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Agreed foundations

• Reform Working Group 
established with an intensive 
three-month work programme.

• Individual Council briefings have 
been undertaken by our 
independent facilitator to inform 
the process, identify 
opportunities and concerns 
(excluding KCDC and GW).

• Mayors and the Chair have 
endorsed:

o case for change 

o design principles, and 

o assessment framework. 
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Progress to date and next steps  

Work underway

• Developing the initial options for 
consideration.

• Building a high-level financial 
model using Council supplied 
data.

• Undertaking supporting analysis: 

functional and activity 
analysis by scale (regional, 
sub-regional, local), and

communities of interest 
analysis (geographic, social, 
cultural, economic).).

Next steps 

• Assess the options against the:

o agreed assessment 
framework, and 

o government’s criteria.

• Undertake comparative financial 
analysis of the options and 
prepare financial sustainability 
report.

• Prepare an options paper for 
Mayors and the Chair.

• Identify a preferred option, 
including governance and 
representation arrangements.

• Develop a Head Start proposal 
and implementation pathway for 
submission to government.
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Across the region, there is a shared 
recognition that change is 
increasingly necessary, driven by 
rising service expectations, 
financial pressure, and the scale of 
system reform underway.

At the same time, discussions 
consistently frame reform as a 
trade-off between strengthening 
system capability and protecting 
local democracy, identity and trust.

There is no single structural answer. 
Instead, the emerging consensus is 
that the quality of governance 
design how functions, decisions 
and representation are 
allocated will determine whether 
reform succeeds or fails.

On the opportunity side, there is a clear pathway to 
build a more resilient and capable system. Reform 
could enable councils to better align with real 
economic, environmental and social systems, such 
as transport networks, labour markets and 
catchments, rather than legacy administrative 
boundaries. It also creates the potential to 
strengthen strategic capacity and partnerships, 
improving the region’s ability to respond to 
infrastructure demands, climate adaptation and 
growth pressures.

More coordinated governance could deliver a 
stronger regional voice, increasing influence with 
central government and enabling more effective 
collaboration. There is also an opportunity to reset 
governance arrangements, including embedding 
mana whenua partnerships more clearly and 
designing representation that reflects communities 
of interest.

However, these opportunities sit alongside 
substantive risks. The most prominent concern is the 
potential erosion of local voice and democratic 
legitimacy, particularly if decision-making shifts too 
far from communities. This links to broader concerns 
about low public trust and declining participation, 
which could worsen if reform is not clearly 
understood or supported.

There are also financial and implementation risks, 
including uncertainty around cost allocation, 
transition impacts, and whether structural change 
alone can resolve underlying funding constraints. 
Time pressure and incomplete information increase 
the risk of suboptimal decisions.

Summary of Council feedback by the independent facilitator

Key takeaways:

1 Reform offers capability, resilience 
and alignment benefits

2 Success depends on protecting local 
democracy and identity

3 Risks are primarily political, social 
and implementation-related

4 Outcomes will hinge on governance 
design and community legitimacy

Overall, reform represents a high-value but 
high-stakes opportunity, requiring careful 
navigation of trade-offs to deliver enduring 
benefits.



Core case for 
change for the 
Wellington / 
Wairarapa 
region
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Case for 
change

Councils across the region 
are working together to find 
better ways of serving 
communities in the face of 
reform, cost, and delivery 
pressures. 

Our communities deserve 
services that are efficient 
and sustainable, that 
support community and 
environmental wellbeing, 
and that strengthen local 
trust. 

Central to this is working in 
partnership with mana 
whenua. 

This Head Start proposal is 
an opportunity to begin that 
conversation.

The region operates as 
a single integrated 
system, but is 
governed as nine 
separate parts

The Wellington and Wairarapa 
region functions as one 
integrated economic, social and 
environmental system. People 
live, work, travel and access 
services across council 
boundaries every day, but the 
administrative boundaries 
drawn in the 1980s have not kept 
pace. 

Businesses face different rules 
across jurisdictions for the same 
issues, strategic decisions 
require coordination across 
multiple councils, and Mana 
Whenua engage repeatedly with 
multiple councils on the same 
matters.

At the same time there are 
distinct local communities of 
interest. Local identify remains 
strong. City and town centres, 
neighbourhoods, rural 
communities and iwi and hapū 
relationships are place-based 
and deeply local. The challenge 
is not choosing between 
“regional” or “local” but aligning 
governance and service delivery 
so that decisions are made at 
the scale that best serves 
communities. 

Capability, capacity 
and resilience are 
stretched across too 
many organisations

The current arrangement 
stretches limited political and 
managerial capacity across 
many TAs tackling increasingly 
complex, interdependent 
problems. Smaller councils in 
particular face challenges 
attracting and retaining 
specialist capability across 
infrastructure, planning, 
regulatory services and climate 
adaptation, while meeting 
community expectations for 
services without relatively high 
rates increases is a problem for 
all councils.

The pending planning system 
changes sharpen this challenge. 
A Regional Spatial Plan, a new 
Combined Plan and aligned 
Regional Land Transport and 
Long-Term Plans will require 
integrated data, common 
processes and consistent 
regulatory practice across what 
are currently nine separate 
operating environments.

It also limits the region's ability 
to take advantage of AI and 
digital transformation, which 
requires consolidated data, 
common platforms, sustained 
investment and the scale to 
attract specialist talent.

Financial pressures 
are tightening, and the 
current structure 
makes them harder to 
manage

Financial headroom across 
local government is tightening at 
a pace the sector has not faced 
in a generation. Cash operating 
surpluses have halved since 
2018, net debt-to-revenue is 
forecast to exceed 220% by 
2030, eighteen councils have 
had credit ratings downgraded, 
and real rates per household 
have risen by two-thirds over 30 
years. 

Water services reform provides 
short-term flexibility but does 
not resolve the underlying 
picture, while climate 
adaptation, population growth 
and the costs of the new 
planning system are still to 
come.

Reform does not automatically 
deliver savings, but better-
aligned governance can support 
more sustainable investment, 
reduce duplication across 
corporate and regulatory 
functions, and avoid costs being 
shifted to the next generation of 
ratepayers.

Local democracy and 
trust need to be 
rebuilt, and structural 
change is an 
opportunity to do that

Public trust in local government 
has been declining for decades, 
with recent local election 
turnout sitting around 42%. 
While our communities are 
amongst the most engaged in 
the country there is room to 
strengthen connection to 
community. 

The legitimacy of any council, 
and of any reform proposal, 
ultimately rests on the consent 
of the communities it serves. 

Structural reform is not itself a 
solution to declining trust, but it 
is one of the few moments at 
which the design of local 
democracy is genuinely open for 
reconsideration: how 
communities of interest are 
represented, how community 
boards operate alongside a 
regional governing body. 

For our communities, it is 
critical that Mana Whenua rights 
and interests are reflected. A 
well-designed unitary authority, 
with deliberate attention to local 
voice, can offer stronger 
democratic legitimacy than the 
status quo, not weaker.



Our proposed 
assessment 
framework
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These reform principles answer "what is this reform for?" 

They're useful for setting direction, communicating 
purpose, and testing whether the reform delivered what it 
promised. 

Mayors and the Chair of the Wellington and Wairarapa region have agreed a 
set of principles to guide consideration of local government reform for the 
region

R E G I O N A L  
P R I N C I P L E S :

What the reform 
needs to achieve 
for the region 
(agreed by Mayors 
and the Chair)

Improved 
effectiveness and 
efficiency in 
supporting 
population and 
economic growth 
and environmental 
protection

Effective local 
representation

Mana whenua 
included in 
governance, 
consistent with 
Treaty settlements 
and obligations

Promote and 
enhance the 
region's reputation 
as a place of 
opportunity, 
creativity and 
innovation

Ensure affordability 
for ratepayers and 
long-term financial 
sustainability

1 2 3 4 5



Design 
principles 

The reform principles, while useful for setting direction, 
communicating purpose, and testing whether the reform delivered 
what it promised, don’t guide how to design the structures, or what 
trade-offs to make when objectives pull against each other.

Design principles answer "what should good structures look like?" 
They're useful for guiding design choices, evaluating options, and 
providing decision rules when trade-offs arise. But on their own they 
don't establish what the reform is for.

A mature reform framework usually needs both. Head Start needs a 
particular focus on on the implications of the planning system.

Good system design principles should be able to answer three 
questions: 

1. What is local government (key functions)?

2. How should it be structured to deliver that?

3. How does local government stay accountable and adaptive over 
time?
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Mayors and the Chair have now endorsed five design principles to guide 
the design of the regions preferred model

Regional where it 
adds value, local 
where it matters 
most

Functions and decisions 
should be delivered at the 
scale that best serves 
communities, using regional 
or sub-regional approaches 
where scale, integration or 
consistency improve 
outcomes. This should be 
complemented by strong 
local delivery where 
place-based services, 
identity and relationships 
matter most. 

Governance and service 
delivery arrangements should 
be deliberately designed to 
reflect the differing 
requirements of functions, 
with  justification for where 
and how decisions are made. 

Local voice and 
democratic 
legitimacy

Any future arrangement must 
strengthen democratic 
confidence, participation and 
community trust. 

Local voice should be invited, 
visible, meaningful and 
exercised where it has the 
greatest impact – including 
across both rural and urban 
areas. Governance 
arrangements should make it 
how communities influence 
decisions and how 
accountability is maintained. 

Accountability should be 
clear and, where possible, 
simple.

Affordable and 
financially 
sustainable over 
time

Options must clearly  
demonstrate long-term 
financial sustainability and 
affordability for communities. 

This includes reducing 
duplication, supporting 
efficient and prioritised 
investment, and ensuring 
future generations are not left 
with higher costs as a result 
of inaction. 

Trade-offs between service 
levels, cost, and investment 
should be transparent. 

Active partnership 
with mana whenua

Engagement with Mana 
Whenua should be simplified 
and strengthened, be less 
resource intensive for them, 
and embedded in 
governance arrangements in 
ways that are consistent with 
Treaty settlements and 
obligations, and that support 
enduring, effective and active 
partnerships. 

Capability to 
deliver including 
people, systems, 
and knowledge

Any new arrangements must 
have the people, systems, data, 
and institutional knowledge to 
do the work for communities, 
including planning reform. This 
means attracting and retaining 
the best talent, building a 
strong and well-supported 
workforce, and using AI and 
modern digital systems to 
extend what people can do. 

Core processes such as 
financial management, asset 
management, planning system, 
regulatory functions, customer 
service, data and analytics 
must be fit for purpose and able 
to adapt. 

Capability is also adaptive: 
structures should be designed 
to learn, adjust, and build 
capacity over time to meet the 
diverse and changing needs of 
communities.

1 2 3 4 5



Coming 
together as a 
clear 
assessment 
framework

Our proposed assessment framework includes:

A strong purpose 

Regional principles of what is important for the 
Wellington/Wairarapa regions

Design principles to guide the design of the best institutional 
and democratic arrangements
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A reform framework for the Wellington and Wairarapa region
P U R P O S E : The proposal seeks to establish local government structures for the Wellington and Wairarapa region that strengthen a unified regional 

voice while collectively delivering for growth, the environment, and all communities. This proposal will amplify shared regional priorities 
underpinned by a strong planning system. This will enable us to partner more effectively, incorporate strong local representation and 
voice, and include mana whenua in decision making consistent with Treaty partnership. The proposal will also position the region as a 
place of opportunity, creativity, and innovation, while supporting enduring financial sustainability and resilience for our communities.

R E G I O N A L  
O B J E C T I V E S :

What the reform 
needs to achieve 
for the region 
(previously agreed 
by Mayors and the 
Chair).

Improved 
effectiveness and 
efficiency in 
supporting 
population and 
economic growth 
and environmental 
protection

Effective local 
representation

Mana whenua 
included in 
governance, 
consistent with 
Treaty settlements 
and obligations

Promote and 
enhance the 
region's reputation 
as a place of 
opportunity, 
creativity and 
innovation

Ensure 
affordability for 
ratepayers and 
long-term financial 
sustainability

D E S I G N  
O B J E C T I V E S :

What a good 
model should look 
like for our 
communities

Regional where it 
adds value, local 
where it matters 
most

Local voice and 
democratic 
legitimacy 

Affordable and 
financially 
sustainable over 
time

Active partnership 
with mana 
whenua

Capability to 
deliver including 
people, systems, 
and knowledge

1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5
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Mayors and the Chair have also endorsed their approach to the reform as the process is important for enduring success. 
These ways of working would shape the deliverability of the proposal – and guide any transition beyond August.

A clear and consistent case 
for change

The case for change must be 
clear, future-focused, and 
communicated consistently 
across the councils and their 
communities. People need to 
understand what will be better 
and why it matters to their 
daily lives or not. The case for 
change should be carried 
through every engagement, 
document, and decision point, 
in plain language that 
connects to communities.

Community trust and 
confidence

Sustainable change requires 
community understanding, trust, 
confidence and involvement. 
This is built through engagement 
and continues through 
implementation. Communities 
should see how their input will be 
able to shape design, and where 
it has not, why. Trust is earned 
through process as well as 
outcome and is the single biggest 
determinant of whether reform 
beds in or is contested for years. 
[Mana whenua engagement is 
part of partnership obligation and 
must inform the design of reform 
from the start.] 
* to be updated following hui-a-rohe.

Protect what communities 
rely on

Reliable services for 
communities is the baseline 
condition for reform, not a 
trade-off against it. The 
community is the reason for 
change and must stay at its 
centre, which means 
uninterrupted delivery is the test 
against which each transition 
decision is weighed. Transition 
should be planned, sequenced 
and resourced so that 
disruption is anticipated and 
managed.

A fair process for people 
and place

Structural change has real 
consequences for people's 
jobs, for suppliers and 
contractors, and for the local 
economies built around 
current arrangements. A fair 
process means transparent 
decision-making, genuine 
consultation with staff. 
Fairness in how the change is 
done is part of its legitimacy.
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Ways of working

1 2 3 4



Overarching 
structural 
options



Options 
being 
considered 

A number of ‘overarching structural’ options have been considered to 
date. These have largely focused on the entities in scope, and only 
briefly touched on functional and service allocation, decision-
making and representation. 

A mature reform framework usually needs both. Head Start needs a 
particular focus on on the implications of the planning system.
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There are four key attributes of the options being considered 

These are the four key attributes 
that you can consider across all 
reform options. 

These needed to be considered 
as a package, rather than in 
isolation. 

For example, you cannot look at 
representation options without 
understanding where functions 
sit.

Key attributes What to consider Key questions for comparison

How communities 
participate and 
how they are 
represented

Representation 
and legitimacy

Electoral arrangements, local 
voice, mana whenua 
representation, needs of 
diverse communities and 
community influence. 

How are communities 
represented? How is local 
voice integrated? 

Who makes 
decisions, and how

Governance and 
decision-making

Decision rights, 
accountability arrangements 
and delegations. Mana 
whenua participation in 
decision making

Who makes which decisions, 
and at what level? What 
accountabilities are in place. 

What is done, and 
where

Functions and 
roles

Allocation of responsibilities, 
functions and services 
across entities. This includes 
consideration of CCOs and 
shared services.

What functions sit where? 

How it is funded 
and incentivised

Financial 
sustainability 
and incentives

Funding sources, cost 
structures, investment 
capacity and long-term 
affordability.

How is funding generated and 
allocated? What incentives 
shape behaviour and long-
term sustainability?



Next steps
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Where to next?

15-19 June 22-26 June 29 June – 3 July 6-10 July 13–17 July 20–24 July 27–31 July 3-7 August 10-14 August

Analyse options, undertake financial analysis, and develop our Head Start proposal 

Assess options against agreed 
assessment framework and 
government’s criteria 

Options paper to Mayors 
and the Chair

Complete supporting analysis:
• Functional and activity analysis 

by scale 
• Communities of interest 

analysis

Develop a Head Start proposal and 
implementation pathway 

Council decision-
making processes

Undertake comparative financial 
analysis of the options and prepare 
financial sustainability report

Financial sustainability 
report to Mayors and the 
Chair

Proposal 
submitted 
(date to be 
confirmed)  

Briefing for 
councils on model 
assessment and 
financial analysis
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