources if New Zealand is to sustainably address regional 
inequality and incentivise investment in future prosperity;

< Redistributing power does 
not happen overnight, it 
happens in small iterative 
steps and only with the active 
support of the citizens of 
Aotearoa New Zealand. >

• That any transfer of roles and responsibilities must be 
contingent on councils being able to show not only that councils 
have the capability to undertake both its transferred and existing 
services, but that accountability and transparency systems 
must enable citizens to assess the well-being impact of any such 
transfers; and

• That any proposals to strengthen councils’ role in the promotion 
of well-being, such as decentralisation or community planning, 
must require evidence of authentic engagement between 
councils and their communities.  Such engagement could take 
the form of devolving decision-making to local neighbourhoods 
and community boards as well as techniques like participatory 
budgeting.
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Short recap
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It argued that, regardless of a country’s natural advantages, the way 
in which countries are governed has a big influence on whether or 
not their citizens enjoy good outcomes. It further argued that New 
Zealand’s model of public governance inhibits community well-
being by the fact that too many public decisions are made without 
the involvement of the communities affected by those decisions.  
New Zealand’s highly centralised model of government prevents 
the country and its communities from achieving their potential – we 
need a new focus on “democratic well-being”.

Although not arguing causality, the Discussion Paper made the point 
that fiscally decentralised countries tend to be wealthier, have higher 
voter turnout, a higher trust in government and participate more in 
community organisations than those that are fiscally centralised. 
The paper advanced the principle of subsidiarity and sought views 
on whether or not New Zealand should embrace a programme of 
decentralisation.

The case for localism involves the principle that power and authority 
should flow up from citizens and self-defined communities rather 
than down from central government. The argument is consistent 
with the principle of subsidiarity, which states that public services 
should be the responsibility of the level of government that is the 
closest to communities, to the degree, given the nature of the 
service, that this is feasible.  The principle aligns strongly with Māori 
kaupapa, where power and authority increases the lower you 
go within the governing structures, from iwi, to hapū to whanau.  
Concepts like Tino Rangatiratanga and Mana Motuhake reinforce the 
importance of place within Māori society.  

Short recap 

LGNZ’s Discussion Paper, “Reinvigorating local democracy: the case for localising 
power and decision-making to councils and communities”, was published to stimulate 
discussion on the case for re-distributing public power and decision-making.  

At its core, localism is about empowering communities to 
have agency.  This involves having influence on the policies 
and programmes affecting their daily lives.  One aspect of this, 
highlighted by LGNZ’s Discussion Paper, involves the need to ensure 
public services are informed by, and responsive to, community 
needs and priorities.  Suggestions for achieving this were set out in 
the Discussion Paper and included:

• Adopting a framework to enable departments to negotiate 
“city or regional deals” with councils involving the local transfer 
of services and associated funding where it can be shown 
that the transfer will result in better outcomes for citizens and 
communities (at no additional cost);  

• Promoting the implementation of “place-based” approaches 
to local governance and decision-making that bring together 
councils, relevant government agencies, Iwi/Māori and 
local organisations, such as those representing business, 
neighbourhoods and identified communities;

• Amending the existing legislative framework to reduce barriers 
limiting the responsiveness of councils to community needs and 
preferences. Suggestions included additional policy and funding 
powers in order to meet those needs and preferences; and

• Adopting new and innovative mechanisms for bringing councils 
closer to their citizens, including participatory decision-
making approaches and stronger neighbourhood governance 
arrangements.  For example, more effective community boards 
and other models to strengthen community voices within 
councils.

< As a council we know that 
the one-size-fits-all approach 
simply does not work.  Often it 
fails those communities with the 
least voice and representation in 
the political system. (Whakatāne 
District Council) >< (Disempowerment) gives 

rise to populism, namely that 
government serves only the 
elite that constitutes it and is 
too remote and uncaring about 
problems at the grassroots. 
(A C Grayling 2017) >
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Despite the emphasis the Discussion Paper placed on strengthening 
community empowerment and the value of greater devolution 
and decentralisation, LGNZ is not seeking to undermine the role of 
central government. 

As New Zealand’s response to the COVID-19 pandemic shows, 
we need a strong and competent central government to properly 
address matters of national importance, whether climate change, 
pandemics or macroeconomic policy.  Yet for local or regional  
matters, where needs and preferences of communities vary, 
uniform solutions are often ineffective and inefficient.  As we stated 
in the Discussion Paper, the age of mass production, where you 
can have any coloured Model T Ford as long as it is black, is well 
past.  In today’s fast moving world governments need to be nimble, 
responsive to change and innovative.  To achieve this we need to 
invest in community democratic well-being.

The underlying premise of Reinvigorating Local Democracy was that 
instead of relying on central government to decide what is good for 
individual communities, it is time to provide those communities with 
more opportunities than they currently have to be more involved in 
those decisions – directly or with their elected representatives. 

This means strengthening local self-governance, putting people 
back in charge of politics, and reinvigorating democratic well-being.

< Localism in and of itself is 
synonymous to Te Ao Māori, 
both in the traditional and 
contemporary sense.  The 
living Māori world actively 
engages with its environment, is 
contextual, seeks to restore and 
maintain balance and is holistic 
in its approach when addressing 
challenges. (Hāpai Te Hauora) >
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Strengthening 
democratic 
well-being
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The same is true for other challenges facing New Zealand, such as 
poverty, inequality and climate change.  The country’s success will 
ultimately depend on the ability of our governing arrangements 
to draw on the knowledge and competence of the citizens of 
New Zealand and the multiplicity of organisations, whether 
Iwi/hapu, business firms or not-for-profit, that constitute civic 
society.  Unfortunately, the degree to which power and authority is 
concentrated in central government makes this virtually impossible  
To significantly improve the well-being of communities we need 
to actively redistribute power and authority so that localities and 
regions are more able to shape their respective futures.

The existing concentration of power in central government 
encourages “one-size-fits-all” thinking, making it more difficult for 
the expression of diverse views and adoption of nuanced policy 
responses.  What is needed are governance structures that enable 
new policies and programmes to emerge through co-creation 
processes involving all spheres of government, Iwi/Māori and 
citizens, either as individuals or through mediating organisations 
– drawing on the knowledge and expertise of New Zealand’s 
communities.  This means shifting decision-making responsibilities, 
where relevant, to sub-national institutions, whether regional, local 
or sub-local. 

This is not an over-night process.  The following findings set 
out a pathway for creating the opportunities through which 
New Zealanders can better shape their communities while also 
recognising the important role that the state plays, and needs to 
continue to play, in the future, as most graphically illustrated by its 
response to the COVID-19 pandemic.

Strengthening democratic well-being 

New Zealand’s response to the challenges created by COVID-19 highlighted the 
value of decisive action at the national level aligned with responsive local and 
regional collaboration.

1. Strengthening community and 
place-based governance
New Zealand’s increasing diversity calls for a new response to 
making policy and delivering services, a response that recognises 
the degree to which well-being can vary by community.  Under 
current settings, policies and programmes designed to achieve 
a specific level of national well-being risks over-looking the well-
being needs of many of our communities.  In response to this issue 
there has been a growing interest in pubic decision-making models 
that build on the knowledge and insights of local people; decision-
making models that are also co-designed with local people. 

Governments are often criticised for their propensity to provide “one 
size fits all” policies and programmes.  It is criticism that may be 
unfair, as some issues require a consistent policy response; however 
implementation should to be tailored to local circumstances.  
Differentiating policy responses so that they take into account the 
varying needs and preferences of local communities requires a 
different way of working, one that is place-based, integrated and 
often facilitative.  

Rather than thinking narrowly of the role of government, whether 
national or local, effective policy needs a governance approach, 
bringing together the multiple agencies working at the grass roots.  
Taking a governance approach is likely to be result in more effective 
services, given access to local knowledge held by community 
players, such as local councils, iwi/Māori organisations and others.  
This is an approach that addresses a question which all governments 
face, how to ensure public services are provided at the right level, 
and that there is not under or over-provision of services. Getting 
this right is what we call allocative efficiency, which occurs when the 
allocation of public resources match levels of need.  

One of local government’s unique strengths is its place-based 
democratic mandate and the legitimacy this mandate confers on 
councils’ community leadership role.  This legitimacy means that 
councils are well-positioned to implement a community governance 
approach and facilitate inter-agency dialogue about well-being 
priorities and how they will be achieved.  However we are not there 
yet, changes required to increase place-based collaboration include:

< We need a ‘people-centred 
sharing of power’; a culture 
of trust inside and outside 
government; distributed 
leadership; thoughtful 
experimentation and 
mainstreaming the SDGs. 
(The NZ Federation of Business 
& Professional Women) >
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< Central government contracts 
the New Zealand Red Cross to 
cover refugee resettlement across 
the country.  In Christchurch, the 
council works with numerous 
organisations involved in refugee 
support and believes there is 
an opportunity for it to take the 
lead with an umbrella model that 
better utilizes the strengths of 
each organisation.  We believe 
that central government could 
consider the umbrella approach 
in similar cases in the future, 
rather than instituting a centrally 
managed contract. (Christchurch 
City Council) >

• Adopting the principle of subsidiarity when determining where 
public decisions are made.  Unless there are good reasons 
otherwise the default position should be to place responsibility 
for decision-making with the sphere of government as close to 
communities as practicably possible (given the nature of the 
decisions) or directly with communities and/or iwi/Māori;

• Promoting central government recognition of the value of local 
well-being plans, or community plans, prepared by councils 
in partnership with their communities.  Such plans can help 
ministries and departments to assess the degree to which their 
programmes are addressing local needs and priorities;

• Establishing local governance institutions to facilitate 
coordinated responses to local problems.  For example, the 
regular participation of government officials, such as the Police, 
at council committee meetings to share information, or the 
creation of forums to enable local coordination in specific policy 
arenas, such as the creation of safer community councils in the 
early 1990s; and

• Strengthening the active engagement of citizens and their 
organisations by inviting them to be co-designers in the 
development of local and regional policies, plans and 
programmes.  Increasing participation not only contributes to 
the effectiveness of policy initiatives by ensuring they are based 
on local knowledge, but also enhances their legitimacy.  A range 
of mechanisms exists to achieve this, from citizens’ forums to 
participatory budgeting.  
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2. Enabling negotiated devolution
New Zealand needs central government to focus the roles and 
responsibilities that only it can properly undertake and not be 
distracted by matters that are best resolved locally.  New Zealand’s 
response to Covid 19 highlights the value of effective national 
government doing what it does best, facilitating a united response.  
At the sub-national level, however, issues and their solutions vary 
from place to place and effective policy responses may need to be 
tailored to local or regional circumstances. There are likely to be 
benefits from devolving decision-making in some policy arenas to 
specific localities or regions so that they are more responsive to local 
circumstances.  While there are different approaches to devolution, 
there is a logic for a nuanced and negotiated approach.  Policy 
should permit, and encourage, central government departments 
to consider devolving a responsibility to a city, district or region, by 
agreement where it can be shown that better outcomes will result - 
a city or regional deal.

Asking councils to act as government agents for specific policy 
areas, such as skills training or pensioner housing, not only results 
in benefits from the involvement of those affected by the service 
but also from the ability of councils to facilitate a holistic approach 
to resolving the problems for which the services have been created.  
By adopting the framework of a regional or city deal, as found 
internationally, governments are more able to identify and evaluate 
whether local areas have the capability and capacity to undertake 
the responsibility and produce better outcomes.  City deals also 
allow a degree of policy experimentation to take place that may not 
be possible at a national level, as the effects can be more easily ring-
fenced.  Where, after evaluation, benefits have resulted from a city 

deal, then decentralisation strategies can be extended with much 
less risk.  Because it is a negotiated approach, central government 
is also better placed to assess whether or not interested councils 
have the requisite capacity and capability to carry out additional 
responsibilities.  Examples, even though not described as such, 
already exist and it is now time to actively promote the concept.  To 
enable wider application of negotiated devolution and city/regional 
deals the necessary changes include:

• Putting in place legislative or regulatory mechanisms whereby 
government departments, as well as councils and local 
organisations on request, may initiate a negotiation process with 
the goal of establishing a city or regional deal;  

• Ensuring the active support and endorsement of the Public 
Service Commission;

• Investing in capability building so that elected and appointed 
officials have the opportunity to enhance their skills and 
processes that allow both elected representatives and officials 
to assess their performance and effectiveness;  and

• Requiring that all city/regional deals include an agreement 
setting out mutual obligations for matters like funding, expected 
outcomes, collaboration and evaluation.  Such agreements 
would be negotiated upfront, be explicit, and be enforceable 
through the courts, giving both sides significant assurance in the 
process.

3. Deepening democracy, 
empowering communities
Turnout at local authority elections is consistently a matter of 
public and media comment, often framed as evidence that local 
democracy is failing due to a lack of interest.  Yet voter turnout 
is influenced by multiple factors, with one of the most important 
being “salience” or importance.  Salience refers to both the range 
of responsibilities a local government system undertakes and that 
system’s level of autonomy, that is, its discretion to tailor services to 
meet local needs.  While subject to multiple factors, such as council 
size, representation ratios and voting methods, turnout is positively 
related to higher levels of salience (level of autonomy and range of 
responsibilities).  The greater the range of functions and autonomy 
the more influence councils are likely to have on community well-
being and consequently the more likely it is that citizens will vote.

Just as importantly, citizens need to believe that their vote counts 
and that local government will be responsive to their needs and 
take their views seriously.  Achieving this means narrowing the gap 

< Engagement occurs when the 
community is and feels part of 
the overall governance of that 
community. Local governments 
have an important role in 
building stronger communities, 
and engaging communities is a 
key means to doing so. (Victoria 
State Government 2007) >
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between governments and their communities and enabling, as far 
as possible, members of our diverse communities to participate 
in their local council, as either elected or appointed members.  
Ensuring that councils give voice to the plurality of interests that exist 
in communities is vital for the future of our local democracy and the 
effectiveness of our public services, whether provided by central or 
local government.  Changes required to deepen democracy include:  

• Strengthening local representation by reviewing whether or not 
New Zealand has a sufficient number of elected members, local 
authorities and sub-municipal bodies to reflect community 
diversity, respond to community concerns, and enable active 
citizenship;  

• Ensuring that councils’ decision-making processes and 
structures are responsive to citizens’ concerns by requiring 
councils to actively investigate options for devolving 
responsibilities to community/local boards as well as 
community-based governance arrangements and iwi/Māori;

• Ensuring that local government’s electoral arrangements are fit 
for purpose and enable citizens from all communities to exercise 
their democratic rights; and

• Actively promoting a programme of civic education, not only 
through schools and educational institutions, but also through 
workplaces and in the public realm generally.   

4. Funding decentralised 
governance/democracy
Strengthening local democracy requires that councils have the 
means to meet the needs and expectations of their communities 
in an effective and appropriate way.  One of the biggest obstacles 
councils face, whether meeting expectations, addressing 
community issues or planning for the future, is how they will pay for 
services, including infrastructure.  As the Productivity Commission 
(2019) has shown, existing funding sources, primarily property 
taxes and user charges, are insufficient to meet many of the new 
and emerging challenges facing councils, particularly challenges 
caused by climate change and its impact on infrastructure, as well as 
population and visitor growth (should that continue post Covid19).  

In addition to strengthening local resilience and ensuring 
councils and their communities are can meet future challenges, 
complementary forms of income are needed to enable councils to 
invest further in areas necessary to drive sustainable growth, such 
as additional infrastructure. Changes to enable councils to meet 
current and future challenges, as well as decentralised services, 
include:

• Giving councils the ability, where they have community 
agreement, to introduce a local levy, or charge on exacerbators, 
should that be necessary to ensure the quality of life of their 
community.  Approval could require a successful referendum;

• Adopting a revenue sharing approach to provide councils with 
an additional form of income complementary to property taxes.  
This could be achieved, for example, by providing councils with 
a share of the GST, whether in the form of weighted general-
purpose grants or a percentage of the level of GST spent in an 
area;

• Requiring that the scope of Regulatory Impact Statements is 
broadened to include the fiscal impact of proposed regulations 
and legislation on local government, as well as central 
government and that councils are funded for the cost of new 
responsibilities, or at least have access to a new funding source; 
and

• Ensuring that every five years parliament considers a local 
regulatory reform bill.  The purpose of the regulatory reform bill 
is to remove unnecessary legislative or regulatory constraints 
which limit the ability of councils to act in the best interest of 
their communities, create transaction costs and address new 
unfunded mandates.

< The alternative (to growing 
bureaucracy and citizen dis-
engagement) is to bring power 
closer to ordinary people, partly 
by vesting more of it in local 
institutions that voters can really 
influence, but also by engaging 
citizens themselves more in 
everything from healthcare to 
housebuilding. (Parker 2015) >
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5. Building partnerships with iwi/
Māori
Providing local authorities with a greater say about what occurs in 
their towns, cities and regions provide new and more meaningful 
opportunities for giving effect to the intent of Te Tiriti ō Waitangi, 
given the diversity of iwi/hapū throughout New Zealand/Aotearoa.  
Building relationships “on the ground” provides more opportunity to 
craft those relationships to take into account iwi/hapū priorities and 
preferences.  Changes required to build and strengthen partnerships 
with iwi/Māori include:

• Providing opportunities for elected and non-elected members 
to increase their knowledge and understanding of Te Ao Māori 
and the place of Te Tiriti;

• Encouraging councils to explore options with iwi/hapū for 
strengthening relationships, such as a memorandum of 
understanding as well as processes to enable iwi/Māori to 
express views and preferences in decision-making arenas;

• Removing the option of holding a poll to reverse a council’s 
decision to establish a Māori ward or constituency from the 
Local Electoral Act 2001 or, if a poll remains, that it be a poll of 
Māori voters; and

• Requiring councils to pro-actively consider opportunities for 
empowering iwi/Māori organisations and options for exercising 
kāwanatanga over their interests. 

< Localism in and of itself is 
synonymous to Te Ao Māori, 
both in the traditional and 
contemporary sense. (Hāpai Te 
Hauora) >

6. Creating an empowering and 
responsive legislative framework 
Although councils are often described as simply practical 
mechanisms for providing local services, they are significantly 
more.  As the first form of democratic government they are a critical 
element of our democracy, they are also a critical element of New 
Zealand’s constitutional arrangements by providing a democratic 
check and balance on central government.  The lack of any 
constitutional reference to the existence of local government means 
that local government can be subject to legislative and regulatory 
changes that might diminish its democratic role, thus weakening its 
ability to provide the check and balance on central government and 
undermining the depth of our democracy itself.  

Addressing this situation is difficult in a country without a written 
constitution or a constitutional court, however some options do 
exist, such as acknowledging local government and its democratic 
role in the Constitution Act 1986 and the creation of a Parliamentary 
Commissioner for Local Government, similar to the Parliamentary 
Commission for the Environment. 

As both central and local government are creatures of parliament, 
it is vital that parliament’s interest in the existence of a system of 
local government (as opposed to a system of local administration 
serving the government of the day) is protected.  A stand-alone 
Commissioner who reports to parliament on the issue of local 
government’s role and status is critical to the future of local 
democracy. For councils to fulfil parliament’s expectations they 
need a legislative framework that is fit for purpose, and provides 
local leaders with the ability to respond to local preferences without 
undue complexity.  Changes required to create a more empowered 
and responsive framework include:

• Reviewing the core statutes that provide local government with 
its powers, purpose and accountability to ensure that they are 
fit for purpose and provide councils with the flexibility to meet 
community needs and preferences in an effective, efficient and 
timely manner;

• Amending the LGA 2002 provisions that set out the manner in 
which councils engage with their communities to strengthen the 
opportunities for communities to participate in the governance 
of their own areas;

• Amending the New Zealand Constitution Act 1986 to recognise 
the existence of local government and, in addition, entrenching 
the LGA 2002 to recognise its constitutional significance; and

• Establishing a Parliamentary Commissioner for Local 
Government.
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What submitters told us 

LGNZ received approximately 40 submissions on its Discussion Paper.  Almost all 
submissions were supportive of the general principle that shifting power and decision-
making closer to communities was desirable, although there was considerable variation 
in how this should occur and to what extent.
Some submitters qualified their support.  They identified a number 
of challenges to overcome before a programme of localism, or 
decentralisation, is seriously considered.  Other submitters identified 
potential opportunities from shifting power and decision-making 
to councils and communities, from better social and economic 
outcomes to democratic well-being. 

In order to summarise the feedback received on the Discussion 
Paper this section is broken into two sub-sections, Challenges and 
Opportunities.

Challenges to be overcome
The majority of challenges identified by submitters fell within four 
categories. These are the capacity of councils to undertake further 
responsibilities; whether or not councils are sufficiently responsive 
to community views; the need for a commitment by central 
government; and the question of funding.

1. Do councils have the capacity to 
undertake more responsibilities?
Roughly a quarter of submitters, while supporting the principle of 
decentralising authority from central to local government (both local 
and regional), had concerns about the capacity and capability of 
their local council to take on further responsibilities.  One submitter 
argued that there should be no serious consideration of localism 
until councils made a better job of delivering their existing services 
and “dramatically improving their competence and integrity”. 
Coupled with the capability question some submitters wanted 

to see an improvement in local government’s accountability and 
transparency framework to “ensure additional powers would not be 
abused”.  

Submitters also had suggestions for addressing the capacity and 
capability concerns.  Some pointed out that capability can only 
reflect existing responsibilities and that should those responsibilities 
increase so would the necessary capability.  Specific suggestions to 
address the capability issue included:

• The adoption of introducing a contracted or negotiated 
devolution approach.  In this approach the transfer of 
responsibilities would be contingent on the receiving council 
showing it has the capability to take on any additional service 
and also that it can achieve better community outcomes than 
achieved under the existing approach;

• The addition of more effective local government oversight 
arrangements to improve accountability and financial 
management. 

• Greater recognition of council assessment processes, such as 
that undertaken by CouncilMark, which provides rankings for 
capability, accountability and engagement. 

2. Will councils be responsive to 
community needs and preferences?
Based on their own experience, many submitters believed 
that councils were unresponsive to community concerns and 
consequently would be unsympathetic to them playing a larger 
role in the provision of local public services.  A number expressed 
concern that community empowerment would be undermined by 
“bureaucratisation”, which they associated with their local council.

While little detail on why submitters found their councils to be 
unresponsive to local concerns and priorities was forthcoming, 
some submitters argued that the unresponsive problem was a direct 
result of the size of the local authority and/or insufficient elected 
members to understand and advocate for community issues.  These 
submitters saw democratic representation in local government as 
weak and, since councils represent multiple communities, there 
was a risk that some may not be well represented. As one submitter 
stated:

< Unless and until there is some 
mechanism for dramatically 
improving the competence and 
integrity of local government, 
giving these organisations 
greater control is not a great 
notion. (Tony Greaves) >
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“My nervousness is caused by the idea that central government 
devolves more decision-making to local government 
based on the promise of better community engagement 
and empowerment.  I acknowledge that many councils, 
including ours, are doing a better job at connecting with 
their communities, but there is still a long way to go until 
local government is fundamentally driven by a desire for 
communities to drive decision-making, at both an officer and 
councillor level.”

A number of this group argued that the unresponsive issue stemmed 
from earlier amalgamations, in particular the local government 
reforms of 1989 and 2010.  These views highlighted well-known 
risks with large consolidation, that policy and allocation decisions 
will dominate the needs and priorities of larger communities at 
the expense of smaller ones.  Some submitters were concerned 
that the distance between communities and their governing 
bodies has increased over recent decades, as shown by increasing 
representation ratios.  Since members of the governing body are 
representing so many constituents, it is difficult for them to give 
adequate attention to all local needs and preferences.  Suggestions 
for addressing this challenge included:

• Establishing more community and local boards and 
strengthening their decision-making roles;

• Increase the role of elected members and communities in 
processes like the development of the Long Term Plan;

• Increase the size of governing bodies to allow for more diversity 
and representation;

• Making the process to apply for a de-amalgamation easier; and

• Requiring councils to introduce more participatory forms of 
decision-making, directly involving local citizens in community 
governance, including participatory budgeting.

3. Can central government be 
trusted not to change the rules?
While many submitters were sympathetic to localism and the 
argument that central government should transfer a range of 
responsibilities to local government, some wanted assurance that, 

if this occurred, the government would not “renege” on any such 
transfers or agreements.  As an example, Derek Stubbs noted the 
way in which successive governments incrementally “grabbed back” 
decision-making roles once held by school boards of trustees.  While 
the transfer of responsibilities would require the agreement of the 
majority in parliament, no government can bind its successors and, 
even within a government, a change of ministers can result in very 
different priorities.  Such changes can be costly to councils that may 
have invested in new infrastructure to deliver transferred services.  
They may also destroy the likelihood of decentralisation in the future.  

Examples of ministerial and official decision-making that has had 
negative impacts on councils and communities is cost shifting and 
unfunded mandates, discussed in some length in the Discussion 
document.  Those submitters who addressed this issue were of one 
view, a view that was highly critical of central government.  Council 
commentary such as describing unfunded mandates as “damaging 
the political capital of councils” and “as councillors we are the ones 
seen to be continually raising rates to give effect to decisions made 
in Wellington” was not untypical.  Possible solutions recommended 
by submitters were:

• Strengthening Regulatory Impact Statements so that they 
specify the costs that new legislation imposes on local 
authorities (currently they only estimate costs faced by central 
government); and

• Establishing a parliamentary convention whereby a regulatory 
reform bill is prepared on a regular basis to remove unnecessary 
regulatory costs experienced by councils.

< Devolution could be a turning 
point in reversing Northland’s 
growing regional inequality.  
However, our support is 
conditional on an end to 
cost shifting and unfunded 
mandates. (Northland Regional 
Council) >
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4. Where will the funding come 
from?
Without surety of funding most submitters saw limited opportunity 
for localism.  The idea of taking on additional responsibilities 
without additional funding was anathema to those submitters 
who responded to this issue.  These submissions generally 
argued for additional funding sources to complement property 
taxes and highlighted the need for equitable funding, including 
revenue sharing.  A number of submitters pointed out that without 
some form of redistribution, or equalisation programme, poorer 
communities would be comparatively worse-off under localism 
as they would be unable to provide the same range or quality of 
services that better-off communities take for granted.  A number of 
submitters suggested a range of new funding tools, for example: 

• A fair share of GST raised in the district from visitor spending;

• Short term accommodation provider charges;

• Benefit uplift charges on property owners;

• Regional fuel taxes and congestion charges;

• More authority to apply exacerbator pays charges, e.g. in 
response to fuel spills; and

• Government grants to help pay for growth areas (Manawatu 
District Council).

One submitter made the point that “a more equitable form of tax 
collection and redistribution must be found before any meaningful 
progress can be made on localism”.  This submitter also made the 
point that, as it currently stands, councils have zero incentive to 
support economic development because there is no mechanism for 
distributing any taxation gains in the regions from which they have 
been earned.  Other solutions included:

• The establishment of a “well-being” fund to which councils 
could make applications for initiatives that improve well-being – 
similar in practice to the Provincial Growth Fund;

• Returning to councils the GST charged on rates with a 
requirement that it be invested in local infrastructure and 
services;

• The introduction of an equalisation programme; and  

• The power, with community agreement, to apply levies to 
address locally specific issues, such as costs created by visitors. 

5. Reducing the complexity of 
councils’ operating framework
The complex statutory and regulatory regimes under which councils 
work constrains the ability of many councils to meet the needs 
and preferences of their communities in a responsive manner.  As 
creatures of statute, local authorities must not only comply with the 
general law as it applies to all New Zealanders but also a myriad of 
statutes that prescribe processes and powers, with the result that, 
in some cases, decision-making is unnecessarily convoluted.  In 
other cases, councils may lack the necessary authority to properly 
fulfil and implement their responsibilities, as with Local Alcohol 
Policies.  As examples, the Discussion Document highlighted the 
Public Transport Operating Model, which limits regional council 
discretion when contracting for public transport services as well as 
the complex processes required to adopt and amend district plans 
under the RMA 1991.  Other issues raised included:

• Christchurch City Council highlighted their limited authority to 
enforce bylaws made under the LGA 2002.  Although councils 
expected that regulations would be enacted to allow them 
to issue infringement fines to enforce such bylaws following 
passage of the LGA 2002, nearly 20 years on this has not 
occurred.  The result is that enforcement still requires the 
intervention of the High Court, a system that is time consuming 
and expensive. 

< We would like to identify 
the opportunity for local 
governments to inform the 
central government budget 
process as part of their Long Term 
Plan review.  This would typically 
allow local governments the 
opportunity to inform national 
priorities and develop our own 
priorities at the same time, 
without additional burdensome 
reporting in the interim periods.  
This could also align with 
project timelines and finalised 
negotiated devolution services. 
(Christchurch City Council) >
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• Some councils commented on their lack of powers to enforce 
Local Alcohol Policies (LAP).  These policies allow communities 
to determine location and density of outlets to sell alcohol 
following consultation with communities, however, the grounds 
on which such policies can be challenged are so broad and the 
cost of litigation so expensive that community expectations are 
seldom met.

• One submitter, Alan Lodge, argued that providing mechanisms 
to enable councils to make exceptions to their district plans 
without ministerial and official approval would enhance 
localism.  He noted that precedent has already been set by 
legislation that allowed central government to create “special 
housing areas”, regardless of the land’s status under the 
prevailing district plan, therefore why shouldn’t a council also be 
able to utilise such powers (in a transparent manner), especially 
if growth exceeded the urban development capacity of its 
existing district plan? 

• Although the three core statutes governing local government 
(the Local Government Act 2002, Local Government (Rating) 
Act 2002 and Local Electoral Act 2002) were updated at the 
beginning of this millennium, changes made since have created 
an extremely complex legislative framework.  Not only are there 
high compliance costs but flexibility and responsiveness to 
citizens has been diminished.  Twenty years on and it is time 
to review that framework to make it fit for purpose and more 
responsive to local and regional differences. 

Opportunities for improving 
well-being
There was broad support for the argument that giving communities 
a greater say about the nature of local services would be beneficial 
not only for those communities but for New Zealand/Aotearoa as 
a whole.  Submitters frequently focused on the practicalities of 
transferring roles and responsibilities with many taking the view 
that change should be incremental, in order to enable councils 
and communities to build up the competence needed to take on 
additional responsibilities and also strengthen collaboration with 
other partners, including central government.

Whakatāne District Council summed up this argument when it noted 
that the discussion on localism should be focused on improved 
well-being for communities.  The council noted that, while it 
was well-positioned to understand and respond to the needs of 
local communities, it was also important to recognise the values, 
relationships and strengths of the various levels of government.  
There is a need to work as “one government” to address the needs of 
our communities in a way that is most effective and appropriate.

The council, along with other submitters, argued that local 
government, due to its community networks, relationships with iwi, 
access to local knowledge, and ability to take a holistic view was 
ideally placed to work with central government agencies and others 
to help ensure services meet the most important needs in their 
districts. 

6. Improving the effectiveness of 
government spending and local 
outcomes
While a number of submitters held the view that many councils 
were not yet at a stage to take on more than a marginal increase 
in responsibilities there was widespread support for the view that 
collaboration between central and local government would lead to 
both better local services and better outcomes for communities.  
Collaboration was regarded as beneficial because it had the 
potential to help central government agencies focus on local 
priorities and preferences when commissioning local services.  
When this occurs, allocative efficiency is enhanced. (Allocative 
efficiency reflecting the degree to which public resources are used in 
the most optimal way to address need.).

Christchurch City Council argued that local government could 
help to narrow the gap between central government agencies and 
communities and, in some cases, provide additional support for 
government agencies.  In their view a collaborative approach would 

< The Southern Initiative and the 
development of significant new 
areas like Drury are examples 
of a council, as the planning 
authority, co-ordinating with the 
Crown to improve the provision 
of central government services. >

< There is an overriding sense 
that central government 
at times makes significant 
decisions without first 
authentically engaging with 
the local community. (Public 
Libraries NZ) >
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lead to improved service delivery, more accurate budget setting 
and superior targeting for communities most in need.  Examples of 
successful collaboration put forward by submitters included:

• Ashburton District Council’s successful tender to provide 
refugee resettlement support services in Ashburton on behalf of 
the government was an example of “negotiated devolution”.  The 
Council noted the importance of central government setting a 
clear strategic direction  and allowing different local responses 
according to the circumstances of communities;

• Christchurch City Council highlighted the success of the 
Community Resilience Partnership Fund, a partnership between 
Christchurch City Council, the Ministry of Health, the Canterbury 
Psycho-social Governance Group and neighbouring councils.  
They regard it as a successful partnership delivering significant 
results for community well-being, including funding support in 
the wake of the March 15 terrorist attack.

In addition to working with public agencies that deliver or 
commission local services, submitters supported two further 
options for improving the responsiveness of public services.  One 
was “negotiated devolution”, in which central government negotiates 
with a council to provide a service in its locality.  The other was 
“community governance”, in which government departments 
draw on local knowledge (in which the council may play the role of 
facilitator) when setting local levels of service.

A number of submitters suggested more innovative approaches 
for improving local services.  Hui E!, for example, proposed that 
councils had an important role in enabling communities to actively 
shape their own futures and that they were ideally placed to facilitate 
community understanding of the Sustainable Development Goals, 
the role of civil society and Te Tiriti ō Waitangi.  Other submitters 
noted the potential value of local and regional well-being plans.  
Such plans were seen as important for a number of reasons, 
including their role in enabling citizens to determine for themselves 
what the most significant well-being challenges facing their 
communities were, and to influence the planning and spending 
decisions of other agencies, such as government departments;

There was also support for the view that local governments should 
be “laboratories of innovation”, a view reinforced by reference to the 
success of many of the social sector trials.  Social sector trials were 
initiatives, based in small towns like Levin and Gore, supported by 
ministries, such as the Ministry of Social Development.  Based on 
a local issue, such as youth employment or community safety, the 
trials took an innovative approach by bringing multiple agencies, 
government departments, iwi, NGOs and local council, together to 
develop a coordinated strategy, with the local mayor often acting as 
the chair or facilitator. Many trials were highly successful, yet once 
the funding finished agencies went back to their normal siloed ways 
of working.  The lessons from the social sector trials offer a model of 

place-based social service delivery that has the potential to extend 
throughout all communities. 

Transparency International and Hāpai Te Hauora recommended that 
central government could act as a steward in a process to enable 
communities to work out the best way of achieving national priorities 
and suggested Whanāu Ora commissioning as a model.  Allowing 
councils to establish special innovative or economic zones in order 
to attract investment was another example of innovation supported 
by some submitters.

7. Strengthening the place of Te Tiriti 
ō Waitangi 
A question central to discussions involved with distributing power 
concerns the status of Te Tiriti ō Waitangi.  As an agreement  
between the Crown and iwi/hapū, justifiable concerns were 
previously raised to the effect that devolution might enable the 
Crown to escape its Treaty obligations.  It is now accepted, however, 
that the Crown cannot delegate away its Treaty responsibilities; 
these accompany the transfer of responsibilities to subordinate 
bodies.  Redistributing authority to sub-national areas has the 
potential to strengthen the place Te Tiriti ō Waitangi in a number of 
ways:

• Transferring roles and responsibilities to local government 
creates the opportunity for double devolution, or the further 
transfer of responsibilities from the council to iwi/hapū. Because 
councils share a rohē with mana whenua and have existing 
relationships, double devolution is more likely to reflect the 
culture, circumstances and preferences of those mana whenua 
groups, whether as a transfer or a partnership, than a direct 
transfer from central government;

• Increases the possibility that local services could be further 
devolved to iwi/hapū depending on the way in which Māori are 
structured and local capacity and capability;

• Service delivery models that take a joint approach and operate 
at a community and neighbourhood level, such as Whānau Ora, 
are ideally placed to have their range and scope extended;

• The principles of placing responsibility for services as closely 
as practicable to those who use/benefit those services 
(subsidiarity) applies equally to council services, thus creating 
further opportunities for iwi/hapū empowerment; and

• Strengthening local government’s role in place-based 
community governance that is inclusive and responsive to 
community voices gives more reason for Māori to want to invest 
time and effort in building Tiriti-based relationships with their 
local councils.
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Amongst the opportunities created by taking a more localised 
approach is the ability to tailor local services through partnerships 
and encourage self-managed services in order to reflect the needs, 
priorities and values of mana whenua.

Network Waitangi Otautahi argued that localism is congruent 
with Te Tiriti by pointing out that it is an agreement between 
the Crown and individual hapū and that hapū had always been 
independently sovereign.  They also pointed out that hapū are 
intensely place-based.  Hui E! and other submitters noted that Māori 
social and economic indicators, such as health, education and 
employment, reflect many years of neglect and post-colonial racism 
and that strategies to address this need to include a shift in the 
responsiveness of local government to Te Tiriti ō Waitangi.  Amongst 
suggestions made by submitters were:

• A proposal from Network Waitangi Otautahi that policies and 
proposals put forward under the localism kaupapa be reviewed 
to ensure they honour Te Tiriti (the Māori version of the Treaty);

• That iwi/Māori should be invited to the decision-making table as 
partners (Mangere-Ōtāhuhu Local Board); and

• The active promotion of programmes for elected members and 
officials to increase their knowledge of Te Tiriti ō Waitangi and 
local Māori lore.

8. Enhancing communities’ ability to 
“place shape” 
LGNZ’s Discussion Paper Reinvigorating Local Democracy 
highlighted the importance of place to the successful 
implementation of policies and programmes designed to enhance 
well-being and showed that those countries with decentralised 
forms of governance tended to have better social and economic 
outcomes. The paper explained this with reference to the ability of 
decentralised states to “shape” policy interventions to the specific 
circumstances of their different communities.  An important feature, 
as well, is the ability of such approaches to utilise the knowledge 
and resources of local people and organisations.  Critical is the 
ability to establish local partnerships appropriate to those local 
circumstances.

On the question of what services would be suitable for transfer 
to local government and/or communities submitters tended 
to highlight services that had a community, rather than 
individual, focus.  Few called for a fundamental transfer of public 
responsibilities to the local level.  As one submitter, John Clements, 
noted “local governance is there to represent the local community; 
deliver services to meet local needs and work to improve the 
quality of life in neighbourhoods and community”.   Many were 
also concerned about how funding would work and whether their 
local council would have the necessary capability.  The views of 

the Northern Action Group (NAG) reflected those of a number of 
submitters.  NAG argued for devolution of those services which 
depend on a high level of volunteer effort, such as “aged care, 
mental health, youth, business mentoring, craft/cultural/leisure 
activities and the like”.  The Waitematā Local board took a similar 
view.

• The Waitematā Local Board also argued for cultural well-being 
as the most appropriate area for extensive devolution on the 
basis that it reflected the “distinctive ethos of different districts 
and the diversity within them.  

• Many submitters supported the list of functions set out in the 
Discussion Paper.  These functions were identified as ones where 
local authorities and communities might play a larger role, and 
include:

• Welfare services for people in need;

• Mental health services;

• Public health;

• Coordination and integration of social services;

• Urban development;

• Employment; 

• Services for young people not in employment, education or 
training;

< The idea that either a 
government programme or 
private contract can solve 
complex social problems on its 
own is a false promise.  Over-
reliance on such methods 
tends to neglect the agency 
and insights of the people 
themselves, leaving huge 
amounts of talent and resources 
– in all walks of life and in all 
parts of society – wastefully 
untapped. (IPPR 2014) >
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• Provision of social and/or affordable housing;

• Support services to the aged community;

• Identification of labour force constraints;

• Working with central government to prioritize local needs; 
and

• Design of vocational training.

Not surprisingly many submitters argued that the rationale for 
shifting responsibilities from central to local government should 
also apply to councils themselves, particularly with regard to their 
relationship to community boards and neighbourhood governance 
organisations.  Some also made the point that there may be some 
functions currently undertaken by councils that might be better 
undertaken at a regional or national level.

< (New Zealand should) 
allow communities to: de-
amalgamate and self-govern if 
they choose to and are prepared 
to meet the cost; increase 
representation at local level; 
and focus national and regional 
governments on setting policies 
and standards rather than on 
implementation. (Northern 
Action Group) >

9. Deepening democracy
It was not by chance that LGNZ’s Discussion Paper was given the title 
“Reinvigorating local democracy”.  Democracy as government for 
and by the people, is perhaps the most radical value underpinning 
our society and begins with the communities in which we live.  
The Discussion Paper touched briefly on current concerns about 
the state of democracy, seen to be under threat in many parts 
of the world.  It concluded that one way of responding to those 
threats, such as the risk of voter disengagement, was to strengthen 
opportunities for citizens to have a meaningful say in the running of 
their own communities and neighbourhoods.  Through this means 
engagement is enhanced and feelings of marginalisation hopefully 
diminished.

This argument was also made by Alan Lodge who quoted the 
definition of localism used by the Commission on the Future of 
Localism (2017). The Commission described localism as:

“being about the connections and feelings of belonging that 
unite people within their communities, it is about how people 
perceive their own power and ability to make change in their 
local area alongside their neighbours.”   

Consistent with this view many submitters highlighted the 
democratic importance of sub-municipal and neighbourhood citizen 
participation. 

The measurement of the quality of democracy involves much 
more than simply the proportion of citizens who turn out to vote 
every three years.  An effective democracy requires active citizens; 
active in the sense that they scrutinise the decisions and actions 
that their elected representatives make and contribute, in multiple 
ways, to the operation of government in their neighbourhoods and 
localities.  One of the strong arguments for decentralisation is that by 
increasing the range and significance of the decisions made locally 
there will be a corresponding increase of interest in the organisations 
that make those decisions – namely local government.  Other 
suggestions made by submitters included:
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• Empowering local boards to play strategic leadership and 
management roles in directing community engagement as well 
as active engagement in decision-making processes in and 
about their specific jurisdictions (The Ōtara Papatoetoe Local 
Board).

• Establishing steering or advisory groups to help councils make 
decisions, such as an environmental or commercial project 
steering group, with membership drawn from relevant local 
organisations (Manurewa Local Board).

• Reducing the size of councils and increasing the number of 
elected members to better represent and articulate community 
views (The Northern Action Group).

• Adopting the Thames-Coromandel District Council model of 
empowered community boards.

• Establishing earmarked funding schemes to provide civic 
education opportunities for rangitahi and young people, and 
removing the right to abolish Māori wards by referendum.  This 
was highlighted as a way of better representing the Treaty 
partnership.  

• Requiring that councils take multiple approaches when 
consulting with their communities to gain feedback on local 
needs and priorities.  This is necessary if councils are to meet 
the changing needs of their communities proactively rather than 
reactively or not at all, as “done in the past” (Moera Community 
House).

• Ensuring that any proposals for enriching democracy and 
empowering communities make specific reference to improving 
the responsiveness of local government Te Tiriti ō Waitangi 
(Hui E!). 
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30.  Mangere-Otahuhu Local Board Samantha Tan Rodrigo

31.  Manurewa Local Board Robert Boswell

32.  Aotea-Great Barrier Local Board Guia Nonoy

33.  Manawatu District Council Lisa Thomas

34.  Papakura Local Board Lee Manaia

35.  Waiheke Local Board Dileeka Senewiratne

36.  Whangerei District Council Tony Horton

37.  Whakatāne District Council Wouter Villings

38.  Albert-Mt Eden Local Board Robyn Allpress

39.  Waitemata Local Board Shirley Coutts

40.  Individual Jane Johnstone



Te Kāhui Kaunihera ō Aotearoa.

We are.
Ashburton.
Auckland.
Bay of Plenty.
Buller.
Canterbury.
Carterton.
Central
Hawke’s Bay.
Central Otago.
Chatham Islands.
Christchurch.
Clutha.
Dunedin.
Far North.

Gisborne.
Gore.
Greater Wellington.
Grey.
Hamilton.
Hastings.
Hauraki.
Hawke’s
Bay Region.
Horizons.
Horowhenua.
Hurunui.
Hutt City.
Invercargill.

KaikŌura.
Kaipara.
Kāpiti Coast.
Kawerau.
Mackenzie.
Manawatu.
Marlborough.
Masterton.
Matamata-Piako.
Napier.
Nelson.
New Plymouth.
Northland.
ŌpŌtiki.

Otago.
Ōtorohanga.
Palmerston North.
Porirua.
Queenstown-
Lakes.
Rangitīkei.
Rotorua Lakes.
Ruapehu.
Selwyn.
South Taranaki.
South Waikato.
South Wairarapa.
Southland District.

Southland Region.
Stratford.
Taranaki.
Tararua.
Tasman.
TaupŌ.
Tauranga.
Thames-
Coromandel.
Timaru.
Upper Hutt.
Waikato District.
Waikato Region.
Waimakariri.

Waimate.
Waipa.
Wairoa.
Waitaki.
Waitomo.
Wellington.
West Coast.
Western Bay
of Plenty.
Westland.
Whakatāne.
Whanganui.
Whangarei.

LGNZ.

>
PO Box 1214
Wellington 6140
New Zealand

P. 64 4 924 1200
www.lgnz.co.nz

We are.
LGNZ.
Te Kāhui Kaunihera ō Aotearoa.




