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Environment Southland’s Submission on the Simplifying Local Government Proposal 
 
1. The Southland Regional Council, trading as Environment Southland (Environment 

Southland), welcomes the opportunity to participate in the consultation on the 
Simplifying Local Government Proposal. 

2. Environment Southland is particularly interested in local government reform as it is 
currently involved in the Local Government Commission process that is investigating 
options for local governance in Southland with Invercargill City Council, Southland District 
Council, Gore District Council and Ngāi Tahu ki Murihiku. 

3. The recommendations set out in this submission are intended to strengthen reform 
outcomes and improve the likelihood that positive change is both effective and enduring. 
They reflect Environment Southland’s experience as a regional council operating at the 
intersection of environmental stewardship, infrastructure provision, hazard management 
and democratic accountability. 

Executive summary  
4. Environment Southland agrees that local government reform is needed. Major structural 

reform was last undertaken in 1989, and it is prudent to assess what opportunities there 
may be for local government agencies to reduce duplication, better deliver integrated 
outcomes and increase efficiency.  

5. However, we strongly oppose the suggested timing and have grave concerns about the 
shape of the reform proposed. The suggested approach undermines democratic 
legitimacy, underestimates the workload of mayors, dismisses the contribution of 
regionally elected officials and will cause institutional instability at the time local 
government can least afford.  

6. We have concerns about the proposed timeframes, and the ability of the proposed 
Combined Territories Board (CTB) to effectively govern regional functions in addition to 
administering territorial authorities.  Undertaking these dual processes during a period of 
potential rates capping, and wider local government reform, is unrealistic.  

7. The Government proposal to advance the Simplifying Local Government reform in parallel 
with resource management reforms, the introduction of rates capping and a range of 
other reforms poses a significant delivery risk. Successful implementation of these various 
reforms is critical.  We see a need for Government to achieve a much greater level of 
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alignment between its different reform processes so that an appropriate level of focus 
can be placed on those changes that will make the biggest difference.  

8. Council is concerned that the current Simplifying Local Government proposal, which 
essentially delegates much of the responsibility for leading the change process whilst also 
operating regional council functions to mayors elected to lead territorial authorities, falls 
short of the comprehensive approach needed. Council urges Government to consider 
adopting a more holistic and comprehensive review process.  

9. We consider the changes that have been set out in the draft proposal’s consultation 
document require a deeper level of understanding of the functions, responsibilities and 
services that the regional council provides to the region. Regional governance is not 
duplication, rather it is alignment with natural systems and can deliver value for money 
by increased accountability through democratic mandate and political legitimacy at the 
same scale as the system being managed. Regional scale functions require regional 
management to deliver meaningful and affordable outcomes, alongside improved asset 
integration.  

10. Our comments are made to ensure that the future for local government for Southland 
achieves an appropriately representative model that delivers in the most effective and 
efficient way for our residents and ratepayers.  

11. We are concerned that in the absence of strong regional entities, operational failures in 
flood protection, environmental degradation, or transport coordination inevitably 
become central government issues. The removal of regional governance does not resolve 
or eliminate risk; it increases central government exposure rather than reducing 
complexity. We therefore want to work with central government to ensure as smooth a 
transition to a future local governance state as is possible, one that takes account of the 
well acknowledged complexity of the Southland region. 

12. Critical to a successful local government future for the region is the need to get the 
transition model right. We believe continuity of governance knowledge in regard to 
regional issues is critical to a successful transition. While mayors have a localised 
appreciation of regional council functions, it is important that the transition governance 
entity, the CTB, has experienced regional governors involved to ensure  understanding 
and appreciation of issues with a regional lens.  

13. Environment Southland considers that the current Local Government Commission (LGC) 
process to review governance in Southland should take precedence over this Simplifying 
Local Government proposal. Any findings from the LGC process must be incorporated into 
the broader review of local governance. 

14. We consider that, regardless of the future shape of regional government, our key 
functions must continue to be delivered at a regional scale. These include natural resource 
management, flood protection and river management, and biosecurity and pest 
management. 
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Local context - Southland and Environment Southland 
15. Southland’s natural environment underpins the region’s economy and identity.  Our land, 

water, air and sea support tourism, energy, agriculture, fisheries, forestry, industry and 
manufacturing.  Agriculture contributes 22% of Southland’s GDP, more than double most 
other regions1, and tourism in the region centres on the natural environment.   

16. Over the last 30 years Southland has become one of the country’s top producing dairy 
regions.  The region accounts for a significant share of New Zealand’s milk production with 
around 13 % of the country’s milking herd and a similar portion of milk solids processed.  
The region is at the forefront of balancing highly productive farming with rising 
environmental expectations - helping shape how New Zealand’s dairy industry evolves to 
remain sustainable, credible and competitive in international markets.  Environment 
Southland’s science and research, alongside appropriate regulation and monitoring, has 
supported this to occur.  

17. Southland also has the largest coastal marine area of any region, the second largest region 
for land mass at 3.2 million hectares and is home to the iconic Fiordland National Park and 
Rakiura National Park.  

18. Southland routinely punches above its weight, its population of just over 100,000 
produces approximately 12% of New Zealand’s tradable exports. The land that drives our 
agricultural economy and houses our people also accommodates four long, large, high 
energy rivers which end in sensitive estuarine environments. The environment is not 
separate from Southland’s success—it is the foundation of our communities, our 
economy, and our future. 

19. The role of local government is complex, regionally specific and carries significant 
responsibility. Local government needs to be fit for purpose to provide cost effective 
service delivery that can manage the uncertainty while enabling economic development. 
Pressure from rising cost, aging infrastructure, climate adaptation, growth and 
community expectations create prioritisation challenges. 

20. Part of the original justification for housing the different mandates of territorial 
authorities and regional councils within separate organisations was natural justice – 
confidence that decision-making would be fair, transparent and procedurally fair. As a 
result, regional council mandates tend towards natural resource management and 
monitoring, delineated for the most part along catchment boundaries. Meanwhile, 
territorial authority population-based boundaries reflect their focus on infrastructure 
provision and growth. This separation ensures those concerned with infrastructure 
provision and growth are subject to the same environmental standards as the rest of the 
population without bias.  

21. It follows that Environment Southland’s mandate is not constrained by smaller territorial 
authority boundaries but provides for the connected management of resources such as 
water, air, soil, the coast, biodiversity, and the management of biosecurity matters. These 
are issues which fall outside the ambit of territorial authorities and as such are at 
particular risk under the proposed reform. Regional councils exist because natural 
systems do not align with district boundaries. Rivers, aquifers, flood plains, transport 
networks, and climate risk operate at catchment and regional scale. Fragmenting these 

 
1 The Southland Economic Project: Agriculture and Forestry, Environment Southland, 2019, page 20. 
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across shared services or central agencies weakens coherence and increases long-term 
cost. 

22. The importance of these functions should not be underestimated. Environment 
Southland’s Undaria eradication programme provides an example of the value of 
biosecurity programmes. Undaria was discovered in Fiordland’s Breaksea Sound in 2010. 
Since then, a huge eradication effort led to the successful eradication of Undaria from 
Chalky Inlet in 2024. The eradication effort to date has limited the spread of Undaria to 
around 400 ha of ocean in Fiordland. The remaining 60,000-odd hectares of Fiordland 
waters remain Undaria-free, including the iconic Milford Sound, the jewel in the crown of 
New Zealand’s tourism industry.  

23. Managing at the catchment scale enables a big-picture and efficient delivery across the 
entire catchment, taking account of interests upstream and downstream and being 
mindful of how intricately linked impacts are, often called a ‘mountains to the sea’ 
approach – ki uta ki tai. Regional governance provides a necessary buffer between 
immediate local development pressures and long-term considerations that provide both 
environmental and economic sustainability and enhanced resilience of both.  

24. Furthermore, Council considers Māori partnership and participation in decisions over 
taonga and the natural environment is foundational to successful environmental and 
resource management. Environment Southland has a well-established relationship with 
Ngāi Tahu ki Murihiku, with nearly thirty years of effective council–mana whenua 
partnership through Charter of Understanding and Te Rōpū Taiao2.  

25. Integrated catchment management is also critical when it comes to flood infrastructure, 
a core part of Environment Southland’s work and essential for strengthening resilience 
and reducing risk to communities, productive land and regional lifelines. Environment 
Southland currently manages a drainage network spanning approximately 1,400 
kilometres, along with around 516 kilometres of floodbanks and a suite of critical 
supporting assets including pump stations, detention dams and tide gates. The total value 
of Environment Southland’s flood resilience infrastructure now exceeds $460 million.   

26. As climate change drives more frequent and severe rainfall events, and increased pressure 
on river catchments, this network will require ongoing investment, significant 
maintenance and targeted upgrades to ensure it remains fit-for-purpose and continues to 
safeguard Southland’s people, economy and environment over the long term.  
Environment Southland has already commenced a significant programme in this space, 
with support from Kānoa, targeting priority flood protection schemes across the region to 
strengthen resilience and reduce risk to communities, infrastructure and highly 
productive land. Tranche 1, announced in August 2024 as part of the “Before the 
Deluge 2.0” programme, provided $3.6 million of Kānoa co-funding (60% share) toward 
three significant flood mitigation projects in Southland. Tranche 2, announced in 
October 2025, delivered about $14.9 million in Kānoa RIF co-funding for two further flood 
defence upgrades in Southland. All projects are being delivered by Environment 
Southland, with 40% local co-funding, and focus on strengthening flood banks and 
improving waterways to protect communities and critical infrastructure from flooding. 
 

 
2 The Charter of Understanding, first signed in 1997, formalised the partnership between Environment 
Southland and other southern councils and Ngāi Tahu ki Murihiku. Te Rōpū Taiao is the governance 
forum established under the Charter to support this collaboration. 
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27. Environment Southland also has a long history of working alongside Southland’s territorial 
authorities to identify problems and develop ambitious and innovative solutions that 
enable integrated management and a thriving Southland. In 2000 an interagency shared 
services joint committee was established to improve how the councils work together and 
reduce duplication. By 2014 this had yielded more than 50 collaborative projects, 
highlighting just how committed Southland has always been to collective problem-solving. 
Flagship examples include the Southland Regional Development Strategy 3 , and the 
subsequent creation of Great South, Southland’s regional development agency; WasteNet 
Southland, our regional landfill and consolidated waste services; and Emergency 
Management Southland.  

28. Currently, the four councils are jointly involved in a LGC review of local government 
institutional arrangements in Southland. This legally established process will provide 
place-based recommendations for the future of local government in Southland, and we 
have a strong preference for allowing this review to run its course prior to any central 
government intervention. Environment Southland would like to see the current LGC 
process continue to determine the best solution for Southland as opposed to the 
proposed CTB process.  

Recommendations: 

• Carefully consider the institutional knowledge that regional governors hold when 
designing the transition arrangement for local government reform, particularly in those 
areas outside the ambit of territorial authorities. Provide for this through membership 
of the CTB by Regional Council Chairs. 

• Ensure that regional governors continue to perform their role while the CTBs focus on 
determining the most appropriate structure for regional government functions.   
o Consider a simplified Local Government Commission process as an alternative to the 

proposed CTB process (see paragraph 45 for further detail) .  

• Allow for the completion of the LGC review of Southland’s local government institutional 
arrangements prior to any central government intervention. 

• Incorporate the findings from the Southland LGC review into the redesign of local 
government in Southland. 

 
Staging the reform 
29. The Government is concurrently advancing several significant national policy reforms 

alongside the development of a new, centrally-focused system to replace the Resource 
Management Act. Further, the proposed rates target model will constrain council 
revenue, reducing local government’s ability to successfully navigate these significant 
policy reforms. The impact of the concurrent reforms on the implementation and 
outcomes of the ‘Simplifying Local Government’ package will be substantial and must be 
considered as part of the reform’s development and assessment. 

30. Each of these changes increases system stress. Implemented together, they create 
significant implementation risk. Centralisation reduces the opportunity for local feedback 
and noting that one size does not fit everywhere. Constrained revenue reduces 
organisational capacity. Structural disruption reduces institutional memory. New 
regulatory frameworks increase complexity in the short-medium term. The combined 
effect is a system that is less resilient, less adaptive, and less trusted, exactly when 
flexibility and confidence are most required. As a result, the ‘Simplifying Local 

 
3 This was a collaborative regional economic and social development framework to grow Southland’s 
population and resilience, hosted out of Environment Southland. 
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Government’ proposal increases policy volatility and long-term instability, undermining 
both local government reform and the parallel resource management reforms that 
depend on local capability to succeed. 

31. The proposed removal of regional councillors is a key risk to resource management 
reform. The spatial plan is fundamentally regional in nature. In many places, regional 
councils will likely become the secretariat for the spatial planning committee. The new 
regime also sets out considerable new requirements for regional councils in the drafting 
of the environment chapter. Setting environmental limits for freshwater, the coastal 
environment, air, soil and indigenous biodiversity will be a substantial body of work. As 
will establishing a framework for regulatory relief. Strong regional governance is essential 
for ensuring the effective and efficient progression of this policy work.  

 
32. Reform and associated consultation should be staged to avoid disruption to critical 

functions and ensure the retention of the specialist capability and local knowledge 
required for effective local service delivery. Retention of the specialist capability held 
across regional council functions is also critical to the successful delivery of the new ways 
of working that will be needed in any new local government delivery model. 

33. We have concerns about the proposed timeframes, and the ability of the CTB to 
effectively govern the regional functions while continuing to administer territorial 
authorities under a rates capping regime, while also leading discussion on the reorganising 
the structure of local government. Local government must work within its Long Term Plan 
planning timeframes to properly resource this work. There is significant existing work that 
is programmed and planned, that our communities have said they want delivered, this 
additional ask within the timeframe contained in the proposal would be challenging at 
best. We consider that the timeframe for the transition should not be prior to end of this 
local government election cycle. 

34. Environment Southland recommends that the Government avoid implementing structural 
centralisation, revenue constraint, and new regulatory regimes simultaneously. If the 
Government proceeds with constraints on council revenue, this should be sequenced 
separately from major governance restructuring to ensure councils retain sufficient 
capability and capacity to meet statutory obligations during transition. The combined 
effect of centralisation, reduced democratic representation, constrained funding, and 
increased regulatory complexity materially increases system fragility and the risk of 
failure. 

35. Further, Environment Southland recommends that consultation timeframes be extended 
or staged to reflect the scale, overlap, and technical complexity of concurrent reforms. 
Compressed consultation windows disproportionately disadvantage rural, provincial, and 
Māori communities, and risk reducing engagement to symbolic participation rather than 
meaningful input. If these reforms are to endure, the quality of engagement is a strategic 
investment. 

Recommendations:  

• Delay the ‘Simplifying of Local Government’ until the end of the current local 
government election cycle to avoid compounding reform risks through concurrent 
centralisation, institutional redesign and revenue constrain. 

• Undertake cross-reform analysis to support coherent and system-wide policy outcomes. 

• Extend or stage consultation on local government reform to reflect reform scale and 
overlap. 
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Democratic legitimacy 
36. Environment Southland recognises the Government’s desire to improve the performance, 

efficiency, and clarity of local government arrangements. However, the proposed 
approach weakens democratic legitimacy by removing elected regional representation 
and replacing it with indirect, diluted, or discretionary forms of authority.  

37. Democratic legitimacy is the operating licence that allows public power to be exercised 
credibly and sustainably. The proposal reduces the number of elected decision-makers, 
increases the distance between communities and authority, and concentrates power in 
fewer hands without providing an equivalent mechanism for accountability, consent, or 
correction. The proposal trades democratic legitimacy for administrative convenience and 
speed, undermining public trust and increasing the likelihood of resistance, 
disengagement, and future policy reversal. 

38. The removal of regional councillors and regional Māori representation does not merely 
change “who sits around the table”; it alters who the system is accountable to, what 
opportunities there are for opposition, and how contested decisions are resolved. 
Engagement risks becoming consultative rather than consequential, and participation 
risks becoming symbolic rather than reciprocal. 

39. Structural removal of democratic authority should not occur until the new regulatory 
system is operationally stable and the transition workload is demonstrably manageable. 
The proposal discards decades of accumulated governance capability at precisely the 
moment the system faces its greatest complexity.  

40. Environment Southland recommends that the Government explicitly acknowledge 
democratic legitimacy as a core design requirement of local government reform, 
alongside efficiency and delivery objectives. 

Recommendation: 

• Incorporate ‘maintaining democratic legitimacy’ as a core design principle for the 
reform. 

• Consider how democratic accountability, consent, and correction are preserved or 
strengthened under proposed arrangements. 

• Ensure the reform recognises that consultation alone is not a substitute for 
representation. 

• Avoid governance models that rely primarily on indirect, discretionary, or ministerial 
authority to replace elected local government decision-making. 

 
Leadership of reform process 
41. Environment Southland is concerned that mayors do not have the capacity to fulfil the 

obligations required of them under the proposed CTB structure in addition to their current 
duties and local interests.   

42. While governing the regional council, mayors will be required to pick up the workload of 
regional councillors. At Environment Southland this includes 90+ committee meetings per 
annum, with council workshops and additional commitments on top of this. This workload 
would be in addition to performing new functions such as developing Regional Spatial 
Plans, a combined Long-Term Plan, and other significant statutory documents. Many of 
the workstreams of the Regional Council will be outside mayors’ experience in territorial 
authority governance. Mayors will be responsible for these while managing the territorial 
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authority duties they were elected to fulfil, as well as navigating the new water 
infrastructure delivery arrangements. 

43. When mayors were elected in 2025 to govern their territorial authorities, they did not 
expect the additional workload of regional responsibility. If the dual-role is retained for 
future mayors, it is important that candidates have a clear understanding of the scope of 
the role, and voters know that their mayor will have these additional regional 
responsibilities. Further, we consider it democratically important that the mayors’ role on 
the CTB is not delegated to other councillors, if mayors are to be elected on the basis of 
their role in regional representation as well.  

44. Regional governance capability is not generic or interchangeable. It is built through 
repeated exposure to place-specific trade-offs involving land, water, infrastructure, 
hazard risk, and Treaty relationships. Much of this capability is tacit; it exists in judgement, 
memory, and lived accountability, not in documents that can be “transferred” to new 
structures. The proposed approach increases the likelihood of poorer decisions, slower 
adaptation, implementation failure, and higher long-term costs, precisely the outcomes 
reform is meant to avoid. 

45. Instead of CTB’s Environment Southland would like to see a simplified LGC reorganisation 
process operated nationally. We recommend that such a process does not include a final 
poll for adoption, rather it should conclude with the Minister for Local Government’s 
approval. This will provide certainty as to the outcome of the reform process to 
communities and businesses. The LGC process is already underway in Southland, 
potentially providing a test case to assist the design of the modified LGC process that could 
be rolled out nationwide. This legally established process will provide place-based 
recommendations for the future of local government in Southland and could do the same 
for other regions. This would provide a centrally driven local government reform that is 
sensitive to local conditions and maintains a degree of democratic legitimacy missing from 
the ‘Simplifying Local Government’ proposals.  

46. If the interim CTB structure proceeds prior to the next local body elections, as a minimum, 
regional council chairs should be a member of the CTB, and existing regional governance 
should continue until the CTB process ends. This would assist in the transfer of knowledge 
in both governance and operations. Further, it would be useful for the CTB to be able to 
appoint advisors (including other regional councillors with specific governance knowledge 
and experience) to assist in merging regional council functions with those of territorial 
authorities. Retaining regional councillor involvement during transition would help 
preserve institutional memory, democratic legitimacy, and trusted iwi relationships while 
CTBs and regional reorganisation plans are developed.  

Recommendations:  

• Preferably, delay the implementation of any local government reform until the next 
election cycle. 

• Use a simplified Local Government Commission process nationally. 

• If an interim CTB is established: 
▪ Include the existing chairperson of each regional council as a member. 
▪ Retain regional governance until the CTB process concludes. 
▪ Enable the interim CTB to appoint advisors (including other regional councillors 

with specific regional governance knowledge and experience) to assist the CTB in 
the transition. 
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Achieving successful system change 
47. Whatever the form and function of Southland local government in the future, it is 

imperative that key regional functions continue to be delivered effectively. These include 
natural resource management, flood protection and river management, and biosecurity 
and pest management. It is also critical that strong representative governance remains at 
the core of any future arrangements, ensuring decisions reflect community priorities and 
support successful delivery of these essential services.  

48. Environment Southland considers it imperative that there are sufficient tools, time and 
financial support to undertake the transition. Without these necessary components being 
present it is likely that implementation will be delayed and the efficiencies sought through 
the change will not be achieved. 

49. Local government will look to central government for implementation support and 
guidance, and we ask that government makes sufficient appropriations to ensure that this 
is provided. Often central and local government are criticised for not resourcing the 
transition or roll-out of new initiatives. As important as any reform or legislative change 
may be, it is the implementation that determines its success. The resourcing of this change 
may span a number of years; ratepayers should not be expected to cover any increases in 
costs that may arise from this proposal.  

50. The costs of the change processes needed to support resource management reform, local 
government reform and the introduction of rates capping in a parallel and ‘joined up’ way 
as needed under the proposed timelines will be significant. These costs will need to be 
reflected in the 2027/2037 long-term plans (LTPs). Environment Southland suggests that 
the cost of the system change processes be exempt from the proposed new rates capping 
regime. 

Recommendation:  

• Provide adequate tools, financial support and guidance to support implementation of 
any reforms. 

• Exempt the cost of the system change processes from the proposed new rates target 
model. 

 
Concluding remarks 
51. Environment Southland recognises the Government’s desire to improve the performance, 

efficiency, and clarity of local government arrangements. Reform is neither unexpected 
nor unwelcome in principle. 

52. However, the “Simplifying Local Government” proposal, as currently framed, risks 
weakening democratic legitimacy, discarding critical governance capability, and 
compounding instability at a time of exceptional system complexity.  

53. With the significant resource management reform ahead, coupled with the proposed 
rates target model, consistent, experienced governance and institutional knowledge is 
more critical than ever. 
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54. Environment Southland welcomes further engagement with officials and Ministers as the 
proposals develop and remains willing to contribute constructively to reform processes 
that are proportionate, evidence-based, and grounded in democratic legitimacy. 

 
 
 

 
 
R A Phillips  
Acting Chief Executive  
 
 
 
 


