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2. SLG Amalgamtion Feedback - Redacted ⇩   
  

PURPOSE 

1. The purpose of this report is to seek Council confirmation of its strategic position regarding 
the Government’s Head Start local government reorganisation process. Specifically, the 
report seeks Council endorsement to continue working collaboratively with Mackenzie, 
Waitaki and Timaru District Councils to explore the potential establishment of a new unitary 
authority, while recognising that discussions remain preliminary and no commitment has 
been made to any final structure or proposal.  

2. The report also seeks to preserve the opportunity for Ashburton District Council to participate 
should it choose to do so, acknowledging the potential benefits of considering a broader 
South Canterbury solution and the importance of maintaining flexibility as neighbouring 
councils determine their preferred level of involvement in the process. 

3. The report seeks agreement on a process that enables Council to decide on a preferred 
option for submission to central government, while acknowledging that engagement 
undertaken to date will not meet the thresholds typically expected for decisions of this scale. 

4. Due to the lack of detailed direction, the absence of any confirmed funding arrangements, 
and the limited information available regarding implementation, governance, service delivery, 
and the Government’s proposed Backstop process, there remains substantial uncertainty 
within the Head Start framework.  

5. As a result, any decision at this stage will require Council to exercise a high degree of 
judgement, balancing incomplete information against the need to position Waimate District to 
influence potential future outcomes. Council must therefore make decisions based on 
strategic considerations, known risks, emerging opportunities, and what it believes is in the 
long-term best interests of the district, while recognising that additional information may 
emerge as the process develops. 

BACKGROUND 

6. Central government has indicated that local governance structures and functions are to be 
reformed with an objective to reduce complexity and increase efficiencies. Through its 
Simplifying Local Government process, regional and territorial authorities will be 
reconstituted as unitary authorities. This will occur either via the Head Start pathway or 
Backstop process.  

7. Through the Head Start pathway, central government is seeking councils to voluntarily elect 
to move early and create geographically larger unitary authorities covering existing territorial 
activities as well as all, or possibly some, regional ones.  

8. The Head Start pathway is a voluntary early option for councils to take, where outline 
proposals are required to be submitted by 9 August 2026. If supported by Cabinet, these 
plans would move into a more detailed design and consultation phase, leading toward 
implementation at a governance level for the 2028 local elections.  

9. Central government has stated that councils that do not enter the Head Start pathway (or 
become part of a successful Head Start outline proposal, whether supported by them or not) 

CO_20260721_AGN_9856_AT_SUP_ExternalAttachments/CO_20260721_AGN_9856_AT_SUP_Attachment_29510_1.PDF
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will enter the Backstop process after the 2028 local elections. Cabinet has yet to make policy 
decisions about the exact design of the Backstop process, however, officers currently 
understand that this would result in reform decisions being taken at a more centralised level 
and with communities having less agency than the Head Start pathway. 

10. The Government Head Start guidance document outlines how councils are required to show 
how the new unitary authority can deliver improved outcomes on the following criteria:  

a. Supports the new planning system: how will your proposal make the new planning 
system easier to deliver and operate – not harder - and how you will ensure continuity 
throughout the process through the arrangements you are putting in place?  

b. Simplifies local governance: does your proposal simplify things? Will it reduce 
duplication and make decision-making clearer and more efficient? Does it reduce 
complexity and make the system easier to understand and run?  

c. Economies of scale: does your proposal support regional strategic planning, including 
spatial planning, land transport, public transport and economic development? Will it 
deliver better value? How does it improve efficiency, save money over time, and 
support better asset management, infrastructure and services?  

d. Maintains local voice: how will communities continue to be represented and heard, 
and how local voice will be maintained in a larger system?  

e. Deliverability: how this can be implemented? Is it realistic and able to be delivered on 
time? 

11. Central government’s stated timeframe for any successful outline proposal under the Head 
Start pathway is outlined below. 

 

12. A regional workshop involving councils across South Canterbury and North Otago identified 
a range of opportunities and challenges associated with the Government’s Head Start 
programme. While Waimate District Council’s long-held view is that the district is well served 
by its current governance arrangements and would be best left to continue operating 
independently, the reality is that the Head Start pathway and proposed Government 
Backstop process mean that local government restructuring can no longer be viewed as 
purely voluntary.  

13. In that context, Council considers it essential to actively engage in discussions to ensure 
Waimate’s interests, local voice, service expectations, and rural priorities are represented 
and protected. The workshop highlighted the importance of understanding both the potential 
impacts of reorganisation and any opportunities that may arise from greater regional 
alignment, while recognising that Waimate’s participation is driven by the need to influence 
outcomes rather than support for amalgamation as an objective in itself. 

14. At the time of writing this report, Waitaki District Council had met and unanimously resolved 
to work with its northern neighbours to investigate a joint Head Start proposal involving 
Waitaki, Waimate, Mackenzie and Timaru District Councils. This decision is a significant 
development, as it creates the opportunity for the entire Waitaki River catchment to be 
considered within a single potential unitary authority. From a natural resource management 
and planning perspective, having the catchment contained within one governance structure 
offers potential benefits through more integrated decision-making, improved coordination of 
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water, environmental and land-use issues, and a greater ability to manage the catchment as 
a single interconnected system rather than across multiple local authority boundaries. 

15. Preliminary work on a variety of regional options has also been underway at the Canterbury 
Mayoral Forum level, the work of which has provided further information for the proposal 
presented today.  

16. The combined Mid-South Canterbury and North Otago area represents a region of 
approximately 125,000 people and assets in excess of $5.7 billion. This scale suggests that 
a range of structural options may be viable, including more integrated or consolidated 
governance arrangements.  

17. Detailed metrics of each council to aid decision-making are provided below. References to a 
combined region include the whole current area of Ashburton, Mackenzie, Timaru, Waimate 
and Waitaki District Councils. The following information has been sourced from the Local 
Government Funding Agency. 

Operating Results 

Operating Results FY2025 Waimate Timaru MacKenzie Waitaki Ashburton 

Rates $15,982 $84,258 $18,423 $46,722 $54,372 

Total Operating Revenue $25,860 $135,833 $31,259 $90,764 $107,751 

Depreciation $6,953 $38,229 $8,315 $23,458 $23,198 

Total Operating Expenditure $24,426 $141,508 $36,146 $93,864 $99,419 

Asset Sales $28 $113 $22 $1,359 $2,399 

Capital Expenditure $8,290 $45,525 $7,716 $44,324 $34,158 

Balance Sheet 

Balance Sheet FY2025 Waimate Timaru MacKenzie Waitaki Ashburton 

Total Assets $572,262 $2,105,118 $423,232 $1,376,412 $1,251,902 

Current Loans $7,489 $250,790 $23,811 $73,471 $143,600 

Net Worth $572,262 $1,811,561 $393,461 $1,290,166 $1,091,063 

Debt 

Debt Items FY2025 Waimate Timaru MacKenzie Waitaki Ashburton 

Gross Debt $7,489 $250,790 $23,811 $73,471 $143,600 

Asset Portfolio $4,344 $68,981 $2,257 $23,118 $18,901 

Net Debt $2,932 $174,382 $20,964 $47,970 $120,984 

Other 

Other FY2025 Waimate Timaru MacKenzie Waitaki Ashburton 

Population 8,450  49,500  5,520  24,600  37,400  

Rating Units 4,394  22,771  5,539  14,032  16,367  

Land Value $3,802  $9,523  $3,598  $6,246  $13,747  

Capital Value $5,935  $18,923  $6,388  $11,945  $20,712  

Rates per person 

Council 2023 2024 2025 Rank* 

Ashburton District Council 1,240 1,310 1,454 60 

Mackenzie District Council 2,777 2,971 3,338 2 

Timaru District Council 1,334 1,474 1,702 41 

Waimate District Council 1,581 1,679 1,891 28 

Waitaki District Council 1,590 1,692 1,899 26 
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* Rank is out of 67 territorial and unitary councils (but not regional councils) with 67 being the lowest rates per 
person/rating unit and 1 being the highest for the 2024/2025 financial year 

Rates per rating unit 

Council 2023 2024 2025 Rank* 

Ashburton District Council 2,803 3,010 3,322 51 

Mackenzie District Council 2,719 2,959 3,326 50 

Timaru District Council 2,821 3,219 3,700 33 

Waimate District Council 2,953 3,222 3,637 36 

Waitaki District Council 2,752 2,949 3,330 49 

* Rank is out of 67 territorial and unitary councils (but not regional councils) with 67 being the lowest rates per 
person/rating unit and 1 being the highest for the 2024/2025 financial year 

 

18. From Waimate District Council’s perspective, four options were considered (refer to maps in 
attachment 1). The most logical starting point for investigating a potential unitary authority is 
the existing South Canterbury / North Otago grouping of Waimate, Mackenzie, Timaru and 
Waitaki District Councils. These councils already share many economic, social, infrastructure 
and environmental connections, including the opportunity to manage the Waitaki River 
catchment within a single governance structure. Collectively, this grouping would represent a 
population of approximately 88,000 people and more than 46,700 rating units, providing a 
significantly larger scale than any of the individual councils while still maintaining a strong 
rural / regional identity. 

19. While the inclusion of Waitaki strengthens the scale, strategic relevance and geographic 
coherence of any proposal, there also remains an opportunity for Ashburton District Council 
to participate should it determine that a South Canterbury solution aligns with its long-term 
interests. The addition of Ashburton would further increase the population base to 
approximately 125,000 people and create a unitary authority of a scale comparable to, or 
larger than, several existing regional governance arrangements in New Zealand. Such a 
configuration may provide greater opportunities for organisational capability, strategic 
planning, economic development, and the efficient delivery of regional and territorial 
functions, while still requiring careful consideration of local representation, community 
identity, and service accessibility. 

20. Regardless of the final configuration, Council's primary objective remains ensuring that any 
future arrangement delivers tangible benefits for the Waimate District, protects local voice, 
and provides a governance and service delivery model that is sustainable, affordable, and 
responsive to the needs of rural communities. 

21. A final consideration is that the compressed 90-day Head Start timeframe leaves little 
practical opportunity for councils to undertake comprehensive public consultation before 
identifying potential partners and developing a high-level proposal. At this stage, the process 
is primarily about determining which councils are willing to work together to investigate a 
possible future structure, rather than deciding whether a new unitary authority should 
ultimately proceed.  

22. It is also important to recognise that selecting potential partners is not a popularity contest 
based on individual council financial performance, debt levels, rates, or other isolated 
metrics. Any future unitary authority must ultimately function as a coherent geographic, 
economic, environmental, and community entity.  

23. Factors such as natural catchment boundaries, transport and economic linkages, shared 
communities of interest, and the practical delivery of regional and territorial services are likely 
to be far more important considerations. From Waimate District Council’s perspective, 
communities do not have the luxury of choosing partners based solely on preference; rather, 
councils must work within the realities of geography, existing relationships, and the 
Government’s reform framework to identify arrangements that are both practical and in the 
long-term interests of their communities. 
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The Backstop Provision  

24. A key consideration for Council is the Government’s proposed Backstop process, which will 
apply to councils that do not participate in, or are unsuccessful in progressing, a Head Start 
proposal by the Government’s prescribed timeframe (compulsory reform post the 2028 
elections). While the Government has provided limited detail regarding how the Backstop will 
operate, its existence signals a clear intention that local government reorganisation will 
proceed regardless of whether individual councils choose to participate in the initial Head 
Start phase.  

25. For this reason, while participation in the Head Start programme may be described as 
voluntary, the broader reform agenda cannot be considered voluntary in terms of the 
potential for future amalgamation or structural change. Councils therefore face a strategic 
choice: actively engage in shaping potential future arrangements and advocating for their 
communities, or risk having aspects of those arrangements determined through a 
government-led process with less opportunity for local influence. 

26. The real strategic question is whether it is preferable to actively participate in shaping both 
the reform process and the future governance arrangements of any potential unitary 
authority, or to wait for a compulsory process where not only the final outcome, but also the 
governance model, representation arrangements, and implementation framework, remain 
largely unknown and may be determined with significantly less local influence. 

27. Council held a workshop on 16 June 2026 and agreed a key reason for Waimate District 
Council remaining actively engaged in the Head Start process is to ensure the district has a 
meaningful seat at the table when the governance arrangements of any future unitary 
authority are being designed.  

28. Council has identified a number of guiding principles that it considers fundamental to 
protecting the long-term interests of the district, including maintaining strong local 
representation with genuine decision-making authority, preserving local service levels and a 
physical Council presence in Waimate, protecting ratepayers from sudden financial impacts, 
securing transition funding, safeguarding staff, ensuring meaningful iwi and community 
participation, and allowing the Council’s newly established Water Services Business Unit the 
opportunity to demonstrate its success.  

29. Participation in the process provides the best opportunity to influence these outcomes and 
ensure that the governance framework of any future organisation reflects the needs and 
expectations of Waimate communities, rather than having those arrangements determined 
without local input. 

PROPOSAL 

30. That Council formally agree to continue working with Waitaki, Timaru and Mackenzie District 
Councils to further investigate and develop a potential Head Start proposal. This work would 
focus on understanding the benefits, costs, governance arrangements, service delivery 
implications, and representation models that may arise from any future unitary authority, 
while recognising that no final commitment is being made to any group proposal structure at 
this stage. 

31. At the same time, Council should preserve the opportunity for Ashburton District Council to 
join the process should it determine that a South Canterbury solution aligns with its long-term 
interests. Retaining flexibility at this stage allows the participating councils to explore the 
most practical and beneficial regional configuration without prematurely excluding options 
that may offer greater scale, capability and strategic alignment. 

32. As part of the development of any detailed Transition Action Plan, it is proposed that an 
agreed off-ramp mechanism be included to provide participating councils with a clearly 
defined process for reassessing their involvement should material issues arise during the 
investigation and due diligence phases. Such a provision would recognise that councils must 
retain the ability to act in the best interests of their communities if significant risks, 
unforeseen costs, or fundamental governance concerns emerge. However, it is also 
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recognised that once councils have collectively agreed to progress a Head Start proposal, 
the threshold for any individual council to withdraw should be high. Withdrawal from an 
agreed proposal would have significant implications for the remaining councils, potentially 
undermining the viability of the proposal, impacting project timelines, increasing costs, and 
requiring substantial redevelopment of the proposed governance, representation, financial, 
and service delivery arrangements. Accordingly, any off-ramp provisions should be carefully 
defined, transparent, and limited to circumstances where withdrawal can be clearly justified. 

33. The intent of proceeding is not to endorse amalgamation as an outcome, but rather to ensure 
that Waimate District Council is actively engaged in shaping any potential future 
arrangements and is in the strongest possible position to advocate for its key principles, 
including maintaining local representation, preserving community identity, protecting service 
levels, and ensuring affordability for ratepayers. 

Options 

34. Confirm Waimate District Council’s intention to lodge an outline proposal under the Head 
Start pathway and undertake community engagement to inform its decision-making. 

35. Decline to lodge an outline proposal under the Head Start pathway and opt to enter the 
Backstop process. 

ASSESSMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE 

36. This issue is of high significance under Council’s Significance and Engagement Policy, as it 
will likely result in fundamental reform in the nature, scale and function of local government.  

37. Impacts will include changes to representation and governance structures, service delivery 
arrangements and long-term financial sustainability.  

38. Consultation in line with Councils Significance and Engagement Policy has been constrained 
by the central government timeline. Council sought feedback via a public meeting and has 
kept the community fully informed as the process has developed, including outlines of 
meetings at the Canterbury Mayoral Forum and with neighbouring Councils.  

39. It is noted that any successful outline proposal involving Waimate District Council will enter a 
detailed design phase, where central government has indicated that additional public 
consultation will occur.  It is at this point that Council will enter a full consultation process with 
the community to determine key principles for the partnering councils as they work towards a 
unitary council. 

Public Feedback 

40. Council received an update from central government on 5 May 2026 via the Simplifying Local 
Government initiative, informing councils of a new Head Start pathway process for 
amalgamations. 

41. Council organised a public meeting on 14 May 2026 and posted information on the Council 
website page regarding the Head Start pathway process. 

42. Council designed eight information posts on their Facebook page regarding this subject 
which were viewed on average by 5,000 viewers, resulting in 91 comments.  These 
comments have been included in attachment 2 along with comments received via Facebook 
direct message and Council email.   

43. In reviewing the information, responses varied considerably in relevance, depth and clarity of 
sentiment, and many could not be classified as supporting or opposing a particular position. 

44. The feedback summarised below has been drawn primarily from comments on Council’s 
relevant Facebook posts but also includes emails and direct messages received over the 
timeline of the Head Start pathway process.  The information provided should be interpreted 
with caution.  The information is not intended to provide statistical representative findings or 
definitive conclusions, but only a high-level indication of community sentiment regarding the 
local government reforms and proposed amalgamation options. 
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45. Three key themes emerged from the feedback; the most frequently raised concern related to 
the levels of debt held by potential amalgamation partners.  This was followed by concerns 
regarding the potential loss of local representation and local Council staff.  A further recurring 
theme was frustration over the lack of time given to councils to undertake the proposed 
reforms. 

 

 

LEGISLATION 

46. Local Government Act 2002 (particularly ss 76–81)  

47. Government reform framework 
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FINANCIAL 

48. At this stage, the financial implications of any potential amalgamation or reorganisation 
proposal cannot be accurately quantified. While it is widely accepted that there would be 
significant costs associated with developing and implementing any future unitary authority, 
including planning, transition, systems integration, organisational restructuring, and 
governance changes, the scale and funding of those costs remain unknown. A clearer 
understanding of the financial impacts will only emerge if a Head Start proposal is 
successfully developed, accepted by the Government, and progresses to a more detailed 
assessment and public consultation phase. Until then, any discussion regarding costs, 
savings, efficiencies, rates impact, or funding arrangements remains largely speculative. 

Budget 

49. There has been no budgetary provision made for responding to the Government’s proposal, 
nor has any financial support been made available by Government to assist councils in their 
response. 

RECOMMENDATION 

1. That the Government's Simplifying Local Government Head Start Pathway - Council's 
Strategic Position report is accepted; and  

2. That Council confirms its commitment to work with Timaru, Mackenzie and Waitaki District 
Councils to explore the potential establishment of a new unitary authority, and preserves 
the opportunity for Ashburton District Council to join the process should it determine that a 
South Canterbury solution aligns with its long-term interests, and lodges an outline 
proposal under the Government’s Head Start pathway; or 

3. Council declines to lodge an outline proposal under the Government’s Head Start 
pathway and defaults to the Backstop process. 
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1

From:
Sent: Thursday, July 2, 2026 7:04 PM
To: Comms
Subject: Amalgamation Consultation

Categories: Blue Category

Thank you for the invitation via the latest amalgamation update to provide feedback at this stage.  
   
It is understandable that, with a number of options under consideration, it makes sense for Council to 
settle on a preferred option, provide a rationale for that choice, and then invite community response.  
   
My concern at the moment is that one section of the community appears to be given greater input on this 
issue than all others.  
   
In your update of 18 June, you advised seven Guiding Principles to be applied in working through this 
process.    Principle 6 involved ensuring that "iwi and community are informed and engaged throughout 
the process".    This suggests that a particular section of the Waimate community,  to be identified on 
grounds of ancestry and ethnicity, is to be singled out and entitled to consideration different from 
everyone else in the community.       
   
That conclusion is then reinforced by the provision for iwi to be "at the governance design table from day 
1".  
   
Concerns that arose recently at the Far North District Council have led to a Bill currently before the 
House aimed at restricting  decision making in local government solely to the public's elected 
representatives.    The practice of extending such authority to unelected appointees strikes at the very 
heart of our democracy.       
   
So does the practice of granting a self-interested, race-based group access to the design stage of 
arrangements for the future governance of the Waimate region in whatever format that may involve.  
   
If this process is corrupted  at the outset by practice that can be described only as racist,  then the 
likelihood of a fair, democratic and equitable outcome for all people in our community will have been 
compromised even before a preferred amalgamation choice has been made.     I would have hoped for 
better from Waimate's elected representatives.  
   
I attach below an article published recently in the NZCPR Newsletter for your information and guidance.  
   
Yours sincerely  
   

  
   
   
By Fiona Mackenzie  



ORDINARY COUNCIL MEETING AGENDA 21 JULY 2026 

 

Item 16.8 - Attachment 2 Page 28 

 

2

   
   
Government Ministers Simon Watts and Chris Bishop have given councils just two more months to 
propose mergers or face imposed restructuring, which they say will simplify and strengthen “local 
voices”. But it would pay to be sceptical of their motivation. “Local voices” doesn’t mean local 
democracy.  
   
Bigger Councils, Less Accountability  
 
Auckland’s imposed amalgamation in 2010 should serve as a warning, not as a blueprint. It shows how 
such constructs can leave ratepayers funding their own political marginalisation at an ever-increasing 
rate.  
   
The promise was stronger representation, lower costs, and greater efficiency. The reality in Auckland has 
been the opposite, with the Council becoming a sprawling and expensive bureaucracy where decision-
making is remote, cumbersome, and increasingly dominated by unelected officials, interest groups, and 
tribal elites. Elected councillors often appear powerless, with agendas, information and options 
controlled by bureaucrats.  
   
Ratepayers Fund a Parallel System  
 
Aucklanders were never asked whether they agreed to fund a parallel governance system that 
incorporates a growing network of tribally focused structures and operations alongside — and within — 
the Council itself.  
   
Ratepayers are obliged to accept ever-increasing rates, as well as separated out water, sewage, rubbish 
and food-recycling charges, plus a ridiculous amount of debt. The hikes are cited as necessary to retain 
‘library hours, bus and ferry services, community grants and maintenance of sports fields and recreation 
facilities’.  
   
Funding streams that appear never to be under threat, however, are those specifically designated for 
‘Māori’. They bubble up here, there and everywhere, are not transparent, and so are exceedingly difficult 
for ratepayers to monitor and assess. Examples include:  
   

o The Māori Outcomes Group, with ratepayers now funding $171 million in capital and 
operational expenditure over a 10-year period. The Group’s 2023/24 report stated that this 
funding was to promote “partnership and shared leadership” and “to ensure Māori 
voices continue shaping council decision-making”. 

 

o Annual grants to tribes (all 19 of them) have risen rapidly, from $2.04 million in 2020/21 to 
$8.14 million in 2024/25 — certainly more than the rate of inflation. This information was 
only revealed by a recent Official Information Act request which took 4½ months to be 
answered. The funding’s purpose? Once again: to support Māori participation in the 
Council’s decision-making processes. 
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o Then there’s the all-powerful Independent Māori Statutory Board (IMSB), now rebranded 
Houkura. It was imposed as part of amalgamation to represent Māori interests in 
Auckland. What began as an advisory body now occupies offices in Viaduct Harbour, the 
most desirable part of town, and charges all expenses to ratepayers ($3.5 million in 2025). 
 
The IMSB/Houkura appoints unelected members with voting rights to Council committees. 
These include Policy and Planning, Revenue, Expenditure and Value, Transport, 
Infrastructure, Budgets, Audit and Risk, Performance and Appointments, CCO Oversight, 
Civil Defence, Regulation and Safety, Auckland Domain, Parks and the Community. 
 
These committees are powerful, receiving and deciding on detailed information. Their 
recommendations go to the Governing Body of elected councillors (who don’t have access 
to all the data), for what is in effect a tick-the-box exercise. For example, the Budget 
committee recommends rate increases (including the latest of an average 7.9% excluding 
the many service costs which are separately priced and invoiced). 

 

o Ratepayers also fund race-based expenses in ‘Council-Controlled’ Organisations 
(CCOs), both sides of co-governance entities, race-based employees/entitlements, 
affirmative action for ‘Māori businesses’ and race-based art. 
 
Some of these entities openly pursue “decolonisation” programmes. The co-governed 
Tūpuna Maunga Authority, for example, has pursued legal action against residents 
opposing the destruction of healthy exotic trees from volcanic cone reserves. Ratepayers 
end up funding the millions of dollars involved in both the tree destruction and native 
replanting, plus the legal defences. Meanwhile residents pay their legal bills in after-tax 
dollars. 

 

 Across the wider council, race-based cultural programmes, ‘partnership’-based initiatives and 
consultation processes have become standard practice, often with little transparency over their 
cost or value. There’s pressure on staff and suppliers to participate in Māori greetings, prayers 
and cultural protocols regardless of personal belief. Some privately object but stay silent for fear 
of professional consequences. 

Critics are told these race-based costs are “negligible” in the overall budget. Yet the many millions 
involved could help repair ageing infrastructure, meet the demands created by Auckland’s rapid 
population and housing growth, reduce debt, or ease relentless cost increases, while keeping libraries 
open and sports fields maintained.  
 
Reinterpreted History and Political Power  
 
Ngāti Whātua is Auckland’s most successful tribal invader and is reportedly the largest commercial 
landowner in the region since a 2011 Treaty Settlement — another Chris Finlayson special. Their 
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activities have extended beyond governance, funding streams and thought control (including the 
pervasive Rainbow Tick programme!) into documented history itself.  
   
An example was the replacement of Auckland’s waterfront plaque commemorating Governor Hobson’s 
1840 purchase of land for the founding of the city. The new plaque doesn’t mention the Deed of 
Purchase, instead framing the land as a ‘gift’ from Ngāti Whātua. This will no doubt be useful for future 
land or coastal claims.  
   
When challenged on the facts, Deputy Mayor Desley Simpson defended the plaque’s reinterpretation, 
saying Council had relied on “guidance from those with more skill in this area” and that “it is reasonable 
for the Council to use narratives that seek to capture the spirit of this interpretation of the 1840 deed”.   
   
Democracy Outmanoeuvred  
 
As councils grow larger, ordinary residents lose influence while entrenched institutional interests gain it. 
Wealthy tribes, bureaucracies, corporate partners, activist networks, and the legacy media operate 
continuously and strategically. Ratepayers vote on councillors once every three years, with little 
information to go on.  
   
From the Far North down to Gore — before the RMA revisions are implemented and before the 2026 
elections — councils are right now aggressively embedding unelected, unaccountable tribal power 
throughout their governance and operational systems, with cultural overlays affecting a lot of private 
land. Councils are also creating independent entities to entrench tribal controls over public resources, 
with the essence of all life — water — being top priority.  
   
Any well-informed sceptic would conclude this is exactly how National wants it. The subtlety of a letter 
from Minister Watts’ office to a constituent, dated 10th June 2026, tells all:  
 
“How councils choose to involve iwi is a decision for them ………. and they are accountable to their 
ratepayers for those decisions. National’s position on co-governance hasn’t changed. We support local 
decision-making, not co-governance being imposed on communities by central government.”   
   
Minister Watts did undertake to amend the Local Government Systems Improvement Bill so that 
unelected individuals will not enjoy voting rights or count towards a quorum at council committee 
meetings. This, however, is unlikely to be in force this side of the election so may well be too little, too 
late.  
   
His press release also states that “Statutory committees and appointments, including those agreed as 
part of a Treaty settlement, will be excluded and committee members appointed under Acts that are not 
covered by the Local Government Act 2002 will retain voting rights”.  
   
Watts also claims that it’s too difficult to close Auckland’s racist loopholes — which affect 34% of New 
Zealand’s population. This is despite Auckland Ratepayers’ Alliance obtaining legal advice to the 
contrary.  
   
So Auckland’s Super City will be free to continue its ‘Māori world view, race-based consults, 
committees, appointments, business procurements and funding — both in-house and in the CCOs 
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which have no direct responsibility to ratepayers, despite being responsible for water and sewage, 
transport, culture and events, and the future resilience fund.  
   
A Warning for New Zealand  
 
It is so disappointing that National-led governments have failed to deliver legislation that adequately 
protects democratic accountability. We can expect unelected individuals or groups to continue to ‘sit at 
the table’ to vote, influence or intimidate elected councillors, and win all sorts of race-based 
entitlements, including outright control.  
   
Unlike in Auckland, ratepayers in smaller districts may still be close enough to see what is happening 
and heed the warning. They may be able to push back if they’re not already too intimidated.  
   
And now is the time to make a lot of noise — before more race-based entities are created and before the 
November 2026 election. Under amalgamation, it all becomes far harder.  
   
Remember that Auckland’s so-called Super City has delivered:  
   

o More distant governance and weaker accountability. 

 

o CCOs controlling resources (such as water) and infrastructure with appointed boards and 
deals with tribal interests. 

 

o Higher costs, rising debt, and wasteful spending. 

 

o Larger bureaucracies and less transparency. 

 

 Legalised race-based ‘corruption’, expanded tribal influence and control, co-governance and co-
management frameworks, decolonisation programmes, and race-based spending. 

The inevitable conclusion is that amalgamation and the “local voices” slogan do not strengthen 
democracy. They concentrate power away from ratepayers while rewarding inefficiency, incompetence, 
and greed.  
   
References:  
   

 The IMSB Annual report 2024/25. 
 auckland-council-group-maori-outcomes-report-2023-2024.pdf 
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 Auckland Ratepayers Alliance https://www.ratepayers.nz/news 
 A letter from Minister Watts’ office to a constituent, dated 10th June 2026 

Acknowledgement:  
Research by Democracy Action was referenced in the preparation of this article.  
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Submission to Waimate District Council re the proposed Headstart Amalgamation  

I believe Waitaki, Waimate, Mackenzie, Timaru should amalgamate. 

• This new Council to be called Aoraki.    

• The Kakanui mountains form a natural southern barrier and watershed. 

• I would suggest that the bottom end of Waitaki county would be better joining 

with Dunedin.   Palmerston is south of the Kakanui range and therefore should be 

included in any Dunedin proposal.   Dunedin is also the local people’s 

‘community of interest’. 

• If the people in the Hampden and Moeraki ( and maybe further north) area wish 

to be part of Dunedin, then perhaps a boundary could be created north of 

Hampden that runs from the sea to the mountains along say Mile Flat Road or 

similar. 

• However, I must emphasise that it is for the locals to make that decision. 

• To the North I would exclude the Ashburton County as it has close ties to Selwyn 

and Waimakariri Counties further north.  

• The Rangitata River North Catchment is a comparatively small area of Ashburton 

and may be an area of co-operation between the eventual two local authorities.  

• It would be in Ashburton’s best interests to amalgamate with Selwyn and 

perhaps the rural part of Waimakariri and let Urban Christchurch be its own 

council. 

• The urban areas of Selwyn and Waimakariri surrounding Christchurch could join 

with Christchurch 

• These are just my thoughts, and it is important for local people to make local 

decisions. 

 

Perhaps it is time for all the old provincial boundaries to be put aside, and decisions be 

made on the future rather than the past.  
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• In the past unbridged rivers were the natural boundaries.  However today it is the 

mountain ranges which are the natural boundary, as transport links through them 

are much more difficult.   

• Also, mountain ranges stop the creation of ‘communities of interest’ much more 

than now bridged rivers.  

• One of the most important aspects of amalgamation is to keep communities of 

interest and that means keeping Rural and Urban areas in separate councils.    

• I see both Timaru and Oamaru as rural based urban areas whose livelihood is 

very intertwined with their rural areas.  

• Christchurch is its own economy and culture.  I would very much oppose any 

scheme that included Christchurch.     

• Ecan’s running of Canterbury as a whole suffered badly from the sheer numbers 

of urban representation drowning out the Rural Voice.  The issues faced by the 

communities are quite different and need to be handled differently. 

 

I live in Maungati, but our community of interest is Timaru rather than Waimate and 

therefore is our main centre.   Also, I am a ratepayer in Timaru.  I therefore have an 

interest in both communities. 

I have also submitted this proposal to Timaru District Council 
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From:
Sent: Tuesday, July 14, 2026 1:53 PM
To: Comms
Subject: Amalgamation

Happy to go with South Canterbury and include Ashburton. The rivers make a natural boundary around 
us. 
 
Kind regards 
 

  
 
 
 
Sent from my Galaxy 
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From:
Sent: Tuesday, July 14, 2026 1:32 PM
To: Comms
Subject: Amalgamation feedback

Categories: Blue Category

Firstly, thank you to Stuart Duncan for his work as CEO. Your work with Mayor Craig and the Councils 
have put us in a good position for Amalgamation negotiation.  
   
   
AMALGAMATION CHOICES  
   
While it may seem friendly to think “small is best”, with the level of debt Timaru and Waitaki have, and 
the challenges of Mackenzie’s infrastructure with a small population to pay, I think spreading these loads 
over the maximum number of people would be wise. So I’m very keen to include Mid-Canterbury. (I 
imagine Selwyn will go north to Christchurch, but I’d even include them – on the grounds of population.)  
   
I’m also in favour of including the Waitaki and Rakaia Rivers; having the Waitaki as a boundary has made 
things tricky in the past – which means probably, I’m also in favour of including Waitaki if they want to 
come north.  
   
The challenge for you, our Council, is to negotiate excellent local representation and service for our 
district, and to not make us worse off.  
   
   
WATER  
   
The one area that Waimate needs to sort is the quality of the water in the schemes. That is why I didn’t 
vote to keep Waimate water in-house. Interesting to note new research directly linking premature birth to 
areas with high nitrate levels.  
   
Food for thought. Time to stand up for water resources as part of our heritage and community health and 
wellbeing, not a resource for profit.  
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From:
Sent: Tuesday, July 14, 2026 8:15 PM
To: Comms
Subject: Preferred option

Categories: Blue Category

Hi, 
 
In my opinion I think option 1 (south canterbury) would be the best choice for amalgamation.  
 
Kind regards, 
 

  
 
Get Outlook for Android 
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From:
Sent: Thursday, July 16, 2026 11:45 AM
To: Comms
Subject: Amalgamation

Hi 
I am fully in favour of Option 3. 
The Waitaki Valley through to the back of the Mackenzie basin is a natural basin. There must be 
duplication along the Waitaki River from camping to other areas roading etc. Bridges.  
 
MDC supported Waitaki DC after the Ohau fires by providing building and officers. If joint not so many 
staff would have had to be in Twizel.  
 
Not as sure about the southern end of Waitaki. 
 
Shame the Waitaki i site closed this year due to funding issues but didn't agree with it being moved to a 
back street of the Oamaru Precinct either. 
 
Mildly ok with option 4. I would have thought Ashburton joining northern councils would be more 
beneficial for them. But also get they are a more similar mix to South Canterbury or Rural Canterbury. 
 
Kind Regards  
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From:
Sent: Thursday, July 16, 2026 1:04 PM
To: Comms
Subject: Amalgamation

Option 2 But- 
 
We are very reluctant to make any choices without facts from the government on how the debt of some 
Councils will work for all ratepayers and neighbouring Councils being forced to join, because of the lack of 
detail I suspect they will just push through what they have decided! 
The whole process is flawed and lacking in any fairness for a Council that have done a good job for Ratepayers. 
We have been Ratepayers in the Waimate District for over 30years and always thought we were rather lucky 
with the sensible approach of our Council and wanted to Thank the Council. 
 
When National send the next email wanting my vote and a Donation I will have great pleasure in my return 
email! 
 
Regards 
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From:
Sent: Thursday, July 16, 2026 1:24 PM
To: Comms
Subject: Amalgamation

Hi, 
I note the info on your website about amalgamation. 
 
I favour Option 4: South Canterbury, Ashburton and Waitaki Districts. This grouping would create a 
strong rural and central South Island local government entity. It combines communities of interest 
with similar challenges and goals, and provides the population and rating base to help fund the big 
issues including water, roading, climate change preparedness and social needs.  
 
Regards, 
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