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Foreword

The Head Start programme has given our districts 
a once in a generation opportunity to design 
our own future, on our own terms, rather than 
having one designed for us. We have taken that 
opportunity seriously, and we have taken it 
together. What follows in this document is the 
product of genuine effort, honest debate and a 
shared conviction that we can build something 
better for our people and, in doing so, help 
supercharge our region for the prosperity of the 
whole nation. 

Make no mistake: this region matters to New 
Zealand. Stretching from Aoraki Mount Cook, 
the nation’s highest peak, down through some 
of its mightiest braided rivers, the Rakaia, the 
Rangitata and the Waitaki, to the Pacific coast, 
our region is a landscape of national significance. 
But it is more than scenery. It is, quite literally, a 
powerhouse. The hydro stations of the Waitaki 
Valley generate a substantial share of the 
country’s renewable electricity, and through the 
HVDC link they help keep the lights on far to the 
north. When New Zealand talks about energy 
security and a renewable future, it is talking, in 
large part, about us. 

The same is true of food. Ours is some of 
the most productive land in the country, 
underpinning billions of dollars in dairy, meat, 
arable and horticultural exports. Our processors, 
freight operators and port turn that production 
into national export earnings. Our tourism 
destinations, the Mackenzie Basin, Aoraki, the 
Waitaki Valley, our coastlines and townships, 
draw visitors from around the world and generate 
over a billion dollars in annual spending. This is 
not a quiet provincial backwater. It is the national 
engine room, powering the country’s economy. 

From the Mayors of the Timaru, Mackenzie, Waimate and Waitaki districts. 
We write on behalf of our communities to present a proposal we 
collectively believe in: a bold, locally-led proposal to reshape local 
government across one of the most important regions in New Zealand. 

For decades there has been a mismatch 
between what this region contributes and 
how it is governed and funded. Our economy, 
our infrastructure and our river catchments all 
cross district and regional boundaries, while 
our governance remains fragmented across 
multiple councils and two regional jurisdictions. 
This proposal is about correcting that mismatch 
and creating a single, capable unitary authority 
with the scale to deliver nationally significant 
outcomes and the local connection to keep 
serving the communities. 

Although Ashburton District Council has resolved 
to enter the Backstop, its community’s feedback 
placed partnership with these councils second 
only to a standalone Ashburton unitary, an option 
that would not meet the objectives of the reform. 
We firmly believe this proposal is stronger for 
our communities and the wider region with 
Ashburton included. 

With reforms this significant, we also see the 
opportunity to reset our relationship across 
all levels of government. A stronger regional 
structure is only half the answer. The other half 
sits with central government, and there are issues 
that no amount of local reform can fix on its own. 

We need a fair share of transport revenue 
returned to the regions. Our roads carry the 
freight that earns the nation’s export dollars, 
yet the funding that flows back bears little 
relationship to that contribution. We need clarity 
on who picks up the bill for unfunded mandates, 
so that new obligations are not simply passed 
down to ratepayers already carrying more than 
their share.  
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We want to see the benefits of economic growth 
shared with the regions that generate it. Not just 
the growth measured in new housing, but the 
growth measured in energy, food and export 
earnings. We ask for genuine recognition of 
nationally significant infrastructure, our roads, 
our hydro schemes and our port, as assets of 
national importance, not merely local concerns. 
Above all, we need funding certainty, so that 
we can plan and invest in the infrastructure 
this region and this country will depend on for 
generations. 

These are not complaints. They are an 
invitation to use this opportunity to create a 
genuine partnership between local and central 
government, built on a fair and durable funding 
model that matches responsibility with resource. 

Nigel Bowen 
Timaru District Mayor

Mel Tavendale
Waitaki District Mayor

Scott Aronsen
Mackenzie District Mayor

Craig Rowley
Waimate District Mayor

We do not pretend this proposal has every 
answer. Boundaries, representation, rating, water 
services and the detail of transition all remain 
to be worked through, and worked through 
carefully, with our communities alongside us. 
What we bring at this stage is alignment on the 
direction of travel, and a shared belief that local 
government here can be simpler, stronger and 
better connected to the people it serves. 

This is a once-in-a-generation opportunity, 
and we intend to make the most of it. With the 
right partnership, and a fair share of the value 
our region already generates, we can build a 
model of local government that is worthy of this 
remarkable place, and one that helps power New 
Zealand’s prosperity for decades to come. 

Foreword
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Executive summary
We propose to establish a new Mid-South Canterbury/North Otago 
Unitary Authority, bringing together the Timaru, Mackenzie, Waimate, 
Waitaki and Ashburton districts. The proposed area would extend 
from the northern side of the Rakaia River catchment to the southern 
boundary of the Waitaki District.

The South Island’s Powerhouse
From the Rakaia river in the north to the Waitaki in the south lies one of New Zealand’s 
most productive and strategically important regions.

Te Kaunihera ā-Rohe
O Te Tihi o Maru

Timaru
District Council

Mid-South 
Canterbury/North 

Otago Unitary 
Authority

Together, the five districts form a provincial 
economy of around 125,000 people across 26,900 
km², generating more than $10 billion in GDP. The 
region is a major producer of food and renewable 
electricity. It supports nationally significant 
tourism and critical infrastructure. Its councils 
collectively manage more than 8,100 kilometres 
of local roads that connect rural communities, 
productive land and national supply chains.

Yet there is a mismatch between the way this 
region functions and the way it is governed. 
Its economy crosses district boundaries. Its 
infrastructure networks serve communities across 
the wider region. People travel between districts 
every day for work, education, health care and 
essential services. Its major river catchments 
operate as connected natural systems.

Local government remains divided across 
multiple councils and two regional jurisdictions. 
This proposal is about correcting that mismatch, 
and better leveraging its resources and talents to 
drive success locally, regionally and nationally.

A unitary authority would bring local and regional 
responsibilities together within one organisation. 
It would provide clearer accountability, stronger 
capability and a more coordinated approach 
to long-term investment. It would also create a 
stronger regional voice while allowing decisions 
that are genuinely local to remain close to the 
communities they affect.
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Three rivers define the region
Rivers operate as whole systems. Governance currently does not.

The management of these river systems affects 
freshwater, flood protection and land use. It 
also influences infrastructure resilience and 
environmental outcomes. Decisions made in one 
part of a catchment can have consequences many 
kilometres downstream.

A unitary authority would allow these 
relationships to be considered more coherently 
from the mountains to the sea. It would bring 
regional and territorial responsibilities together 
and create clearer accountability for the long-
term stewardship of these nationally important 
catchments.

The Rakaia, Rangitata and Waitaki rivers are three 
of the South Island’s great alpine river systems. 
They connect the Southern Alps with the 
productive plains and coastal communities of the 
east coast. Each is an environmental and cultural 
asset. Each also plays an important role in the 
region’s economy and resilience.

The Rakaia and Rangitata are internationally 
significant braided rivers. The Waitaki supports 
one of New Zealand’s most important 
hydroelectric systems.

The wider region contains electricity generation 
equivalent to around 20% of New Zealand’s 
installed generation capacity and nearly 
30% of installed hydro capacity. The Waitaki 
hydro system is therefore not simply regional 
infrastructure. It is part of the backbone of New 
Zealand’s electricity system and will remain 
important as the country seeks greater renewable 
generation and energy security.

An economy that matters to New Zealand
The economic case is equally strong.

Existing analysis identifies $3.8 billion of food and 
fibre exports from South Canterbury alone. The 
region makes significant contributions to New 
Zealand’s dairy and arable production.

Tourism is also an important part of the economy. 
Timaru, Mackenzie and Waitaki recorded around 
$1.09 billion in annual visitor spending, before 
Ashburton and Waimate are included.

This productive economy relies on infrastructure 
that extends well beyond individual council 
boundaries. Roads carry freight from farms to 
processors and ports. Irrigation supports highly 
productive land. Energy infrastructure supplies 
electricity well beyond the region.

A stronger regional authority would provide 
Government with a more capable partner for 
supporting that contribution. It would allow 
infrastructure and economic development to 
be considered alongside transport, land use and 
environmental management rather than through 
separate organisations.

Regional overviewExecutive Summary
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Better government should mean better outcomes 
for people
For residents, the case for change must ultimately be practical.

Regional overview

However, the intention is not to centralise 
everything into one place. Local service access and 
local knowledge remain important. Local staff will 
continue to have an important role. The principle 
for Detailed Design is straightforward: decisions 
that require regional scale should be made 
regionally, while genuinely local decisions should 
remain close to the communities they affect.

For residents, success should mean simpler 
access to council services, better value for 
money, stronger infrastructure planning and 
clearer accountability. It should also mean 
better organisational capability without losing 
meaningful local voice.

People should not need to understand the 
boundaries between district and regional 
government before they can get an issue resolved. 
Businesses and landowners should not face 
unnecessary duplication between separate 
regulatory processes. Communities should be 
able to see clearly who is accountable for their 
infrastructure and the long-term planning of the 
places in which they live.

A larger organisation would also have greater 
capacity to attract and retain specialist expertise. 
Stronger engineering, planning and asset 
management capability should lead to better 
decisions and more resilient services. The same 
applies to environmental and regulatory functions.

Scale would provide greater purchasing power and 
a stronger platform for infrastructure investment. 
It would also improve the region’s ability to 
respond to natural hazards and future growth.

Scale where scale matters. Local where local matters.
The five councils already manage a substantial public enterprise, with around $391 
million in operating revenue and more than $5.1 billion in equity.

Bringing this platform together is about more than 
administrative savings. It creates the opportunity 
to build deeper specialist capability and improve 
procurement. It also reduces duplication across 
systems and statutory processes.

A unitary authority would provide one long-term 
planning framework and one infrastructure 
strategy. It would create a clearer financial and 
accountability framework for the region.

At the same time, scale cannot come at the 
expense of local voice.

Representation and local governance will be 
central to Detailed Design. The model will be 
guided by the principle of subsidiarity, with 
decisions made at the lowest level capable of 
making them well.

Executive Summary
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Regional overview

A practical opportunity for Government
For central government, this proposal offers more than fewer councils. It offers one 
capable regional partner across a nationally important part of the central South Island.

Government would have a clearer counterpart 
for infrastructure investment and spatial 
planning. The same authority would also have 
responsibility for transport and environmental 
management. It would be better positioned to 
coordinate the long-term needs of a region that 
contributes materially to New Zealand’s food 
production, export earnings and renewable 
electricity supply.

Regional overview

The proposition is not that every question has 
already been answered. Significant work remains 
on representation and finances. Rates and service 
arrangements require detailed analysis. Transition 
and the final operating model also need to be 
properly designed.

The proposition is that there is now a sufficiently 
strong case to undertake that work.

This is a once-in-a-generation opportunity to create a stronger 
model of local government for a region that matters significantly to 
New Zealand. 

It brings together – and keeps intact 
– three nationally important river 
systems, connected communities and a 
substantial productive economy within 
a governance model that better reflects 
the place it serves.

Executive Summary

We are asking Government to give this 
region the opportunity to undertake 
Detailed Design and build a simpler, 
stronger and more locally responsive 
system of government. One with the 
scale to deliver nationally important 
outcomes and the local connection to 
deliver better outcomes for the people 
who call this region home.

Geraldine
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We propose to establish a new Sub-Regional Mid-South Canterbury/
North Otago Unitary Authority, bringing together the Timaru, 
Mackenzie, Waimate, Waitaki and Ashburton districts, from the 
northern side of the Rakaia catchment to the southern boundary of 
the Waitaki District, with final boundary refinements to be confirmed 
through Detailed Design. 

Our proposal

There will be further discussions with 
the southern communities of the 
Waitaki District about their preferences 
to be included in this council, or another, 
during Detailed Design.

We are seeking to 
consider the inclusion 

of the northern 
catchment of the 

Rakaia River during 
Detailed Design.
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Regional overview

Te Kaunihera ā-Rohe
O Te Tihi o Maru

Timaru
District Council

It should also be noted that Ashburton’s 
community consultation demonstrated broad 
support for joining with South Canterbury. 30.3% 
of respondents selected the South Canterbury 
(with or without Waitaki) proposal as their first 
preference, while 565 of the 829 ranked responses 
(68%) placed it within their top three options, 
demonstrating strong and balanced community 
support for the direction reflected in the proposal.

We strongly believe that our proposal is 
stronger with Ashburton included, and will 
deliver better results for our communities 
and the wider Canterbury region with 
them included. Further, we believe that 
the five councils share strong and similar 
communities of interest which would form 
the basis for shared success into the future. 
We look forward to working closely with 
Ashburton District Council as we move into 
Detailed Design.

We are seeking to consider including  the northern 
catchment of the Rakaia River, which falls within 
the Selwyn District,  to ensure we can manage the 
full catchment of this river, in line with Head Start 
guidance. We believe that the inclusion of this 
catchment is a matter for Detailed Design after 
discussions with the Ashburton District Council 
and affected communities.

The four partner councils (those lodging this 
proposal) have come together because we 
recognise the scale of the opportunity in front of 
us. The Government’s Head Start process provides 

a short window to put forward a locally designed 
proposal for the future of local government in 
Mid-South Canterbury and North Otago. We have 
chosen to use that opportunity.

The result is a proposal that is both ambitious and 
practical. It is ambitious because it seeks to create 
a significantly stronger, simpler and more capable 
local government structure for the wider area. It is 
practical because it brings together a number of 
communities that are similar in interest, economy 
and outlook at a scale that will bring resilience 
and benefits to all. Boundaries, representation, 
service rationalisation, local voice, rating impacts 
and transition costs will all need to be worked 
through properly in Detailed Design.

Councils play a critical implementation role for 
many of Government’s priorities (such as FastTrack 
consenting, water reform, building consenting, 
emergency management, and resource 
management). Creating a simpler, more effective 
and efficient system of local government should 
improve the delivery of these priorities.

We acknowledge that by consolidating a 
considerable number of functions, we will achieve 
efficiencies of scale, increased effectiveness 
and provide improved value for money for our 
ratepayers. We also acknowledge that economies 
of scale are possible but not guaranteed and will 
take significant work to get right – and we request 
assistance from Government to ensure we can 
achieve the potential benefits of amalgamation.

Ashburton District has been included in this proposal (in accordance with the Head 
Start eligibility criteria) despite a resolution from their council to enter the Backstop 
pathway. Initial discussions had included Ashburton District as a five TLA Head Start 
proposal. However, Ashburton District Council’s final position was confirmed at an 
Extraordinary Council Meeting on 5 August where Councillors voted to enter into the 
Backstop process. 

Our proposal
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This is significant. 
Four councils, each with similar but 
distinct communities, histories, 
pressures and priorities, have agreed to 
put forward a joint outline proposal for a 
new Mid-South Canterbury/North Otago 
Unitary Authority. 
That agreement has not been reached lightly. 
Each council has worked through the issues in 
its own way, considered the implications for 
its communities, and engaged in the shared 
discussions needed to test whether there is 
enough alignment to proceed.

What matters at this stage is that the councils 
are aligned on the direction of travel. We agree 
there is a strong case to move forward that meets 
the Government’s objectives. We agree that local 
government in this area can be simpler, stronger 
and better connected. We agree that scale must 
be balanced with local voice. And we agree that 
this work should be led locally, by the councils and 
communities that understand the place best, with 
strong support from Central Government.

This outline proposal is therefore not the end 
of the design process. It is the next step in it. It 
records the work undertaken to date, the shared 
case for change, the opportunities we see, 
the risks we understand, and the matters that 
need to be resolved through Detailed Design. 
The determination of any final boundaries, 
participating councils and governance 
arrangements will rest with the Minister and the 
Government through the Head Start process, 
informed by advice from relevant agencies and 
the outcomes of any subsequent Detailed Design 
and assessment.

All partner councils have agreed to put forward an outline proposal 
for Head Start, and have agreed to include Ashburton to strengthen 
the proposal.

How have we got here?

→ �The following section 
summarises the 
process undertaken 
by each Council to 
reach alignment 
on this proposal. 
This includes work 
undertaken by 
Ashburton. 
Further detail can be found in 
Appendix A.
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Community themes
Support for a five-council model, with strong 
emphasis on local voice, rural representation, 
affordable rates, catchment-based boundaries, 
managing urban influence and investment for 
tourism growth.

Council position
Supports a five-council Head Start proposal 
including Waitaki, Mackenzie, Waimate, Timaru 
and Ashburton, with representation design 
and rural voice to be resolved through Detailed 
Design.

Local context 
Large geographic district, significant 
hydroelectricity and river catchments, small 
resident population, strong rural identity and 
significant tourism growth pressures, particularly 
around Twizel, Tekapo and surrounding areas.

Engagement undertaken
Council workshops, regional and sub-regional 
discussions, meetings with neighbouring councils 
(Waitaki, Waimate and Ashburton), Federated 
Farmers engagement, public meetings in Twizel, 
Tekapo and Fairlie, mana whenua engagement, 
and joint formal consultation with Timaru. Initial 
survey with community was undertaken followed 
by the formal consultation process on the Let’s 
Talk platform.

How have we got here?

Community themes
Strong interest in keeping the Waitaki River 
catchment under one authority, alongside 
concerns about local voice, identity, rates, 
inherited debt, urban dominance and alignment 
with similar rural communities.

Council position
Supports pursuing a Head Start proposal for 
the whole of the Waitaki District with Waimate, 
Mackenzie and Timaru and Ashburton, while 
continuing to engage with the Waihemo Ward 
communities on their preferences for the future.

Local context 
Unique cross-regional district, with communities 
linked to both Otago and Canterbury and the 
Waitaki River catchment currently split between 
two regional councils. Significant hydroelectricity 
infrastructure.

Engagement undertaken
Otago-wide survey participation, five community 
meetings in Palmerston, Otematata, Ngapara 
and Oamaru, with iwi, Federated Farmers and the 
Ratepayers Association, and a Waitaki-specific 
“Let’s Talk” survey.
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Community themes
Key issues included local voice, rural 
representation, affordability, infrastructure 
investment, service responsiveness, efficiency, 
water, duplication and the need for stronger 
specialist capability.

Council position
0n 31 July 2026 Council resolved its preferred 
option was to lodge a Head  Start Proposal to 
government proposing the amalgamation of 
Timaru District with Waimate, Mackenzie, Waitaki 
and Ashburton districts.

Local context 
Sees reform as an opportunity to build stronger 
regional scale, improve efficiency and better 
integrate territorial and regional responsibilities 
across Mid-South Canterbury and North Otago. 
Also see this as an opportunity to elevate the 
region’s voice so it can carry greater weight in 
national discussions, reflecting its significance to 
New Zealand’s economy, GDP and future growth.

Engagement undertaken
Early pre-engagement, joint formal consultation 
with Mackenzie, public and online hybrid 
meetings, proposal material published locally 
and online, hearings and formal Council decision-
making.

How have we got here?

Community themes
Strong direction for Council to actively protect 
Waimate’s interests, with emphasis on local 
representation, local decision-making, service 
levels, identity, rates and realistic expectations 
about savings.

Council position
Supports submitting a Head Start outline 
proposal and continuing discussions with 
neighbouring councils, while making clear 
that support is for Detailed Design and not 
endorsement of a final model.

Local context 
Supports exploring reform pragmatically, 
recognising change is likely and that the main 
opportunity is simpler governance, clearer 
accountability and integration of regional and 
territorial functions.

Engagement undertaken
Community information, Council meetings and 
workshops, media and online communication, 
and a well-attended public meeting where 
residents could hear about the implications and 
ask questions.

Te Kaunihera ā-Rohe
O Te Tihi o Maru

Timaru
District Council
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Community themes
Strong emphasis on local representation, local 
decision-making, Mid Canterbury identity, rural 
voice, protection of district assets, affordable 
services and clear evidence of community benefit. 

Council position
Ashburton District Council’s final position was 
confirmed at an Extraordinary Council Meeting 
on 5 August where Councillors voted to enter 
into the Backstop process. Prior to entering 
Backstop, on 22 July ADC resolved matters that 
should guide any negotiations. These include 
representation, rating systems, assets, liabilities, 
future water services delivery, and potential 
decision milestones or withdrawal.

Local context 
Predominantly rural district with a strong 
agricultural economy, a distinct Mid Canterbury 
identity, and communities that value local 
decision-making and responsive services. 

Engagement undertaken
Two phases of community engagement, 
discussions with neighbouring councils, and 
analysis of long-list and short-list options 
against agreed criteria. Ashburton’s community 
consultation demonstrated broad support for 
joining with South Canterbury, considering that 
it “performs best overall when considering all 
ranking positions”. 30.3% of respondents selected 
the ”South Canterbury merger” as their first 
preference, while 565 of the 829 ranked responses 
(68%) placed it within their top three options, 
demonstrating strong and balanced community 
support for the direction reflected in the proposal.

How have we got here?
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Mid-South Canterbury and North Otago already operate as a connected 
region, with well-integrated economic, social and community links.  
The proposed Unitary Authority understands this reality and believes the 
grouping will strengthen and already successful region with much 
in common.

At around 125,000 people, covering approximately 26,700km², and generating more than $10.5 billion in 
GDP, this is a significant provincial economy, not a small local government area. It has the scale to support 
a strong unitary authority and the coherence to make that authority work. Current GDP and population 
estimates show Ashburton, Timaru, Mackenzie, Waimate and Waitaki together form a substantial 
economic platform across Mid-South Canterbury and North Otago.

The five districts already work as one practical geography, it is a region of connected places, not isolated 
councils. Rivers run from the alps to the sea. Productive plains sit between hill country, coastal settlements 
and towns. Freight moves north and south through the same corridors. People travel across district 
boundaries for work, health care, education, recreation and services. There is also an opportunity for 
stronger coordination across the social infrastructure that supports communities, including hospitals and 
health services, aged care, schools, Ara Institute and other education and community service providers.

The economy tells the same story. Farming underpins much of the region. Food processing, 
manufacturing and transport build from that base. Tourism adds another layer, particularly through 
the Mackenzie and Waitaki. Electricity generation, ports, construction and local services all depend on 
decisions that are bigger than any one current district.

Primary industries
The area includes some of New Zealand’s most 
productive rural land. Farming, growing and 
rural services are central to how the region 
works. These activities do not stop at council 
boundaries. They depend on water, roads, 
land use planning, biosecurity, environmental 
management and reliable infrastructure.

Food processing, 
manufacturing and transport
The region turns primary production into higher-
value products. Timaru, Waimate, Mackenzie and 
Waitaki all play different roles in that system. 
Processing plants, manufacturers, freight 
operators and service businesses rely on the 
same transport corridors and the same workforce. 

Regional overview

Tourism
Te Manahuna/Mackenzie Basin and Aoraki/
Mount Cook are iconic global destinations, 
with the Waitaki Valley, Oamaru, Caroline Bay, 
coastal settlements and rural townships all 
contributing to the visitor economy. Tourism 
brings opportunity, but it also places pressure on 
roads, waste, water, public facilities, housing and 
local services. It costs local ratepayers to pay for 
infrastructure for the growing tourism volumes as 
infrastructure needs to provide for peak capacity. 

Nationally significant 
infrastructure
The area includes hydroelectricity generation, 
port infrastructure, airports, state highways, rail 
connections and major utility networks. These 
assets support the local economy, but they 
also matter to the wider South Island and New 
Zealand. Our region is a nationally significant 
powerhouse, it provides the energy that drives 
the country’s economy and keeps the lights on. 
A future growth area will likely be increased 
renewable energy in the Mackenzie/ Waitaki areas.



Head Start proposal for a Mid-South Canterbury and North Otago Unitary Council  17  

South Canterbury’s economic contribution to New Zealand
Work done by economist Benje Patterson, looking at the combined significance of 
Mackenzie, Waimate and Timaru Districts, provides a window into the significance of 
the regions from an economic perspective1. 
While this does not include Waitaki and Ashburton districts, the insights and significance only increase 
with their inclusion. These include:

n	�South Canterbury is a nationally significant 
food and fibre exporter, with estimated exports 
of $3.8 billion in 2025, representing 6.2% of 
New Zealand’s total food and fibre exports.

n	��The region’s key food and fibre exports 
include 10.0% of national dairy exports, 
20.5% of arable exports, 9.7% of seafood and 
aquaculture exports, and 4.4% of meat and 
wool exports.

n	��Food and fibre exports dominate South 
Canterbury’s goods export base, accounting 
for an estimated 97.0% of all goods exports 
from the region, underlining the importance of 
reliable infrastructure for primary sector supply 
chains.

n	�Tourism is also a significant part of the regional 
economy. The latest destination performance 
data shows Timaru, Mackenzie and Waitaki 
alone generated around $1.09 billion in annual 
visitor spending in the year to February 2026, 
with Timaru at $463 million, Mackenzie at 
$432 million, and Waitaki at $296 million. This 
does not include Ashburton or Waimate, so the 
wider five-district contribution will be higher.

n	�South Canterbury also plays a pivotal role 
in New Zealand’s electricity system, with 
1,741MW of generation capacity equivalent 
to around 16% of New Zealand’s installed 
electricity generation capacity. With Waitaki 
District included this increases to 20% of 
New Zealand’s electricity representing 1,758 
megawatts (MW), which makes up nearly 30% 
of New Zealand’s total installed hydro capacity.

n	�The region generates far more electricity than 
it consumes, with a generation-to-demand 
ratio of 7.5, meaning South Canterbury is a 
major net supplier of electricity to the rest of 
New Zealand.

n	�South Canterbury’s future role in the electricity 
system is set to grow, with 10 proposed 
generation projects in the Transpower pipeline 
totalling 2,712MW.

n	�Despite this national economic and energy 
significance, NZTA roading expenditure in 
South Canterbury was only $43.7 million in 
2025, equivalent to just 0.7% of nationwide 
NZTA roading expenditure.

n	�This investment share appears low relative 
to South Canterbury’s role in New Zealand’s 
export and electricity systems, particularly 
given the region’s 6.2% share of food and fibre 
exports, 16% share of installed electricity 
generation capacity, and 5.1% share of the 
State Highway network.

Regional overview

1  The contribution of South Canterbury’s primary industries and energy to New Zealand, Benje Patterson, May 2026
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1,300km 
in Waimate

2,617km 
in Ashburton

1,800km 
in Waitaki

Regional overview

1,700km 
in Timaru

740km 
in Mackenzie

The five districts collectively manage more than 8,100 km of local roads, 
approximately:

This scale of network, much of it supporting freight, primary production and dispersed 
rural communities, strengthens the case for a more coordinated approach to transport 
investment and for increased central government funding.

We note wider, system-level challenges, such as the need for a fairer share of transport 
funding from central government and the out-dated local government funding model. 
Future reforms in these areas are required for our future unitary council to succeed to 
its full potential.

Waimate district
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Three river catchments – one integrated region
The proposed authority is defined by three of the South Island’s major alpine river 
systems: the Rakaia, Rangitata and Waitaki. From the Southern Alps to the Pacific 
Ocean, these catchments connect the region’s high country, productive plains, towns 
and coastal communities. They are not simply geographic features; they are core 
economic, environmental and cultural assets.

Regional overview

All three catchments are nationally significant. 
The Rakaia and Rangitata are major braided 
river systems with important ecological 
and recreational values, while the Waitaki 
supports one of New Zealand’s most significant 
hydroelectric schemes. Together, they sustain 
productive land, renewable energy, communities 
and infrastructure across a large part of the 
central South Island. Their effective management 
is therefore a matter of both regional and national 
interest.

The challenge is that rivers operate as whole 
systems, while governance does not. Decisions 
made upstream can affect communities, 
environments and infrastructure many kilometres 
downstream, yet responsibility is currently 
divided across territorial and regional boundaries. 
The Waitaki is a particularly clear example, 
spanning both the Canterbury and Otago regions.

A unitary authority would allow these catchments 
to be managed more coherently from the 
mountains to the sea. Bringing regional and 

territorial functions together would support 
more integrated decisions on freshwater, 
land use, flood protection, infrastructure and 
environmental management, with clearer 
accountability for long-term outcomes.

This would strengthen stewardship across all 
three river systems. It would improve catchment-
scale planning, support more coordinated 
investment and resilience planning, and provide 
a more consistent framework for working with 
mana whenua, communities, landowners and 
infrastructure providers.

It would also give the region a stronger collective 
voice with central government on nationally 
significant issues such as flood resilience, 
water infrastructure, renewable energy and 
environmental investment.

The Rakaia, Rangitata and Waitaki would become 
defining natural assets of the new authority 
- managed as integrated catchments and 
recognised for the contribution they make to both 
the region and New Zealand.

Three major catchments, one unitary

Natural systems should be 
governed as natural systems.

Aligning the catchment under a 
single authority simplifies planning, 
environmental management, 
infrastructure investment and 
regional advocacy.

Aoraki / Southern Alps

Catchment

Hydro, Farms, Towns & Tourism

Current: Multiple Councils & Plans

Future: Multiple Catchments • One Authority
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The five councils
The five councils already represent a substantial local government system. This is a 
large and diverse area, it has the scale to support a strong unitary authority, while still 
being coherent enough to operate as one connected region.

Regional overview

The current system is also complex for a region 
of this size. Across the five councils there are 
five mayors and 43 councillors, plus 43 elected 
community board members, with 12 councillor 
seats on community boards. 

This reflects strong local representation, but it 
also creates multiple governance structures, 
separate decision-making processes and 
duplicated effort. A new unitary authority will 
provide an opportunity to simplify that system 
while designing local voice more deliberately. 
Importantly, instead of six separate statutory 
documents across a range of functions (e.g. 
Annual Plan, LTP, Infrastructure Strategy, Financial 
Strategy etc), the unitary authority will have one – 
vastly reducing the amount of work and cross-
border complexity and duplicated effort.

While simplification may occur at a 
governance level, significant challenges 
will remain in maintaining local service 
levels, preserving local knowledge 
and avoiding unnecessary duplication 
where separate service delivery 
arrangements continue to be required. 
The success of any future model will 
depend on how effectively it balances 
regional efficiency with the realities of 
serving geographically dispersed rural 
communities.

Financially, the councils already manage a 
significant combined platform. Together they 
account for around $391 million in operating 
revenue, $374 million in operating expenditure, 
$220 million in rates, $499 million in debt and 
more than $5.1 billion in equity. This shows the 
scale of responsibility already sitting across the 
five councils. Bringing that platform together 
would create a stronger base for planning, 
investment, procurement, workforce capability 
and long-term resilience. 
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Lakes Camp and ClearwaterOpihi GorgeWaimate
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THE REGION AT A GLANCE
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Communities of interest
The proposed Mid-South Canterbury/North Otago Unitary Authority reflects 
communities that are already connected in everyday life. People move across existing 
council boundaries for health care, education, sport, work, shopping, family, cultural 
events and outdoor recreation. 

These patterns are practical and familiar. They 
show a wider regional community that already 
functions across district lines.

The area is made up of strong local places, not 
one dominant metropolitan centre. Ashburton, 
Timaru and Oamaru provide important service 
roles, while Waimate, Fairlie, Twizel, Takapō, 
Geraldine, Temuka and surrounding rural 
settlements each have their own identity and 
local networks. This matters. Reform should not 
flatten those differences. It should recognise 
them and design around them.

There are shared social connections across 
the region. Sporting competitions, schools, 
health services, community organisations, rural 
networks, churches, clubs and family ties all 
link people across the five districts. Many social 
service agencies (both government and NGOs) 
operate throughout the region. The same is true 
for outdoor recreation. The mountains, rivers, 
lakes, coast, trails and open spaces are part of 
how communities identify with the wider area. 
They are not confined to council boundaries.

There are also shared pressures. Rural 
communities want strong local representation. 
Smaller towns want levels of service protected. 
Communities impacted by high tourism numbers 
need support to manage visitor demand on 
infrastructure. Coastal and river communities 
face natural hazard risks. Growing towns need 
infrastructure that keeps up. These issues differ 
from place to place, but they are familiar across 
the wider region.

For that reason, the proposal is not based 
on a one-size-fits-all view of community. 
It is based on the opposite. We believe 
Mid-South Canterbury and North Otago 
have enough in common to support a 
single unitary authority, but enough local 
diversity to require a carefully designed 
local voice model. The Detailed Design 
phase will need to reflect both.
The existing councils also maintain valued sister 
city relationships, and we would expect those 
relationships to be recognised, protected and 
transferred into the new authority.

Regional overview
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Sub-Regional Proposal

We are confident that our future 
unitary council will have the required 
scale to successfully deliver all regional 
functions and activities in-house and 
independently, if required to do so, to a 
high level of service that would meet all 
current and future statutory obligations. 

Regional function mapping and 
transition arrangements will occur in 
the Detailed Design phase. Part of this 
process will be working with other 
Canterbury councils also undertaking 
Detailed Design to explore service 
delivery models. 

We are open to exploring, for 
example, shared services or 
bespoke hosting arrangements 
where this might be appropriate. 
Value to the ratepayer and 
the uninterrupted delivery of 
regional functions will be key 
considerations for our council 
when exploring these possibilities.

If some or all of the remaining Canterbury 
councils are in the Backstop process, 
any transition arrangements for regional 
functions will gain additional complexity 
and will not be able to be co-ordinated 
and sequenced at a regional level. 

In such a scenario, we propose to co-
ordinate closely with Environment 
Canterbury, MCERT and other relevant 
ministries, and to seek bespoke advice 
and assistance with the transition 
arrangements. Ensuring continuity of 
delivery whilst not creating unintended 
negative consequences for councils and 
communities in the Backstop process 
would guide the decisions that our 
council takes during this process. Again, 
most notably, we are confident that we 
will have the scale to successfully deliver 
these functions in-house if required.

We acknowledge we are submitting a sub-regional proposal, 
and therefore require existing regional functions to be divided or 
duplicated amongst multiple unitary councils.
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A simpler, more stable planning system that brings regional strategy, 
land use, infrastructure, catchments and environmental management 
together in one authority, with fewer councils, fewer plans, less 
complexity and clearer accountability.

Supporting the new planning system

How does this help the new planning system work better? 

How does it support delivery of a stable regional spatial planning 
process? 
The Planning Bill requires a combined plan for each region. The combined plan consists 
of the regional spatial plan, the natural environment plan for the region and a land 
use plan for each district within the boundaries of a region. Our proposal seeks to 
incorporate five Councils into one authority, when compared to the current status quo 
which has 11 Councils, working towards a singular Canterbury Regional Spatial Plan.

The Planning Bill is clear around the requirements 
for a Regional Spatial Plan and the co-ordination 
required between participating Councils. The 
proposal would result in a reduced number of 
Councils contributing to the Canterbury Regional 
Spatial Plan process than the current status quo. 
Despite this, the proposal ensures that a Regional 
Spatial Plan will still be able to be delivered in a 
stable manner, namely through:
n	�Ensuring the key catchments of North Otago 

and South and Mid Canterbury will continue to 
be managed by a singular entity;

n	�Fixing the current state where Waitaki falls 
between ORC and ECAN.

n	�Ensuring the Nationally Significant Waitaki 
Hydro Scheme is managed by a singular entity;

n	�Acknowledging that key issues such as wilding 
pine and wallaby management will still be 
managed by a single entity;

n	�Acknowledging that the five districts share 
no urban boundaries meaning there is an 
opportunity to focus on the matters that 
impact regional New Zealand rather than larger 
metropolitans;

Additionally, the five Councils and their current 
boundaries align well with the boundaries of local 
Rūnaka, and on face value it would appear there 
would be increased opportunities to engage at a 
more local level with these critical participants in 
the Regional Spatial Planning process.

It is noted that as the wider Canterbury has 
looked to take tentative steps towards preparing 
and undertaking Regional Spatial Planning it has 
been recognised in early discussions that there is 
benefit in taking a sub-regional approach which 
recognises the diverse areas of Canterbury. This 
proposal would support this approach further 
through recognising the important role the five 
TLAs currently play in managing their existing 
environments.

Our councils are committed to participating in 
the Canterbury regional spatial plan required by 
the resource management reform bills currently 
before Parliament.

It is critical that the entirety of the Waitaki 
District be included in the Canterbury 
plan as early as possible in this process, 
rather than the district being split 
between the Canterbury and Otago plans 
– this would greatly reduce complexity 
and reflects the Waitaki District Council’s 
decision to enter Head Start with the 
South Canterbury TLAs.

?
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Does it make coordination easier (e.g., fewer plans, fewer layers of 
governance)?
The proposal will make coordination easier, through ensuring fewer plans, and fewer 
layers of governance. The proposal immediately results in a reduction in Regional 
Councils managing the Waitaki District providing greater clarity and more efficiency in 
the management of resources. 

Supporting the new planning system

Opportunities would also exist to align the 
management of resources better than the current 
system as key geographical areas such as the 
Mackenzie Basin would be managed by a single 
authority rather than the current model which 
has multiple. 

The proposal clearly groups districts who 
have similar populations, urban areas and 
environmental issues together. This will allow 
for more streamlined management, and on face 
value the number of chapters in new plans under 
the Planning Bill could be reduced with a theme-
based approach able to be taken based on the 
environment involved rather than the existing 
districts. 

?

Timaru
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Supporting the new planning system

What are the trade-offs and risks?

Could this disrupt or complicate delivery of the new planning system? 
No immediate impacts on the delivery of the new planning system are envisaged. 
Work to date has been based on preparing for the new system, all of which will be 
transferable to any new organisation. 
Clarity early on as to the outcome of this proposal will be important to the overall delivery of the new 
planning system. We do however acknowledge that there is a financial risk to councils from the proposed 
regulatory relief provisions for Significant Natural Areas. At the time of writing this proposal, this risk cannot 
be quantified in any meaningful way. 

?

How will these risks be managed? 
Risks can be managed in the project development phase. The Planning Bill requires 
Councils to enter into a process agreement with other Council’s undertaking the 
Regional Spatial Plan. This process agreement presents an opportunity for the Councils 
party to this proposal to ensure alignment between this process and the Regional 
Spatial Plan process.
Additionally, the Planning Bill (Schedule 2, Part 5) 
envisages that local authorities of one region may 
agree with local authorities of one or more adjacent 
regions to include common content that applies to 
each of those regions. In the first instance this will 
be the mechanism utilised to manage any risk i.e. 
the Councils party to this proposal will work with 
the Councils in wider Canterbury to ensure that any 
common content is understood as part of the initial 
project development phase, including the process 
agreement.

In essence it is suggested that the proposal can 
be realised through the Planning Bill by creating 
a sub-regional working group for localised 
matters, with participation in wider regional 
discussions where the issue will cross new 
boundaries.

?



This will improve catchment management. 
One authority will be able to connect land 
use, freshwater, flood protection, biodiversity, 
infrastructure and environmental regulation. It 
will also reduce the current split between regional 
and district responsibilities.

Some boundary issues still need Detailed Design, 
particularly around the Rakaia catchment and 
southern Waitaki interfaces. The risk is that 
split catchments could create inconsistent 

rules, duplication or unclear accountability. 
In the Waitaki example, a unified catchment 
is a strength as it enables singular catchment 
management of the Waitaki where currently it is 
split across two regional authorities.

We will manage this by keeping catchments 
whole where practical. Where that is not possible, 
we will put formal cross-boundary arrangements 
in place with neighbouring regions.

Explain how your proposal reflects integrated catchment 
management. If an existing catchment is split, in your proposal 
describe the implications, risks, and potential mitigations.
The proposed boundary runs from the northern side of the Rakaia catchment to the 
southern boundary of Waitaki District. This brings major river systems, productive land, 
alpine areas, coastal environments and communities into one unitary authority.

?

Lake Tekapo
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A simpler system of local governance that replaces multiple territorial 
authorities and regional councils, competing interests, statutory 
documents, processes, and decision points with one accountable sub-
regional unitary authority.

Simplifying Local Governance

How does your proposal simplify local government? 

How does the proposal demonstrate simpler governance 
arrangements compared to the status quo (ie, how will the proposal 
reduce duplication and remove any unnecessary governance layers)? 
The five TLAs currently have over 90 elected members, plus five councillors from the 
Regional Council (4 ECAN + 1 ORC). We have committed to reducing five TLAs and two 
regional councils down to one Unitary Council of 10-15 members. Below that would 
sit a sufficient number of local bodies such as community boards or local boards to 
ensure local voice is retained.

Instead of residents, businesses, communities 
and partners needing to navigate several councils 
and regional agencies, there would be one primary 
authority responsible for the area’s strategic 
direction, infrastructure, planning, environmental 
management and local government service 
delivery. Where there are advantages to all, the 
new unitary would look at sharing regional services 
and capabilities that require scale with others 
within Canterbury and the South Island.

?

?

The proposal simplifies governance by replacing 
five territorial authorities, and the relevant regional 
council responsibilities, with one Mid-South 
Canterbury/North Otago Unitary Authority. This 
would reduce duplicated governance structures, 
separate long-term plans, separate regulatory 
systems, multiple advocacy positions, and 
overlapping regional/district decision-making. 

Is there a clear distinction of roles and responsibilities allocated or 
delegated to local representative bodies, including local boards and 
community boards? 
No final decision has been made about how decision-making would be split between 
the unitary council and any local bodies. That would need to be worked through in 
Detailed Design. 

The proposal could be guided by the principle of 
subsidiarity. In simple terms, this means decisions 
could be made at the lowest level capable of 
making them well. Some matters may need to 
sit with the unitary council because they affect 
the whole region, require specialist capability, or 
need consistent standards. Other matters may 
be better shaped locally, particularly where they 
relate to community facilities, local priorities, 
placemaking or responsive, efficient services.

The Detailed Design phase would confirm what 
local bodies are needed, how they are elected, 
what responsibilities they have, and how they 
influence wider unitary decisions.
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Simplifying Local Governance

Are there innovative approaches to new forms of local representative 
bodies (i.e., not constrained by current Local Government Act 2002 
options)? 
All councils are committed to exploring innovative approaches to local representation 
and will undertake a process that evaluates a range of options as part of Detailed Design.

?

No final decision has been made about how 
responsibilities and decision-making would be 
allocated between the unitary authority and any 
local representative bodies. 

The Detailed Design phase should focus on 
developing a governance framework that 
identifies which decisions require regional 
consistency and oversight, and which are best 
made closer to communities affected by them. 
This assessment should be guided by the 
principles of subsidiarity, local accountability, 
service efficiency and community outcomes. 

While Detailed Design can establish the overall 
framework and recommended delegations, it is 
neither practical nor desirable to predetermine 
every aspect of local governance before the new 
organisation exists. The first elected unitary 
council will retain the ability to refine delegations, 
representation arrangements and local 
governance mechanisms as the new authority 
matures.

? Is the proposed governance structure easy to understand for communities? Is it 
clear to communities who is accountable for what?

We believe that a reimagined structure will be easier for people to understand. In plain 
terms, the unitary council would be accountable for the whole system. Local bodies 
would make sure local priorities are heard and reflected, and local voice is maintained.

? Does the proposed governance structure support decision-makers to consider 
competing objectives and trade-offs and make effective decisions? 

A single unitary authority would allow major decisions to be considered in one place. 
This includes growth, infrastructure, transport, rates, debt, environmental management, 
catchments and service levels. 
At present, these matters are often split across different councils and plans. A unitary model would allow 
decision-makers to weigh competing priorities across the whole area, while still being informed by local input.

? For subregional proposals, how will the proposed governance arrangements for 
the delivery of key regional services be designed to minimise complexity and 
duplication?

Regional services would be delivered by the new unitary authority wherever possible. 
This includes planning, transport, catchment management, environmental functions, 
flood protection and emergency management. 
Where issues cross the boundary, such as coastal hazards, catchments or transport links, the unitary 
authority would work with neighbouring regions through practical arrangements such as joint 
committees, shared agreements or other cross-boundary mechanisms agreed through Detailed Design.
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What are the trade-offs and risks? 
The main trade-off is between simplicity and local voice. A single unitary authority 
would reduce duplication and improve accountability, but it also creates a larger 
organisation covering diverse urban, rural, alpine and coastal communities. Without 
careful design, smaller communities may feel more distant from decision-making.

Key matters include confirming the final external 
boundaries, including the southern Waitaki 
interface with Otago and the northern boundary 
around the Rakaia catchment. The Detailed 
Design phase will also confirm the representation 
model, including wards, the size of the governing 
body, and the role of any local boards, community 
boards or other local bodies.

Further work is also required on how subsidiarity 
would apply in practice. This includes which 
decisions are made by the unitary council, which 
matters could sit locally, and how local bodies 
would be funded and supported.

Councils also intend to work through the 
implementation pathway, including transition 
governance, milestones, required legislation, 
Government support, and any regulatory relief 
needed to maintain service continuity while the 
new authority is established.

Simplifying Local Governance

There is also a risk that simplifying governance 
could be seen as centralising services, staff and 
influence into one or two main centres. This could 
affect community confidence if local service 
access, local knowledge or local employment are 
perceived to be weakened.

It is reasonable to expect that, over time, some 
back-office functions, corporate services and 
specialist roles will be consolidated as the new 
organisation seeks to remove duplication and 
realise the benefits of scale. The challenge will 
be ensuring that organisational efficiencies do 
not result in a perceived or actual loss of local 
knowledge, local employment opportunities, 
service accessibility or community influence, 
particularly in smaller and more remote 
communities.

Representation will need careful work. Fewer 
elected members overall may support efficiency, 
but it must still provide fair and effective 
representation across population, geography, 
rurality and communities of interest.

There are also transition risks. Bringing 
councils together will take time, cost and 
capacity. Systems, policies, service levels, rating 
approaches and organisational cultures will need 
to be aligned.

These risks can be managed through Detailed 
Design, including a clear local voice model, 
phased transition, local service commitments, 
careful representation design, and explicit 
principles for subsidiarity, local presence and 
catchment/river management.

What still needs to be worked through?
The work completed to date is high-level and provides a broad outline of a possible 
future governance arrangement. It should not be regarded as a Detailed Design or 
business case. Substantial further work will be required to assess the costs, benefits, 
risks and practical implications of reform before a fully developed operating model 
can be considered.
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South Canterbury
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A larger, stronger organisation with the financial resilience, specialist 
capability and regional reach to deliver core services better: fewer 
duplicated systems, stronger procurement, integrated regional functions, 
and clearer accountability.

Economies of scale

The proposed Mid-South Canterbury/North 
Otago Unitary Authority would create a council of 
sufficient scale to plan, fund and deliver local and 
regional government functions across a coherent 
provincial economy.
At around 125,000 people, a combined land area 
of around 26,700km², and a GDP of more than 
$10 billion, the five-council proposal represents a 
strong and credible unitary authority for Mid-
South Canterbury and North Otago. It has the 
scale to move forward, the coherence to work, 
and the shared regional interests needed to 
deliver both territorial and regional functions well.
n	� Nationally significant infrastructure, including 

ports, airports, irrigation schemes and hydro 
electricity

n	� Combined labour markets
n	� Significant national/ international tourist 

assets
n	� State highway and local roading networks
n	� Significant river catchments
n	� Tourism sector
n	� Nationally important productive land and 

farming
n	� Urban areas

The existing structure spreads responsibility 
across multiple councils, plans, systems, 
governance tables and specialist teams. That 
creates duplication and makes it harder to 
respond to issues that do not stop at district 
boundaries, of which there are many. The 
proposal would bring those functions into one 
organisation with one long-term plan, one 
infrastructure strategy, one financial strategy, one 
planning framework and one accountability line.

The benefits of scale are not just about reducing 
cost. They are about building capability, resilience 
and better decision-making. A larger unitary 
authority would have more capacity to attract 
and retain specialist staff across the board, 
ensuring greater internal capacity, less reliance on 
contractors and consultants, and more resilience. 
This was a consistent theme in the council pre-
work and reflects the same logic used in other 
unitary proposals across NZ, where scale is linked 
to stronger specialist capability, more integrated 
planning and reduced duplication.

Pareora Gorge
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How will functions be effectively delivered? 
The new unitary authority would deliver both territorial and regional functions 
through a single organisation. This would allow services to be planned and managed 
together, rather than through separate councils with separate priorities.

Regional functions such as environmental 
management, catchment management, flood 
protection, biosecurity, biodiversity, regional 
transport planning and emergency management 
would sit alongside local functions such as 
roading, infrastructure, planning, consenting, 
regulatory services, community facilities and local 
service delivery.

This creates practical benefits. Land use planning 
can be considered alongside infrastructure 
capacity. Transport investment can be aligned 
with freight, resilience, growth and tourism. 
Catchment management can be linked with 
flood protection, biodiversity, rural land use and 
community resilience. Emergency management 
can be planned across the whole area, while 
still maintaining local response capability and 
connection to the entire South Island.

The intent is not to centralise everything into one 
place. A strong unitary authority should combine 
regional scale with local delivery. Local service 
centres, local knowledge and local staff presence 
will remain important ensuring that all centres, 
local economies and communities benefit from 
the proposal. Detailed Design will confirm the 
final operating model, including where teams 
are based and how local access is maintained. 
In addition a Locality Model to service delivery 
will be developed to ensure the benefits of scale 
are realised alongside services being locally 
responsive to different community needs

A single unitary authority could allow major 
decisions to be considered in one place 
where efficiency and simplicity can be gained 
without excessively compromising local voice. 
Subject to Detailed Design, this may include 
spatial planning, infrastructure, transport, 
rates, environmental delivery, and debt, while 
catchment decisions such as land use plans, 
natural environment plans and service levels may 
be locally decided.

At present, these matters are often split across 
different councils and plans. A unitary model 
would allow decision-makers to weigh competing 
priorities across the whole area, while still being 
informed by local direction. 

This is particularly important in a large rural 
area where population alone does not reflect 
need. Road length, land area, freight movement, 
tourism pressure and resilience risk all need to be 
part of future investment decisions.

REGIONAL INTEGRATION 
Functions that require regional 
integration would be delivered more 
effectively because the new authority 
would hold both the local and regional 
levers.
Catchments are a clear example. The proposed 
authority includes major braided rivers, 
productive plains, coastal environments, alpine 
areas and rural communities that depend on 
sound environmental management. A unitary 
model would allow freshwater, flood protection, 
land use, biodiversity, biosecurity, infrastructure 
and community resilience to be managed through 
one organisation.

Where catchments or coastal issues cross the 
final boundary, the authority would work with 
neighbouring regions through formal cross-
boundary arrangements. This may include joint 
committees, shared work programmes, service 
agreements or other statutory mechanisms.

The same logic applies to transport. Local roading, 
regional transport planning, public transport 
interfaces, freight, tourism and emergency access 
would be managed through one strategy and one 
investment framework.

Economies of scale
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How will increased economies of scale add benefits?
The benefits of scale would come through four main channels.

Economies of scale

1.	� We will have stronger organisational 
capability.
Larger teams reduce key-person risk and allow 
more specialist expertise to be employed in-
house.

2. We will reduce duplication.
Five councils currently maintain separate 
governance, corporate, planning, regulatory, 
finance, digital and reporting systems. A 
unitary authority would allow these to be 
streamlined over time

3. We will improve procurement.
A larger capital programme and asset base 
gives the council more purchasing power and a 
stronger position with contractors, consultants 
and suppliers.

4. We will  improve asset management.
Infrastructure decisions would be made across 
a larger network, with clearer prioritisation and 
a better understanding of risk, resilience and 
affordability.

We will create a stronger voice with central government. A unitary authority of our size would be better 
placed to advocate for transport investment, resilience funding, regulatory relief, infrastructure support 
and regional economic opportunities.

We would use the opportunity of change to look to transform the system and service delivery to a 
modern, efficient system.

RATES AND FINANCIAL SUSTAINABILITY
Savings from reform are not only about 
governance costs. The larger opportunity is in 
better planning, reduced duplication, stronger 
capability, streamlined consenting, improved 
procurement and the opportunity to transform 
the system and business model to provide more 
efficient operations over time.

There is a financial benefit to residents and 
businesses by having a unitary authority for 
resource consenting (i.e. only one consent 
required) rather than both a regional and district 
council (i.e. two consents required).  

The main financial benefit is creating a stronger 
platform for long-term affordability. A larger 
rating base, broader asset base and stronger 
organisational capability would support better 
planning, procurement, investment prioritisation 
and service delivery.

There will also be transition costs. Systems, staff 
structures, rating policies, debt, assets, service 
levels, contracts and governance arrangements 
will need to be brought together carefully.

Rates harmonisation will need to be phased. 
Councils have been clear that communities 
should not face sudden or unreasonable rates 
shocks. Detailed Design will need to consider 
existing targeted rates, historic debt, service 
levels, asset condition and the timing of any 
harmonisation.



Head Start proposal for a Mid-South Canterbury and North Otago Unitary Council  37  

Economies of scale

IMPROVED SERVICE DELIVERY, 
ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT AND 
INNOVATION
Our unitary authority will be better 
placed to support regional economic 
development and innovation.
The Mid-South Canterbury/North Otago 
economy is built around primary production, 
food processing, freight, tourism, energy, 
manufacturing, ports, service towns and rural 
communities. These sectors rely on good 
infrastructure, reliable transport, resilient water 
and environmental systems, and efficient 
consenting.

We will ensure economic development will be 
linked more directly with planning, infrastructure, 
land use, environmental management and 
transport. This is a major advantage over the 
current structure, where economic opportunities 
often require coordination across multiple 
councils and agencies.

This will create new opportunities for innovation. 
As a larger organisation we will invest in better 
digital systems, shared data, customer portals, 
asset management tools, regulatory systems and 
specialist teams. We will also have more capacity 
to design new service delivery models, including 
centres of excellence across different districts.

What are the expected 
financial impacts of 
reorganisation?
The financial impacts will need to be 
modelled in detail during the next phase.
At outline proposal stage, the councils are not 
claiming precise savings. The expected financial 
benefits are likely to come from:
n	� reduced duplication in governance, corporate 

systems and reporting
n	� fewer separate plans, strategies, policies and 

consultation processes
n	� stronger procurement across infrastructure 

and service contracts
n	� better asset management and capital 

prioritisation
n	� improved use of specialist staff
n	� more consistent regulatory and consenting 

processes
n	� stronger financial planning across a larger 

rating and asset base. 

Our proposal also recognises an initial investment 
to gain the efficiencies available with this 
proposal. Transition, systems integration, staff 
change, legal establishment, planning alignment 
and community engagement will require 
investment. 

Government support will be important to avoid 
these costs falling unfairly on current ratepayers.
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Scale efficiencies will come from combining five 
councils and relevant regional council functions 
into one organisation. This should reduce 
duplication in governance, leadership, corporate 
services, systems, reporting, procurement, 
planning and regulatory delivery.

Transformation efficiencies will come from the 
opportunity to consider new operating models, 
service and organisational design for the unitary 
council and to utilise technology to support more 
efficient ways of working and delivery

Scope efficiencies will come from managing 
connected functions together. For example, 
land use planning, environmental regulation, 
infrastructure, transport, catchment management 
and emergency management would sit within 
one organisation. This should reduce hand-offs, 
improve advice to decision-makers and make it 
easier for communities and applicants to know 
where to go.

Over time, the largest efficiency gains are likely to 
come from:
n	� one long-term plan
n	� one annual plan
n	� one infrastructure strategy
n	� one financial strategy
n	� one planning and consenting framework
n	� one asset management platform
n	� one digital and customer system
n	� one regulatory operating model
n	� one transport and resilience strategy
n	� one set of corporate systems
n	� fewer duplicated governance and management 

layers.

Efficiencies will come from doing connected 
things once, and doing them well. A single 
authority would reduce duplicated governance, 
reporting, systems, plans, policies and 
procurement. More importantly, it would bring 
planning, infrastructure, transport, regulation, 
catchments and emergency management into 
one organisation. 

This will result in fewer hand-offs, clearer 
accountability, better use of specialist staff, 
stronger purchasing power, and investment 
decisions made across the whole region rather 
than council by council.

Where will efficiencies come from?
Efficiencies are expected to come from both scale, scope and transformation.

Economies of scale
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Economies of scale

What are the trade-offs and risks?
The main risk is over-claiming savings before the detailed work has been done. It is clear 
that financial benefits are expected over time, but this will depend on implementation, 
transition funding and disciplined design. The benefits are neither guaranteed nor free – 
a significant amount of work will need to be done to get this right.

Potential efficiencies should not be assumed 
simply because of organisational scale. Any 
benefits realised from reform will depend on 
the effectiveness of the new organisation, the 
quality of its decision-making, and its ability to 
manage costs, service levels and investment 
priorities over time (performance).

There is also a risk that scale could be seen as 
centralisation. Smaller communities may be 
concerned that services, staff and investment 
will move to larger centres. This will need to 
be managed through a dispersed operating 
model, local service centres, clear local voice 
arrangements and transparent service level 
reporting.

Another risk is that bringing together different 
systems, policies, staff structures, assets, debt 
and rating approaches will be complex. The 
transition will need strong governance and a 
staged implementation plan.

River management, flood protection, 
biodiversity, biosecurity and environmental 
monitoring are core regional functions, and they 
will need careful, priority treatment through 
transition so specialist capability, funding, local 
knowledge and service levels are not disrupted.

Water services are a further risk. Existing water 
arrangements differ across the five councils. The 
proposal will treat water as a dedicated Detailed 
Design workstream, rather than trying to resolve 
it prematurely.
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What still needs to be worked through?
In short, a considerable amount of further work is needed to turn this outline proposal 
into a fully costed, deliverable design, operating model and business case. We expect 
that this work should occur through Detailed Design and will require proper resourcing.

Key areas include: 
n	 financial modelling
n	 operating model
n	 organisational design
n	 service design
n	 target enterprise digital architecture
n	 transition pathway and programme plan
n	 rates harmonisation
n	 debt and asset treatment
n	 service levels
n	 staff transition
n	 systems integration
n	 water services
n	 regional function transfer
n	 representation
n	 local voice
n	 Treaty settlement arrangements
n	 boundary confirmation
n	 cross-regional interfaces.

This is a once-in-a-generation 
opportunity to reset local government 
for Mid-South Canterbury and North 
Otago. It should not be undercooked. 
If the proposal is approved to proceed, 
the Detailed Design phase will need 
dedicated government funding, 
technical support and clear government 
partnership to set the new authority up 
for success from day one. 

Economies of scale
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Lake TekapoLake TekapoMoeraki Boulders



42  Head Start proposal for a Mid-South Canterbury and North Otago Unitary Council

Clear representation principles, strong local input, and local decisions 
made close to the communities they affect.

Maintaining local voice

We are clear on one point: scale cannot 
come at the expense of local voice.
The proposed authority will cover a large and 
diverse area, extending from the northern 
catchment of the Rakaia River through to the 
southern boundary of the Waitaki District. It 
includes urban centres, rural communities, alpine 
settlements, coastal communities, productive 
plains, tourism destinations and small towns 
with strong identities. To succeed, communities 
must have confidence that they will still be heard, 
understood and able to influence the decisions 
that affect them.

This is particularly important for Ashburton, 
given its inclusion in the proposal despite the 
Council not supporting that outcome. There is 
a heightened risk that Ashburton communities 
could perceive the new structure as reducing their 
influence or imposing decisions from outside 
the district. The Detailed Design will therefore 
need to demonstrate clearly how Ashburton’s 
identity, representation, service priorities and local 
decision-making will be protected within the new 
authority.

We have not settled the final representation model 
at this outline proposal stage. That is deliberate. 
We believe the right model should be developed 
through Detailed Design. This process will need 
to consider communities of interest, population, 
geography, rurality, land area, roading networks, 
catchments, service access, mana whenua 
relationships and the balance between authority-
wide decision-making and meaningful local 
representation. Communities of interest will be 
re-perceptualised from a blank slate, and will not 
necessarily be based on existing TLA boundaries.

We are open to innovative models. This 
could include local boards, community 
boards, district governance bodies, 
catchment-based structures, local 
plans, delegated local responsibilities, 
or other arrangements not limited to 
current Local Government Act models. 
The principle is simple: decisions should 
be made at the lowest level capable of 
making them well.

KEY PRINCIPLES 

Decisions made at the right level
Regional matters should sit with the unitary 
authority. Local place-based decisions should be 
made close to the communities they affect.

People and place, not population alone
Representation should reflect communities of 
interest, geography and economies, not just the 
number of people in each area.

Local voice with real influence
Local bodies should have a clear role, clear 
expectations and practical influence over local 
priorities, not just an advisory function.

Simple enough to work, strong enough 
to trust
The model should improve capability and reduce 
duplication, while giving communities confidence 
that their identity, access and voice will be 
protected.

The Detailed Design should also consider 
whether stronger local governance arrangements 
are appropriate in areas such as Ashburton, where 
maintaining confidence in local influence will be 
particularly important during transition.

Taking on regional council functions can also 
strengthen local voice. Decisions on planning, 
catchments, transport, river management and 
environmental services would be made within a 
single authority directly elected by communities 
across Mid Canterbury, South Canterbury 
and North Otago, bringing regional and local 
decision-making together and creating clearer 
accountability for the communities those 
decisions affect.
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How will people elect representatives?
The new authority would have a single governing body elected by the people of Mid-
South Canterbury and North Otago. At this stage, we envisage a unitary council of 
around 10–15 elected members, with the final number, ward structure and leadership 
model confirmed through Detailed Design.
We do not propose to settle those matters in the outline proposal. They require careful, independent 
assessment. The representation model must be fair, workable and durable. It needs to reflect people, 
place and responsibility, not population alone.

How will iwi/Māori participate in decision-making?
We will work with mana whenua through Detailed Design to agree practical and 
enduring ways for rūnaka to participate in decision-making.

Maintaining Local Voice

How will communities be represented?
Communities would be represented through the governing body and through local 
voice arrangements developed in Detailed Design.

The new authority would span the rohe and areas 
of shared interest of Te Rūnanga o Arowhenua, 
Waihao, Moeraki, Te Ngāi Tūāhuriri Rūnanga 
and Te Taumutu Rūnanga. The Detailed Design 
process will need to recognise these different 
relationships and ensure each rūnaka can 
participate appropriately in decisions affecting its 
takiwā and interests.

The new authority also creates an opportunity 
to make engagement more coherent. Instead 
of working across several councils and separate 
regional and district processes, rūnaka would be 
able to engage with one authority responsible for 
the full local government system across the area.

That matters most where local and regional 
decisions overlap: freshwater, catchments, 
land use, natural hazards, biodiversity, coastal 
management, cultural landscapes and 
infrastructure. These are the areas where rūnaka 
participation needs to be early, meaningful and 
built into how the authority works.

The Detailed Design phase will confirm the right 
mechanisms directly with mana whenua. This 
could include formal partnership arrangements, 
direct input into planning and catchment work, 
participation in relevant committees, joint work 
programmes, or other arrangements agreed with 
the respective rūnaka.

We expect this to include some form of local 
body structure. That could include local boards, 
community boards, district governance bodies, 
catchment-based bodies, or a bespoke model 
designed for this region.

The purpose would be to keep local priorities 
visible inside a larger authority. Local bodies could 
help shape community facilities, local service 
access, placemaking, grants, local resilience, 
township priorities and local input into regional 
decisions.
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What are the trade-offs and risks?

Maintaining Local Voice

What still needs to be worked through?
The Detailed Design phase will need to confirm the full representation and local voice 
model.
This includes the size of the governing body, ward structure, local body boundaries, local body powers, 
delegations, funding arrangements, Māori participation, catchment or community-based representation, 
and how local service access will be maintained.

This work should be independently supported and properly resourced. Local voice will be central to 
whether this proposal succeeds.

The main trade-off is between scale 
and proximity. A larger unitary authority 
can provide stronger capability, clearer 
accountability and better regional 
planning, but it may also feel more 
distant from smaller communities if local 
voice is not designed well.
There is also a risk that local bodies become 
symbolic rather than meaningful. That would 
undermine confidence in the new authority. The 
Detailed Design phase must therefore be clear 
about roles, delegations, funding, service access 
and how local views influence wider decisions.

Some districts currently experience difficulty 
in attracting good numbers of candidates for 
distant wards in existing regional boundaries. 
Travel distance is a potential risk to democratic 
representation.

A further risk arises from Ashburton’s inclusion in 
the proposal despite its Council not supporting 
that outcome. This creates a greater risk of 
resistance, lower trust and reduced willingness 
to engage constructively through Detailed 
Design and transition. Managing this will require 
deliberate relationship-building with Ashburton 
elected members, staff, mana whenua and 
communities, alongside clear evidence that their 
interests, identity and local priorities will be 
protected and meaningfully reflected in the new 
authority.

There is also a broader risk of losing community 
support through transition and change. 
These risks can be mitigated through clear 
communication, transparency, meaningful 
consultation and visible opportunities for 
communities to influence the Detailed Design.
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Lakes Camp and Clearwater
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A practical transition that keeps services running, avoids a planning gap, 
and gets the new authority ready for the 2028 elections and its first Long-
Term Plan in 2030.

Deliverability

It is assumed that MCERT will produce 
clear guidance for councils entering 
Detailed Design, to ensure a consistent, 
national approach to managing 
transition, including navigating 
complexities based on current legislative 
requirements. Part of this section 
identifies complexities that we foresee 
based on existing knowledge and 
legislation, as well as potential solutions 
or mitigations. It would be a priority at 
the outset of Detailed Design to discuss 
these matters with MCERT and other 
relevant agencies. 
We intend that these conversations would occur 
in good faith and seek appropriate and sensible 
solutions to the challenges caused by the unique 
scale and pace of these reforms. 

Reform of this scale should be approached 
as a staged transition rather than a rushed 
organisational merger. The period through to 
2030 is important because it provides time to 
complete the substantial work required to ensure 
a new authority can operate effectively from 
day one. This includes establishing governance 
and representation arrangements, confirming 
financial and rating frameworks, integrating 

regional functions, aligning planning, and 
reporting systems, resolving water service 
delivery arrangements (keeping in mind all WSP 
need to submit a revised WSDP in 2030 which 
aligns with this timeframe), preparing opening 
balance sheets, developing transition budgets, 
transferring staff and assets, and ensuring 
continuity of service to communities. 

At the same time, it is recognised that not every 
aspect of the future organisation should be 
predetermined. Detailed Design should establish 
the governance framework, key operating 
principles, representation model, local voice 
arrangements, and transition programme, while 
leaving future elected members of the new 
unitary authority with the flexibility to determine 
matters such as organisational structure, office 
locations, management arrangements, ongoing 
service delivery models, and other operational 
decisions. In our view the goal should be to 
provide a strong foundation for the new authority 
on its first day, while allowing the first elected 
council the democratic mandate to shape and 
refine the organisation as it matures.
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Off Ramp Clause
Any existing council affected by this proposal may seek an “off-ramp” prior to the 
lodging of the Detailed Design proposal with MCERT. 

Specifically, the off-ramp consists of the Council – 
by resolution – sending a letter to the Minister of 
Local Government stating their views and desire to 
be excluded from the amalgamation. The Minister 
of Local Government (or whomever they refer the 
decision to, such as Cabinet) would make the final 
decision about how this request would be treated. 
The Minister of Local Government may grant any 
such request for exemption, or decline the request 
but require amendments to material prepared 
during Detailed Design, or make other decisions as 
they see fit.

The letter cannot be sent prior to the collective 
development and confirmation of material 
on all matters required for Detailed Design, 
unless all other councils agree via resolution 
to permit it being exercised early. This means 
that the window of opportunity for any council 
to exercise this provision independently of the 
others is at the very end of the Detailed Design 
process once content is finalised for lodgement, 
and the full implications of Detailed Design 
and amalgamation for each of the councils has 
become clear.

Deliverability

Ashburton District
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How would you implement the proposal?
This proposal can be successfully delivered, however the councils have identified a 
key significant obstacle – the Local Government Act 2002 planning and reporting 
cycle does not accommodate a reorganisation of this kind mid-cycle - and we have 
designed a transitional model that resolves it. 

That model is the core of our approach to 
deliverability, and it is built around a single 
principle: services to communities must continue 
without interruption throughout the transition. 
The legislative provisions needed to give it effect 
are set out in the appendix to this proposal.

Implementation would move through three 
stages: a joint arrangement between the five 
councils during Detailed Design, an establishment 
phase once the Government confirms the 
proposal, and a transition phase running from the 
2028 local elections through to adoption of the 
new authority’s first Long-Term Plan in 2030.

Once the Government confirms the proposal, 
the participating councils would establish an 
appropriate transition governance structure to 
oversee Detailed Design and implementation. 

The focus should be on maintaining a streamlined 
and effective decision-making process rather than 
creating a large multi-agency governance body. 
We envisage that the inclusion of Canterbury 
and Otago Regional Councils, mana whenua, and 
other identified key stakeholders will be essential 
for this transition. Central government agencies 
would be engaged where required to support 
legislative, financial, audit and electoral matters.

Care will be required to ensure that transition 
governance remains focused on designing the 
future organisation and does not unintentionally 
replicate the complexity of the current multi-
council and regional council arrangements the 
reform is seeking to address.

The central feature of our approach is a defined transition phase covering the 
2027/28, 2028/29 and 2029/30 financial years, during which existing planning 
documents continue to govern service delivery:

1.	� The current Long Term Plans adopted by 
each council remain the guiding documents 
through the transition phase. Business-as-
usual service delivery continues to the levels 
of service each community was consulted on, 
and each district continues to be rated under 
its own rating system and funding impact 
statement.

2.	� Annual planning continues on a district basis. 
The five councils adopt their Annual Plans 
2028/29 and set rates in June 2028 as their 
final planning act. The new authority then 
adopts a single Annual Plan 2029/30, with 
a separate part for each former district, by 
reference to the inherited Long-Term Plans. 
We expect that each of the partner councils’ 
current staff would deliver their component 
independently of the rest.

3.	� Existing bylaws and policy settings are 
maintained on a district basis throughout 
the transition phase where practical, and 
are reviewed and consolidated by the new 
authority as part of the Long-Term Plan 
2030–40 programme. Where needing review, 
bylaws and policy settings will be reviewed 
across the proposed unitary area.

4.	� Representation arrangements for the new 
authority are settled ahead of the October 
2028 election, through the Detailed Design 
process and given effect via the enabling 
legislation.

5.	� The new authority adopts the Long-Term Plan 
2030–40 - its first - by 30 June 2030, aligned 
to the normal national planning cycle.

Deliverability
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Adoption of an annual plan, the setting of 
rates and the making of a bylaw are non-
delegable functions that cannot be exercised 
by a committee. The model has therefore been 
designed so that these functions are exercised 
by the five councils before establishment and 
by the new authority afterwards. The transition 
body’s role is to prepare, not to adopt. In practice 
it would develop the draft Annual Plan 2029/30 
during 2028 for the incoming Council to consider, 
amend and adopt, so the new Council inherits a 
working draft rather than a blank page in its first 
months.

This produces a manageable planning workload 
for the new Council in its first term. It adopts one 
annual plan, for 2029/30, then moves directly 
to the Long-Term Plan 2030–40. No annual plan 
is required for 2030/31, because that is year one 
of the new plan. Its capacity in the intervening 
period is directed at building the Long-Term 
Plan, aligning bylaws and policies, consolidating 
financial information and confirming the 
operating model - rather than at reworking plans 
already adopted and consulted on.

The 2010 Auckland reorganisation provides the 
closest precedent, and this proposal deliberately 
departs from it in one respect. In Auckland, the 
Auckland Transition Agency prepared a long-term 
plan for the new council covering 1 November 
2010 to 30 June 2019, completed immediately 
before establishment, and the council adopted 
its first plan of its own - the Long-Term Plan 
2012–22 - some nineteen months later. Building 
a plan from scratch during the transition window 
was a substantial cost. This proposal avoids it by 
using plans that have already been developed, 
consulted on and audited. In other respects the 
Auckland experience directly supports the model: 
legacy rating systems were retained while the 
new council moved towards a single system, and 
reporting during the transition was initially based 
on the former councils’ funding policies.

The model does five things. It removes the risk 
of a compliance gap, because there is always 
a long-term plan in force for every part of the 
new authority’s area and every annual plan has 
a parent document to sit against. It protects 

continuity of service, because communities keep 
the service levels, rating arrangements, bylaws 
and policies they were consulted on until a 
single set is developed with them for 2030–40. 
It protects value for money, because the five 
Long-Term Plans ratepayers have already funded 
are put to genuine use over three years rather 
than written off, and one consolidation exercise 
is carried out rather than five. And it gives the 
new authority a clean single implementation of 
the regulated groups of activities proposed under 
the Local Government (System Improvements) 
Amendment Bill - building one compliant 
structure for the Long-Term Plan 2030–40, rather 
than five councils each restructuring for 2027 and 
reconciling five different structures afterwards.

Retaining district-level service levels through 
the transition also avoids a known failure of the 
Auckland reorganisation. The Auditor-General 
found that combining the former councils’ 
performance frameworks meant levels of 
service were expressed as an average across 
the region, when in practice services were 
delivered at different levels in different places, 
and that meaningful levels of service could not 
subsequently be identified for some activities 
at local level. Under this proposal each district 
continues to be reported against the levels of 
service its community was consulted on, until a 
single framework is developed with communities 
for 2030–40.

Beyond the model, two implementation risks 
remain material. The first is concurrent reform 
load: the five councils are simultaneously 
delivering water services reform, resource 
management reform, the System Improvements 
Bill changes and the 2027–37 Long-Term Plan 
round, with corporate planning, finance and 
asset management capacity already fully 
committed. The second is systems and financial 
consolidation: five general ledgers, five chart 
of accounts structures, five rating systems, five 
asset registers and five reporting frameworks 
must be consolidated into a single set of accounts 
capable of supporting an audited opening 
balance sheet.

Deliverability
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How would changes be timed? 
The table below sets out indicative milestones but a more detailed programme plan 
with workstreams, milestones and risk management would be developed should the 
government agree to this proposal.

Deliverability

Our clear priorities are to be operating at a 
governance level to enable the first elections to 
occur in October 2028, and to ensure continuity 
of territorial and regional service delivery. We 
envisage that it will take a period of time after 
October 2028 for existing TLA operations and 
staff to be aligned and transition into the new 
entity.

Importantly, there are also legislative, financial 
and corporate planning requirements that must 
be managed throughout transition.

The fixed points are the 30 June 2027 deadline 
for adopting Long-Term Plans, the October 2028 
local elections, and the 30 June 2030 deadline 
for the new authority’s first Long-Term Plan. The 
transitional model is built around them.

Timing Milestone Dependency or constraint

August 2026 Outline proposal lodged with the Gov-
ernment by the five councils.

Head Start deadline.

Late 2026 Government assessment; Minister and 
Cabinet decide which proposals proceed 
to Detailed Design.

Councils need an early signal to frame 
the 2027–37 LTP consultation.

Late 2026 – mid 2027 Detailed Design phase, overseen by a 
joint committee of the five councils.

Requires Crown resources/ technical 
support (most likely general policy 
advice, assistance with regional function 
mapping, assistance navigating existing 
legislative requirements, and reciprocal 
access to solutions generated by 
other councils involved in the Detailed 
Design phase. Runs in parallel with LTP 
development.

April 2027 Five councils consult on Long-Term 
Plans 2027–37, signalling that years one 
to three are the operative transition-
phase commitments if amalgamation 
proceeds.

Requires confirmation of the transitional 
model before consultation is finalised.

May 2027 Cabinet confirms final amalgamation 
decisions.

Falls after LTP consultation (April 2027) 
and weeks before LTP adoption (30 June 
2027)
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Timing Milestone Dependency or constraint

August 2026 Outline proposal lodged with the Gov-
ernment by the five councils.

Head Start deadline.

Late 2026 Government assessment; Minister and 
Cabinet decide which proposals proceed 
to Detailed Design.

Councils need an early signal to frame 
the 2027–37 LTP consultation.

Late 2026 – mid 2027 Detailed Design phase, overseen by a 
joint committee of the five councils.

Requires Crown resources/ technical 
support (most likely general policy 
advice, assistance with regional function 
mapping, assistance navigating existing 
legislative requirements, and reciprocal 
access to solutions generated by 
other councils involved in the Detailed 
Design phase. Runs in parallel with LTP 
development.

April 2027 Five councils consult on Long-Term 
Plans 2027–37, signalling that years one 
to three are the operative transition-
phase commitments if amalgamation 
proceeds.

Requires confirmation of the transitional 
model before consultation is finalised.

May 2027 Cabinet confirms final amalgamation 
decisions.

Falls after LTP consultation (April 2027) 
and weeks before LTP adoption (30 June 
2027)

Deliverability

Timing Milestone Dependency or constraint

30 June 2027 Five councils adopt Long-Term Plans 
2027–37. Years 2027/28, 2028/29 and 
2029/30 become the guiding docu-
ments for the transition phase.

Statutory deadline. No rewrite, re-con-
sultation or re-audit required under the 
transitional model.

1 July 2027 WO and in-house water service provid-
ers operational

Arrangements currently in place are 
retained in the new authority.

2027 Representation arrangements for the 
new authority settled by March 2027 
to be incorporated into the bespoke 
enabling legislation.

Head Start deadline.

2027/28 Enabling legislation, Local Government 
Commission determinations and estab-
lishment planning.

Depends on content and timing of the 
Head Start enabling legislation.

30 June 2028 Five councils adopt Annual Plans 
2028/29 and set rates for 2028/29 - 
their final planning act.

Rates struck must remain valid and col-
lectable by the successor authority. Pos-
sibility of preparing a two-year Annual 
Plan to assist transition and potential 
capacity issues.

October 2028 Local elections. Members of the new 
unitary authority elected.

Fixed triennial election date.

During 2028 Transition body prepares a draft Annual 
Plan 2029/30 for the incoming Council 
to consider, amend and adopt.

Preparing is not adopting, so no delega-
tion issue arises.

Oct 2028 Five councils adopt annual reports for 
2027/28.

OR

Adoption is due by 31 October 2028, 
days before disestablishment. Audit 
turnaround makes this very tight.

OR

Jan 2029 Five final annual reports adopted, each 
covering the sixteen-month period from 
1 July 2027 to disestablishment, report-
ed against the 2027/28 and 2028/29 
annual plans.

Separate 2027/28 and part 2028/29 
annual reports are required. Follows the 
Auckland precedent. Requires provision 
for who adopts and signs and extension 
for EOFY 3-month stat deadline.

Late 2028 New unitary authority commences. Five 
councils and the relevant regional coun-
cil functions are disestablished.

Financial reporting period of the five 
councils closes at disestablishment.
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Deliverability

Timing Milestone Dependency or constraint

2028/29 – 2029/30 New authority delivers services under 
the five inherited Long-Term Plans. 
Existing bylaws, policies, service levels 
and rating systems continue on a district 
basis.

Requires legislative continuation of 
inherited plans, policies and bylaws.

Within six months of 
the election

New authority adopts its Local Gover-
nance Statement.

Achievable because representation and 
delegations are settled ahead of estab-
lishment.

30 June 2029 New authority adopts Annual Plan 
2029/30 - one plan with a separate part 
for each former district - and sets rates 
on the existing district rating systems.

The new authority’s only annual plan. 
Requires power to plan and rate against 
five inherited Long-Term Plans and fund-
ing impact statements.

By 31 Oct 2029 New authority adopts the closing part-
year reports of the five disestablished 
councils and its own first annual report 
for 2028/29.

OR

Ten sets of financial statements and 
audit opinions in the first year. Requires 
relief and extended deadlines.

OR

New authority adopts its own first 
annual report, covering the period from 
establishment to 30 June 2029.

A part-year report, as in Auckland. 
Requires a confirmed opening balance 
sheet.

2029/30 New authority develops the Long-Term 
Plan 2030–40: single activity structure 
under the regulated groups of activities, 
single financial and infrastructure strate-
gy, bylaw and policy consolidation, and a 
rates harmonisation pathway.

First opportunity to implement the reg-
ulated groups of activities once, across a 
single organisation.

30 June 2030 New authority adopts the Long-Term 
Plan 2030–40. No annual plan is re-
quired for 2030/31.

Aligns with the normal national 
three-yearly Long-Term Plan cycle. No 
reset required.
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Three timing constraints warrant particular attention.

Deliverability

The first is the interaction between the 
Head Start decision timetable and the 
2027–37 Long-Term Plan round. Councils 
must adopt Long-Term Plans by 30 June 
2027, with consultation under the special 
consultative procedure in April 2027, but 
Cabinet is not expected to confirm final 
amalgamation decisions until May 2027 - 
after consultation has closed and around 
eight weeks before adoption. 
That window cannot accommodate a rewrite. 
Re-consultation requires a statement of proposal 
and a minimum one-month consultation period, 
followed by audit turnaround, so the plans could 
not lawfully be redone to statutory standard in 
the time available. 

The transitional model resolves this, but only if 
confirmed early enough for councils to frame 
their April 2027 consultation around it. Councils 
would then consult on a single plan operative in 
either scenario, with years one to three identified 
as the transition-phase commitments and later 
years indicative pending reform. Without early 
confirmation, five councils would consult on 
ten-year plans built on a standalone premise 
that Cabinet may overturn weeks later, at 
significant ratepayer cost and with an unresolved 
question about consultation integrity and the 
reasonableness of the underlying assumptions.

The second is representation. Representation 
arrangements need to be settled roughly twelve 
months ahead of the October 2028 election, 
allowing time for Local Government Commission 
determination and any appeals. That would place 
a full review through 2027, beginning almost 

immediately after Cabinet confirmation in May 
2027. We consider that timeframe very difficult 
to deliver for an entity spanning five districts. The 
alternative is for the enabling legislation to set 
the initial arrangements for the first term, with 
the new authority undertaking a full review during 
that term. We are open to either and seek early 
direction on which the Government intends to 
use.

The third is the concentration of accountability 
documents around disestablishment. The 
2027/28 annual reports of the five councils 
are due for adoption by 31 October 2028, days 
before the councils cease to exist and after 
outgoing members leave office following the 
election. Closing part-year reports for the period 
from 1 July 2028 to disestablishment then fall 
to be prepared, alongside the new authority’s 
own first annual report for 2028/29. That is ten 
sets of financial statements and audit opinions 
concentrated in the new authority’s first year, at 
the point of least organisational capacity. Relief is 
sought in the appendix.

Underlying all three is the number of legislative 
regimes running on different clocks: the Local 
Government Act 2002 as it stands, the System 
Improvements Bill amendments to the same 
planning and reporting provisions, the new 
planning system, the water services legislation, 
and the Head Start enabling legislation itself. 
Alignment of commencement dates, or 
transitional cover, would materially reduce rework 
across all five councils.
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Deliverability

What still needs to be worked through? 
The transitional model resolves the continuity questions in principle. What remains 
is to settle the detail and to have it given legislative effect. Our proposed structure for 
each accountability document is set out below.

Timing Milestone Dependency or constraint

Annual Plans 2028/29 five separate annual plans, prepared and 
adopted as normal.

The five councils, June 2028.

Annual reports 2027/28 Five separate annual reports, full year. The five councils if practicable, otherwise 
the new authority under transitional 
provision.

Closing part-year 
reports (1 July – 
disestablishment 2028)

One document containing a separate 
set of financial statements for each 
disestablished council. Relief sought 
from statement of service performance 
reporting for the stub period.

New authority.

Annual Plan 2029/30 One plan with a separate part for each 
former district, each with its own bud-
get and funding impact statement. Not 
subject to audit.

New authority, by 30 June 2029.

Annual Report 2028/29 One report. Consolidated financial state-
ments for the new authority. Separate 
district sections for statement of service 
performance, funding impact state-
ment and groups of activities reporting, 
against the inherited Long-Term Plans.

New authority.

Long-Term Plan 2030–
40

One plan. Single activity structure, single 
financial and infrastructure strategy, 
single set of policies and a rates harmoni-
sation pathway.

New authority, by 30 June 2030.
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The distinction between the annual plan and 
the annual report matters here. An annual plan 
is a council document and may be structured 
with a separate part for each district. An annual 
report is a financial reporting document for a 
single reporting entity, and from establishment 
that entity is the new authority. Its financial 
statements must therefore consolidate. What can 
and should remain district-based is the statement 
of service performance, the funding impact 
statement and groups of activities reporting, 
because those compare actual performance 
against the inherited Long-Term Plans and are 
only meaningful when reported against their 
source. On this approach the councils are not 
amalgamating five annual reports. They are 
producing one report from one consolidated 
general ledger, with five performance sections 
that map back to their own plans.

That points to a design principle for the financial 
consolidation: build the consolidated general 
ledger once, in the new structure aligned to the 
regulated groups of activities, and produce the 
district view as a reporting layer from it. Building 
to a district structure first and restructuring later 
means doing the work twice. The Annual Plan 
2029/30 is what forces this work, and it falls in 
2029, a year ahead of the Long-Term Plan - which 
is the right sequence.

Matters remaining for Detailed Design include:

n	� Confirmation of the boundaries, including the 
southern Waitaki interface and the northern  
Rakaia catchment boundary.

n	� The representation and local voice model, 
including local body boundaries, powers, 
delegations and funding.

n	 Detailed programme plan and workstreams.

n	� Which levels of service and performance 
measures the new authority reports against 

during the transition, and how five sets are 
presented in one annual report.

n	� Alignment of accounting policies, 
infrastructure valuation methodologies, 
revaluation cycles and useful lives ahead of 
the opening balance sheet.

n	� The rates harmonisation pathway to be 
consulted on through the Long-Term Plan 
2030–40, including treatment of existing 
targeted rates, historic debt and differing 
service levels.

n	� Consolidation of the general ledger, chart of 
accounts and activity structures into a single 
framework aligned to the regulated groups of 
activities.

n	� Treatment of the development levies 
transition, given the move from financial 
contributions and development contributions 
to levies and the unsettled prescribed 
methodology.

n	� Water services arrangements, treated as 
a dedicated workstream, including the 
implications of the different delivery models 
across the five councils and the 2030 review 
point for the in-house business units.

n	� Treaty settlement arrangements and how 
they are given equivalent effect in the new 
authority.

n	� Detailed costs and benefits of amalgamation, 
transition funding requirements and a full 
implementation plan.

n	� Spatial Planning – as it affects Waitaki’s 
existing boundaries (being split across 
Canterbury and Otago).

Resourcing is a practical constraint on all of it. 
Corporate planning functions across the five 
councils are small, and in some cases a single 
person. The 2027–37 Long-Term Plan round 
is already under-resourced before reform is 
factored in. Detailed Design, establishment 
and the Long-Term Plan 2030–40 programme 
cannot be absorbed into existing capacity, and 
the councils will need dedicated funding for 
transition planning and reporting resource. 
Fatigue management across officers and elected 
members will be a genuine consideration over the 
next five years.

Deliverability
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Are there interactions with other local government 
programmes? 

Local Water Done Well
The five councils have a relatively complex water 
services operating environment. Mackenzie 
and Timaru District Councils are forming a 
joint water organisation, Central South Island 
Waters Limited, to be operational from 1 July 
2027. Waitaki District Council is in the process of 
transferring its water services to Southern Waters 
Limited, a CCO also involving Central Otago, Gore 
and Clutha District Councils.  

Waimate and Ashburton District Councils 
have decided to retain water services in house, 
although a cross-boundary water supply scheme 
between Mackenzie, Timaru and Waimate will 
likely be managed through a joint water service 
provider arrangement. 

The in-house business units are required to 
reconsider water service delivery in 2030, which 
is a useful timeframe for reviewing a new unitary 
authority’s water services and aligns with the 
Long-Term Plan 2030-40. The proposal treats 
water as a dedicated Detailed Design workstream 
and does not seek to reopen decisions already 
made. We seek assurance that the arrangements 
in place at establishment transfer to the new 
authority without disruption to service delivery or 
to the water organisations’ own obligations. 

The new planning system
The proposal supports the new planning system 
by reducing the number of councils contributing 
to a combined plan for the region. Detailed 
Design will need to sequence the first combined 
plan against establishment so that plan-making 
does not begin under one structure and conclude 
under another.

Local Government (System Improvements) 
Amendment Bill. The regulated groups of 
activities, revised planning and reporting 
provisions and the proposed benchmarking 
framework all land during the transition. The 
transitional model allows the new authority to 
implement the regulated groups once, for the 
Long-Term Plan 2030–40. We seek confirmation 
of how benchmarking and performance measure 
requirements apply to councils and to the new 
authority during the transition phase.

City and Regional Deals
A single unitary authority representing a region of 
around 125,000 people and a $10 billion economy 
would be a more coherent counterparty for a 
regional deal than five councils and a regional 
council negotiating separately. Alignment would 
be worked through in Detailed Design.

Rates capping. Under the transitional model, rates 
harmonisation occurs through the Long-Term 
Plan 2030–40 and will produce movements at 
individual property level that are a function of the 
merger rather than of spending decisions. Any 
cap regime will need to accommodate this.

Deliverability

Yes. This proposal interacts with every other reform programme currently in train, and 
in several cases the interactions are unresolved.
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What do you need from the Government? 
The partner councils are prepared to deliver this proposal. The barriers we cannot 
remove ourselves are legislative and financial. The specific legislative provisions 
sought are set out in the appendix; the principal asks are summarised here.

n	� Provision of experienced, professional 
commissioners/ mediators working at a 
national level to assist all Councils with 
Detailed Design and help arbitrate any issues.

n	� Confirm the transitional model early. We ask 
the Government to confirm, well before April 
2027, that Long-Term Plans 2027–37 adopted 
by Head Start councils will continue in force 
through the transition phase and will serve as 
the planning documents of the new authority 
for their districts until 30 June 2030. Early 
confirmation allows councils to frame a single 
consultation valid in either scenario, and avoids 
five councils running full Long-Term Plan cycles 
on a premise that may be overturned weeks 
after consultation closes. 

n	� Legislate the continuity and transitional 
provisions set out in the appendix, as a general 
enabling framework available to any approved 
Head Start proposal rather than as a bespoke 
regional arrangement.

n	� Provide relief for the accountability documents 
falling due around disestablishment, including 
extended deadlines, authority for the new 
council to adopt the reports of disestablished 
councils, and relief from statement of service 
performance reporting for the part-year 
closing reports.

n	� Recognise the complexity of amalgamating 
councils with different water service models. 
The five councils are implementing different 
models for water service delivery under the 
Local Government (Water Services) Act 2025. 
This application seeks an appreciation of 
the complexities of amalgamating territorial 
authorities that have taken different 
approaches to establishing new water service 
models, and the opportunity to work through 
any appropriate regulatory relief during the 
Detailed Design process. Amalgamation is 
resource intensive, and avoiding wasted effort 
managing corporate regulatory issues that 
collapse or fundamentally change under a new 
unitary authority is sensible and will support 
the deliverability of amalgamation.

n	� Align commencement dates across the Local 
Government Act 2002 as amended by the 
System Improvements Bill, the new planning 
system, the water services legislation and the 
Head Start enabling legislation.

n	� Confirm the regulated groups of activities and 
a common costing and overhead allocation 
standard, so the new authority can build a 
single compliant structure for the Long-Term 
Plan 2030–40.

n	� Resource the audit workload. We seek 
confirmation that the Auditor-General will 
be resourced to deliver five closing audits, 
opening balance sheet assurance, transition-
phase annual reports and the Long-Term Plan 
2030–40 audit within the required timeframes, 
and that reorganisation-driven audit fees 
are met through transition funding. We also 
strongly suggest relief from the LTP being fully 
audited, given it will not see out its expected 
ten year timeframe.

Deliverability



58  Head Start proposal for a Mid-South Canterbury and North Otago Unitary Council

n	� Provide transition support for Detailed Design, 
establishment, systems integration, financial 
consolidation, representation, community 
engagement, change management, staff 
transition and dedicated planning and 
reporting capacity. These costs should not 
all fall on current ratepayers, particularly in 
a rates-capped environment. We believe 
transition costs should be exempt from rates 
capping.

n	� Clarify Backstop arrangements. If the 
Government intends to legislate a Backstop 
where proposals do not proceed, the timing 
of that decision should be made clear early, 
because it determines the assumptions on 
which the 2027–37 Long-Term Plans are built.

n	� Pause the requirement to undertake 
representation reviews for the 2028 elections 
for existing councils involved in Detailed 
Design. If Detailed Design is not accepted, 
these councils should be able to extend their 
existing representation arrangements. Of the 
five councils, Mackenzie District Council is due 
to undertake a Representation Review prior to 
the 2028 elections.

n	� Be open to consideration of what services are 
currently delivered by Central Government 
and its agencies might be more efficiently and 
effectively delivered at a regional level by the 
new unitary authority.

n	� Regulatory relief to allow bylaws to be set by 
the local body would help with local voice. 
Some by laws may be better local and others 
regional. It would be good to reserve that for 
Detailed Design. 

Deliverability
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Opihi River
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The provisions of the Ngāi Tahu Claims Settlement Act 1998 would 
be expected to apply to the new unitary authority with the same or 
equivalent effect as they currently apply to the affected councils and 
regional authorities.

Treaty settlements

The proposed unitary authority sits within the 
takiwā of Ngāi Tahu. The affected Post-Settlement 
Governance Entity is Te Rūnanga o Ngāi Tahu. 
Papatipu rūnanga with direct interests across the 
proposed area include Te Rūnanga o Arowhenua, 
Te Rūnanga o Waihao, Te Rūnanga o Moeraki, Te 
Ngāi Tūāhuriri Rūnanga and Te Taumutu Rūnanga.

Mana whenua interests across the proposed 
area do not align neatly with current council 
boundaries. They are connected through 
whakapapa, traditional trails, mahika kai, rivers, 
lakes, mountains, coast, cultural landscapes and 
long-standing responsibilities as kaitiaki. Ō Tū 
Wharekai, Hakatere, Te Manahuna, Aoraki and 
the Waitaki are central parts of this wider cultural 
landscape, with deep connections across inland 
basins, alpine areas, productive plains, waterways 
and coastal settlements.

This creates an opportunity to simplify and 
strengthen engagement. At present, rūnanga 
must work across multiple territorial authorities 
and regional councils on matters that often 
overlap. A single unitary authority would reduce 
the number of council relationships, planning 
processes and governance forums, while bringing 
local and regional functions together in one 
organisation.

The proposal does not seek to amend, reduce or 
renegotiate any Treaty settlement arrangements. 
Existing settlement obligations, statutory 
acknowledgements, deeds of recognition, 
relationship agreements, consultation protocols 
and planning obligations will need to transfer to 
the new authority with the same or equivalent 
effect. Where arrangements currently sit with 
individual councils, they will need to be mapped 
and carried forward. Where arrangements relate 
to regional council functions, they will need to 
transfer with those functions.

Detailed Design will also need to ensure that 
existing relationships between councils and mana 
whenua are preserved and strengthened through 
transition. This will require careful mapping of 
current arrangements, recognition of different 
engagement practices across the proposed area, 
and direct engagement with affected rūnanga on 
how these relationships should operate within a 
single authority.

Engagement with mana whenua is ongoing and 
will remain a key part of Detailed Design. Treaty 
and iwi matters will be an important workstream, 
including governance and representation, local 
voice, planning and regional functions, statutory 
obligations, existing relationship arrangements 
and transition.
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Waimate Lakes
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Appendix A – Council Processes

Mackenzie District Council
n	� Local context: Large geographic district, significant hydroelectricity and river catchments, small 

resident population, strong rural identity and significant tourism growth pressures, particularly around 
Twizel, Tekapo and surrounding areas.

n	� Engagement undertaken: Council workshops, regional and sub-regional discussions, meetings with 
neighbouring councils, Federated Farmers engagement, public meetings in Twizel, Tekapo and Fairlie, 
mana whenua engagement, and joint formal consultation with Timaru.

n	� Community themes: Support for a five-council model, with strong emphasis on local voice, rural 
representation, affordable rates, catchment-based boundaries, managing urban influence and 
investment for tourism growth.

n	� Council position: Supports, in principle, a five-council Head Start proposal including Waitaki, 
Mackenzie, Waimate, Timaru and Ashburton, with representation design and rural voice to be resolved 
through Detailed Design.

Mackenzie District Council approached the Head Start process from a distinctive local position. The 
district covers a large geographic area with a small resident population, while also supporting a significant 
visitor economy and ongoing growth and tourism infrastructure pressures, particularly in Twizel, Tekapo 
and surrounding areas. For Mackenzie, reform matters because it will shape future service delivery, 
financial sustainability, local representation, rural voice, and the ability to respond to tourism and 
development pressures.

The Council undertook an extensive process before reaching its position. This included Council 
workshops, regional and sub-regional discussions between mayors, deputy mayors and chief executives, 
engagement with neighbouring councils, discussions with Federated Farmers, regional summits and 
Mayoral Forums, updates through the Council website, and engagement with mana whenua. Public 
meetings were held in Twizel, Tekapo and Fairlie. Mackenzie also undertook a formal public consultation 
process jointly with Timaru District Council from 6 to 24 July.

Community feedback showed support for a five-council model, with a five-council option as the next 
preferred pathway if required. Key themes included the importance of local voice and representation, 
affordable rates, catchment-based boundaries, protection of rural interests, limiting the risk of urban 
dominance, and ensuring investment keeps pace with tourism and population growth. There are a 
number of Fast Track application for renewable energy that will also impact housing and population 
growth. Our rural community also highlighted concerns about duplication, dual consenting processes and 
rules and complicated environmental responsibilities limiting development. Scale of a unitary entity was 
a key consideration.

Elected members considered a range of information, options and analysis through workshops, options 
discussions, hearings and formal decision-making. The matters weighed included geography, rural 
representation, financial impacts, local voice, regional alignment and issues of particular importance to 
Mackenzie communities.

At an Extraordinary Meeting on 31 July, Mackenzie District Council resolved to support, in principle, a 
five-council Head Start proposal including Waitaki, Mackenzie, Waimate, Timaru and Ashburton. Council 
noted Ashburton was still to make their decision a five council model was a second preference. The 
Council also provided delegation to continue with willing partners if required. Representation design, 
including how rural voice is protected in a larger authority, was identified as a key matter for Detailed 
Design.
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Waitaki District Council
n	� Local context: Unique cross-regional district, with communities linked to both Otago and Canterbury 

and the Waitaki River catchment currently split between two regional councils. Significant 
hydroelectricity infrastructure.

n	� Engagement undertaken: Otago-wide survey participation, five community meetings in Palmerston, 
Otematata, Ngapara and Oamaru, and a Waitaki-specific “Let’s Talk” survey.

n	� Community themes: Strong interest in keeping the Waitaki River catchment under one authority, 
alongside concerns about local voice, identity, rates, inherited debt, urban dominance and alignment 
with similar rural communities.

n	� Council position: Supports pursuing a Head Start proposal for the whole of the Waitaki District with 
Waimate, Mackenzie,Timaru and Ashburton, while continuing to engage with the Waihemo Ward 
communities on their preferences for the future.

Waitaki District Council approached the Head Start process from a uniquely complex position. The district 
straddles two regions, Otago and Canterbury, and the Waitaki River catchment is currently split between 
two regional councils. This gives Waitaki more reorganisation options than many councils, but also 
greater complexity. The Council has had to engage in both regional conversations while considering what 
future structure best reflects Waitaki’s communities, catchments and identity.

The Council undertook several engagement activities to inform its position. This included participation 
in an Otago-wide online survey, which received 1,820 responses across the region, including 337 from 
Waitaki. Five community meetings, including iwi Federated Farmers and Ratepayers Association, were 
held in Palmerston, Otematata, Ngapara and Oamaru, attracting around 190 attendees in person and 
332 attendees on line. A Waitaki-specific “Let’s Talk” survey was also undertaken, receiving 151 responses, 
together with numerous regional and subregional discussions.

Community feedback highlighted the importance of keeping the Waitaki River catchment under one 
authority. Other strong themes included retaining local voice and identity, avoiding domination by larger 
urban centres, concern about rates and inherited debt, and a preference for alignment with similar rural 
communities. Views on the direction of reform were mixed, with Waitaki respondents split between 
different options, including Otago, South Canterbury and Dunedin-facing models, with a small majority 
favouring South Canterbury overall.

Elected members considered the issues through formal reporting and options analysis. At an 
Extraordinary Meeting on 7 July 2026, Council considered seven possible unitary authority 
configurations, assessed against the Government’s five Head Start criteria: deliverability, support for the 
new planning system, governance simplification, economies of scale, and maintaining local voice. Council 
also sought guidance from DIA on a potential Waitaki River Authority as an alternative mechanism, and 
monitored the positions of neighbouring councils given the need for multi-council agreement.

The key issues considered included the balance between scale and local voice, the risk of splitting 
the district, financial exposure to partner council debt, the future management of the Waitaki River 
catchment, tight decision-making timeframes, and the need to maintain process legitimacy with 
communities, iwi and stakeholders.

At its 7 July meeting, Waitaki District Council resolved to pursue a Head Start proposal for the whole 
Waitaki District to join a new unitary authority with Waimate, Mackenzie and Timaru, potentially 
extending to Ashburton, Clutha and/or Central Otago if those councils agreed. Council also resolved to 
continue exploring separate options with the Waihemo community given there was no clear preference 
emerging from consultation from residents of this ward . The Chief Executive was instructed to develop 
the proposal with partner councils for approval before the 9 August 2026 deadline, establish a focus 
group with iwi and community leaders to guide Detailed Design, and prepare a communications and 
engagement plan to keep the community informed.
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Timaru District Council
n	� Local context: Sees reform as an opportunity to build stronger regional scale, improve efficiency 

and better integrate territorial and regional responsibilities across Mid-South Canterbury and North 
Otago.

n	� Engagement undertaken: Early pre-engagement, joint formal consultation with Mackenzie, public and 
online hybrid meetings, proposal material published locally and online, hearings and formal Council 
decision-making.

n	� Community themes: Key issues included local voice, rural representation, affordability, infrastructure 
investment, service responsiveness, efficiency, water, duplication and the need for stronger specialist 
capability.

n	� Council position: Supports, in principle, a five-council Head Start proposal including Timaru, 
Mackenzie, Waimate, Waitaki and Ashburton, with representation and local voice to be worked 
through in Detailed Design.

Timaru District Council approached the Head Start process from the view that local government reform 
could deliver meaningful efficiencies and stronger capability for South Canterbury. The Council has 
previously recognised the potential benefits of bringing Timaru together with neighbouring smaller 
councils from a territorial authority perspective. However, once regional responsibilities were added 
to the discussion, it became clear that greater scale would be needed. For Timaru, the opportunity is to 
create a stronger regional authority with the capability to deliver integrated planning, infrastructure, 
regulation, transport, catchment management and environmental functions across a wider Mid-South 
Canterbury/North Otago area.

The Council undertook both early engagement and a more formal consultation process before reaching 
its position. Initial pre-engagement provided early community feedback. This was followed by a formal 
consultation process undertaken jointly with Mackenzie District Council, including a proposal document 
published in the local newspaper and on the Timaru District Council website. Public and online hybrid 
meetings were held, and submitters were given the opportunity to be heard through a formal hearing 
process before Council made its decision.

The key themes raised through the process included local voice and representation, the need to protect 
rural communities from urban dominance, affordability and rating impacts, investment in infrastructure, 
service responsiveness, and the potential for more efficient and capable local government. Previous 
work also highlighted concerns about duplication, dual consenting processes, fragmented environmental 
responsibilities, water service arrangements, and the need for stronger, more consistent specialist 
capability.

Elected members considered the proposal through a structured process. The mayors, deputy mayors 
and chief executives met at both regional and sub-regional levels. Councillors participated in workshops, 
options consideration, hearings and formal decision-making. A range of information and analysis was 
provided to help elected members explore the available options and understand what each could mean 
for Timaru and the wider region.

The main issues considered included geography, local voice, rural representation, financial impacts, 
infrastructure investment, service efficiency, water services, regional functions, transition risks and the 
need for a model that is large enough to take on regional responsibilities without losing local connection.

Timaru District Council supports, in principle, a five-council Head Start proposal including Timaru, 
Mackenzie, Waimate, Waitaki and Ashburton. Representation design, including how local voice is 
protected across urban and rural communities, remains a key matter for Detailed Design.
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Waimate District Council
n	� Local context: Supports exploring reform pragmatically, recognising change is likely and that the main 

opportunity is simpler governance, clearer accountability and integration of regional and territorial 
functions.

n	� Engagement undertaken: Community information, Council meetings and workshops, media and 
online communication, and a well-attended public meeting where residents could hear about the 
implications and ask questions.

n	� Community themes: Strong direction for Council to actively protect Waimate’s interests, with 
emphasis on local representation, local decision-making, service levels, identity, rates and realistic 
expectations about savings.

n	� Council position: Supports submitting a Head Start outline proposal and continuing discussions with 
neighbouring councils, while making clear that support is for Detailed Design and not endorsement of 
a final model.

Waimate District Council approached the Head Start process with a clear and pragmatic view. Council 
supports exploring local government reform, recognising that significant structural change is likely to 
occur either through the voluntary Head Start pathway or through a later compulsory Backstop process. 
For Waimate, the primary rationale for reform is the removal of the current regional council layer and the 
integration of regional and territorial functions into unitary authorities. The objective is simpler governance, 
clearer accountability, and more coordinated planning, infrastructure and environmental management.

Waimate has also been clear that reform should be discussed honestly. Council is cautious about claims 
that amalgamation will deliver significant short-term financial savings. While there may be efficiencies 
from simplified governance and stronger specialist capability, the costs of transition will be substantial 
and will ultimately be borne by ratepayers. For Waimate, the main benefit of reform is not immediate 
savings. It is the opportunity to shape a simpler and more accountable system, while protecting the 
interests of smaller rural communities.

The Council undertook a range of public engagement activities to inform its position. This included 
information released to the community, public discussion through Council meetings and workshops, 
media coverage, online communications, and a public meeting where residents could hear directly 
about the potential implications of reform and ask questions. Council sought to ensure the community 
understood both the opportunities and the risks, including local representation, service delivery, rates 
and future governance arrangements.

Community feedback strongly supported Waimate actively representing the district’s interests 
through the reform process. A well-attended public meeting gave Council clear direction that, given 
the Government’s Head Start process, the practical choice was to participate early and help shape 
the outcome, rather than wait for a later compulsory process. Key themes included protecting local 
representation, local decision-making, service levels and Waimate’s identity.

Elected members considered a range of issues, including geography, local voice, financial impacts, rates, 
water services, regional functions, Treaty and iwi matters, transition costs and the compressed Head Start 
timeframe. Council has been clear that the 90-day timeframe is not sufficient to fully analyse, consult on 
and negotiate a reform of this scale. Any submission at this stage must therefore be treated as an outline 
proposal, not a final design.

Waimate District Council supports the submission of a Head Start outline proposal and the continuation 
of discussions with neighbouring councils, including Timaru, Mackenzie and Waitaki and Ashburton. 
Council’s support should be understood as support for continuing the process and shaping the outcome, 
rather than endorsement of a final model. Key matters for Detailed Design include local representation, 
local voice, rates harmonisation, water service delivery, regional function transfer, governance structures, 
Treaty settlement and iwi matters, transition costs and protection of local service levels.
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Ashburton District Council
n	� Local context: Predominantly rural district with a strong agricultural economy, a distinct Mid 

Canterbury identity, and communities that value local decision-making and responsive services. 

n	� Engagement undertaken: Two phases of community engagement, discussions with neighbouring 
councils, and analysis of long-list and short-list options against agreed criteria. 

n	� Community themes: Strong emphasis on local representation, local decision-making, Mid Canterbury 
identity, rural voice, protection of district assets, affordable services and clear evidence of community 
benefit. 

n	� Council position: Ashburton District Council’s final position was confirmed at an Extraordinary 
Council Meeting on 5 August where Councillors voted to enter into the Backstop process.

Ashburton District Council approached the Head Start process from the perspective of a predominantly 
rural district with a strong agricultural economy and a distinct Mid Canterbury identity. Reform was 
not being actively pursued by Ashburton before the Government’s Simplifying Local Government 
announcements. However, the reforms could significantly affect how local, regional, environmental, 
transport, flood protection and water services are governed. For Ashburton, the key issues are local 
representation, service delivery, regulatory decision-making, affordability for ratepayers and the ability to 
retain a strong local voice in any future structure.

The Council considered Simplifying Local Government through a structured process. This included two 
phases of community engagement, discussions with neighbouring councils, and analysis of both long-list 
and short-list options against a range of criteria. The two phases of engagement received a combined 
total of 1,219 individual responses.

Community feedback showed strong support for maintaining local representation and local decision-
making. Key themes included retaining a distinct Mid Canterbury identity, protecting district assets, 
ensuring fair rural representation, maintaining affordable service delivery, and seeking clear evidence 
that any reform would deliver better outcomes for communities and ratepayers. Views on amalgamation 
were mixed, with many residents wanting to see the case for change tested before supporting structural 
reform.

Ashburton’s community consultation demonstrated broad support for joining with South Canterbury. 
30.3% of respondents selected the South Canterbury (with or without Waitaki) option as their first 
preference, while 565 of the 829 ranked responses (68%) placed it within their top three options, 
demonstrating strong and balanced community support for the direction reflected in the proposal.

Elected members participated in workshops and briefings on the Government’s reform programme, 
legislative requirements and potential governance scenarios. Council officers developed and presented a 
range of amalgamation and unitary authority options. In June 2026, councillors considered eight possible 
structural models, ranging from an Ashburton-only unitary authority through to larger Mid Canterbury, 
South Canterbury and provincial Canterbury arrangements. These were assessed alongside community 
feedback, strategic considerations, and discussions across Canterbury councils and the Canterbury 
Mayoral Forum. The long list was then reduced to five options for further analysis and community 
engagement

Ashburton District Council’s final position was confirmed at an Extraordinary Council Meeting on 5 
August where Councillors voted to enter into the Backstop process. 
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Appendix B: Potential legislative relief 
The transitional model described in the Deliverability section requires express legislative 
provision. The table below sets out the provisions engaged, the issue arising, and the 
potential relief sought. References are indicative and require confirmation by legal 
advisers before lodgement. Where the 2010 Auckland reorganisation offers a precedent 
it is noted; the Auckland Transition Agency’s functions were established under the Local 
Government (Tamaki Makaurau Reorganisation) Act 2009.

Provision Issue arising Relief sought

Local Government Act 2002 — planning and reporting

s93 — obligation to have a 
long-term plan at all times, cov-
ering not less than ten consecu-
tive financial years

The new authority is a new legal 
person and has no long-term 
plan on establishment. It is in 
breach from day one.

Deem each inherited Long-Term 
Plan 2027–37 to be the long-
term plan of the new authority 
in respect of the former district. 
Provide that the first long-term 
plan of the new authority is the 
2030–40 plan, to be adopted by 
30 June 2030.

s95 and Schedule 10 — annual 
plan content and relationship to 
the long-term plan

The Annual Plan 2029/30 must 
sit against a long-term plan. 
There is no single parent plan 
for the new authority’s area.

Express power for the new 
authority to adopt one annual 
plan by reference to five 
inherited long-term plans and 
funding impact statements, 
structured with a separate part 
for each former district.

s101A and s101B — financial 
strategy and infrastructure 
strategy

Both are components of a long-
term plan. Without one, the new 
authority has neither.

Deem the inherited strategies to 
apply in respect of each former 
district for the transition period. 
Confirm whether s101 prudence 
requirements and debt limits 
are tested at entity or district 
level.

s102, s103, s106, s76AA — 
revenue and financing policy, 
development contributions 
policy, significance and 
engagement policy

All are mandatory and all are 
currently adopted council by 
council on differing terms.

Deem inherited policies to 
continue in force in respect 
of each former district until 
replaced through the Long-Term 
Plan 2030–40.

s17A — service delivery reviews Amalgamation is likely to trigger 
review obligations across a large 
number of activities at the point 
of least capacity.

Defer review obligations arising 
from the reorganisation to 
the Long-Term Plan 2030–40 
programme.

s99A — pre-election report Five chief executives would 
prepare pre-election reports in 
2028 for councils about to be 
disestablished.

Relief from the requirement for 
the 2028 election, or provision 
for a single combined report 
prepared by the transition body.
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Provision Issue arising Relief sought

s98 — adoption of annual 
report within three months of 
year end

The 2027/28 annual reports 
are due 31 October 2028, days 
before disestablishment and 
after outgoing members leave 
office. Closing part-year reports 
and the first annual report of 
the new authority then fall due 
together.

Extend the adoption deadline 
for the affected reports. Provide 
expressly for the new authority 
to adopt and sign the annual 
reports of the disestablished 
councils.

Schedule 10 — statement of 
service performance

Most performance measures 
are annual by construction. 
Measuring them over a five-
month stub period is not 
meaningful and in some cases 
not possible.

Relief from statement of service 
performance reporting in the 
closing part-year reports, with 
those measures reported once 
for the full twelve months in the 
new authority’s Annual Report 
2028/29, by district.

Schedule 7, clause 32 — 
non-delegable functions

Adoption of a long-term plan, 
annual plan or annual report, 
the making of a rate and the 
making of a bylaw cannot be 
delegated to a committee.

No relief sought. The model 
has been designed so these 
functions are exercised by 
the five councils before 
establishment and by the new 
authority afterwards. The 
transition body prepares but 
does not adopt.

Local Government (Rating) Act 2002

Rates must be set by resolution 
consistent with the funding 
impact statement in the 
relevant long-term plan or 
annual plan

The new authority must set 
rates for 2029/30 across five 
inherited rating systems, 
categories, differentials and 
targeted rates.

Express power to set rates 
by reference to five inherited 
funding impact statements and 
rating systems, with existing 
categories, differentials and 
targeted rates continuing 
on a district basis until 
harmonisation through the 
Long-Term Plan 2030–40.

Validity and collection of rates 
already set

The five councils set 2028/29 
rates in June 2028 and are 
disestablished part-way 
through that year.

Provide that rates set by the 
disestablished councils remain 
valid and are collectable by 
the new authority, including 
arrears, penalties, and existing 
remission and postponement 
arrangements.

Rates capping (if in force) Rates harmonisation will 
produce movements at 
individual property level that are 
a function of the merger rather 
than of spending decisions.

Confirm how any cap applies 
to a harmonising authority, 
and exclude merger-driven 
movements from cap 
calculations.
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Provision Issue arising Relief sought

Local Electoral Act 2001 — representation

Representation review powers 
and timetable

A joint committee is not a local 
authority and cannot conduct 
a review for an entity that does 
not yet exist. The statutory 
timetable requires the initial 
proposal to be notified in the 
year before the election, with 
Local Government Commission 
determinations by around April 
of election year. Cabinet does 
not confirm amalgamation until 
May 2027.

Confirm that the initial 
representation arrangements 
will be determined in Detailed 
Design and given effect in the 
enabling legislation.

Electoral officer, rolls and 
election administration

The election is run for an entity 
that does not yet exist, across 
five current electoral districts.

Provide for appointment of 
an electoral officer for the 
new authority and for roll and 
administration arrangements 
ahead of establishment.

Bylaws

Continuation and review of 
bylaws of a former district

Bylaws continue in force in 
their district on reorganisation, 
but a review clock runs and 
unreviewed bylaws lapse. 
Current review dates across the 
five councils are: Timaru 2027; 
Ashburton various, next earliest 
2027; Waimate 2028; Waitaki 
2028; Mackenzie various, next 
earliest 2031. Several therefore 
fall due during the transition, 
and the balance alongside 
the Long-Term Plan 2030–40 
programme.

Align the bylaw review clock to 
the Long-Term Plan 2030–40 
programme rather than running 
it from establishment, so con-
solidation occurs once and with 
the community.

Financial reporting and audit

PBE IPSAS 40 — public sector 
combinations

Treatment of comparatives and 
the reporting period for the new 
authority’s first annual report 
determines the shape of that 
document.

Early confirmation from 
the Auditor-General on the 
reporting period, comparatives 
and application of the modified 
pooling of interests method.

Accounting policy alignment Infrastructure asset valuation 
methodologies, revaluation 
cycles and useful lives differ 
across the five councils, and 
drive the opening balance 
sheet.

Funding and audit engagement 
to align accounting policies 
and valuations well ahead of 
establishment.
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Provision Issue arising Relief sought

Audit capacity Five closing part-year audits, 
five 2027/28 audits, opening 
balance sheet assurance, tran-
sition-phase annual reports and 
the Long-Term Plan 2030–40 
audit fall within a compressed 
period.

Confirmation that the Audi-
tor-General will be resourced 
to deliver within the required 
timeframes, and that audit fees 
arising from the reorganisation 
are met through transition 
funding.

Regional functions and related legislation

Land Transport Management 
Act 2003

Which regional land transport 
plan and regional public 
transport plan apply to the 
new authority’s area during the 
transition, and when it prepares 
its own.

Continuation of existing plans 
over the relevant parts of the 
area, with the new authority’s 
first plans aligned to the Long-
Term Plan 2030–40 cycle.

Resource Management Act 1991 
and the new planning system

Continuation of regional 
policy statements and regional 
and coastal plans over the 
relevant parts of the area, and 
interaction with combined plan 
obligations.

Express continuation of existing 
instruments, and sequencing 
of the first combined plan so 
that plan-making does not 
begin under one structure and 
conclude under another.

Civil Defence Emergency Man-
agement Act 2002

The new authority’s area cur-
rently spans the Canterbury and 
Otago CDEM Groups.

Provide for CDEM Group 
membership and arrangements 
for the new authority, and 
continuity of existing plans 
through the transition.

Local Government (Water 
Services) Act 2025

Five shareholders become one, 
with differing delivery models, 
shareholdings and transition 
dates.

Provide for transfer of 
shareholding, constitutional 
and water services delivery 
plan arrangements without 
disruption to service delivery 
or to water organisations’ own 
obligations.

General

Transitional, savings and 
consequential matters

Neither the councils nor 
officials will identify every 
consequential matter before 
lodgement. Anything missed 
would otherwise require 
primary legislation.

An Order in Council 
power for transitional, 
savings and consequential 
matters, exercisable on the 
recommendation of the 
Minister, as is standard in 
reorganisation legislation.

Application to other approved 
proposals

Every amalgamation proposal 
faces the same transition-phase 
issues.

That the relief above be enacted 
as a general enabling framework 
available to any approved Head 
Start proposal, rather than as a 
bespoke arrangement for this 
region.
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Waitaki coastline
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