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1. Introduction  
 
Southland’s temperate climate has endowed the region with lush native forests, 
numerous surface water bodies, diverse wetland ecosystems and productive farmland. 
However, Southland’s apparent abundance of water belies the fact that water shortages 
are a normal part of Southland’s weather patterns and that the region’s water resources 
face pressure from factors such as changing climatic conditions and a dramatic increase 
in abstractive demand since 1998.   
 
Evidence of historic water shortages in Southland is scant. However, data from the 
Mataura River catchment indicates that significant periods of stream “flow recession 
resulting from drought conditions occurred in the 1970-71, 1972-73, 1974-75, 1977-78, 
1980-81, 1998-99 and 2000-01 seasons” (Hughes, 2006 p.14). The summer of 2003-04 
also saw “significant soil moisture deficits throughout much of northern and central 
Southland” (Hughes, 2006 p. 27).  
 
Water shortages can affect the region’s environment, agricultural sector, economy and 
wider society. For example, decreased water quantity (which results in decreased water 
quality and increased water temperatures) jeopardises the health of both aquatic and 
terrestrial ecosystems; soil moisture deficits cause a decline in pasture and crop growth 
and a subsequent deterioration in stock condition, resulting in productivity losses and 
animal welfare issues in the agricultural sector; industrial operations may use water for 
processing and cooling as well as for waste assimilation and limitations on these activities 
may affect productivity; drinking water supplies may also require additional treatment as 
a result of declining water quality; and finally, the wider public face restrictions on their 
general water use especially water for washing cars and watering gardens.  
 
Under the Resource Management Act 1991 (RMA) Environment Southland has the 
responsibility to manage the adverse effects of water resource use. Environment 
Southland’s regional planning documents contain polices, rules and methods to manage 
pressures on the region’s water resources. This document complements these plans by 
outlining Environment Southland’s standard operational procedures during a water 
shortage. It apportions responsibility to parties within Environment Southland and the 
Council as a whole; provides a framework for decision–making; aims to enable 
Environment Southland to maintain open communication with water users;1 supports 
the fair treatment of water users during a water shortage; and enables the Council to fulfil 
its function under the RMA to avoid, remedy or mitigate adverse effects on the region’s 
water resource. 
 
 
2. Purpose 
 
The purpose of this standard operating procedure is summarised as follows: 
 
(a) aid in the fulfilment of Environment Southland’s functions under the RMA with 

the objective of avoiding, or mitigating the effects of water shortages on the 
environment and community;   

                                                 
1 The term ‘water users’ includes those engaged in activities involving water abstraction and/or discharges 
to water either as a permitted activity or authorised by a resource consent.  
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(b) provide a framework for the management of water shortages in the Southland 
region and set out the procedures to be followed during such events; 

(c) guide the establishment of a Water Availability Response Team and a Water 
Shortage Response Group to collect and disseminate information, communicate 
with stakeholders, monitor the water shortage, and monitor compliance with any 
restrictions placed on water use. 

 
The systems and procedures outlined in this standard operating procedure are designed 
to allow Environment Southland, when managing a water shortage, to ensure that any 
responses to such an event are fair and produce the desired outcome.   
 
 
3. Water Shortages 
 
For the purposes of this standard operating procedure, a water shortage is defined as a 
period where a reduction in stream flow and groundwater levels compromise the ability 
of the water resource to support associated ecosystems and communities. A water 
shortage may affect surface and/or groundwater resources. Furthermore, the 
contributing factors, as well as the onset, duration and magnitude of a water shortage, are 
variable and differ depending on the nature of the resource affected. Surface water 
shortages are likely to develop over a shorter time period while groundwater shortages 
may be the result of insufficient aquifer recharge over a period of several years.  
 
The meteorological factors that contribute to the development of water shortage 
conditions include an extended period of low rainfall and increased air temperature, 
sunshine and wind speed. These factors enhance the rate of evaporation and cause 
and/or exacerbate soil moisture deficits and are typically the result of “a stationary 
anticyclone displacing the prevailing westerly flow” (Sansom, 1984 p.1). However, 
cultural factors such as land use modification and intensification, inappropriate 
development, changes in vegetation cover, and water demand in general all place 
additional pressure on the water resource. Careful management of cultural pressures is 
important to help avoid and mitigate the effects of a water shortage. 
 
Further information on drought definition, recognition and assistance is available in the 
Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry Drought guidance document (Appendix 1). 
 
 
4. Statutory Requirements  
 
The RMA was written to promote the sustainable management of natural and physical 
resources. In the RMA sustainable management means: 
 

…managing the use, development, and protection of natural and physical resources in a 
way, or at a rate, which enables people and communities to provide for their social, 
economic, and cultural wellbeing and for their health and safety while— 
(a) sustaining the potential of natural and physical resources (excluding minerals) to 

meet the reasonably foreseeable needs of future generations; and 
(b) safeguarding the life-supporting capacity of air, water, soil, and ecosystems; and 
(c) avoiding, remedying, or mitigating any adverse effects of activities on the 

environment. 
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Section 30 gives regional councils certain functions to perform in order to give effect to 
the RMA. Of particular relevance to this Water Shortage Standard Operating Procedure 
are the following parts, which empower the Council to: 
 

1(e)  control the taking, use, damming, and diversion of water, and the control of the 
quantity, level, and flow of water in any water body, including – 
(i) the setting of maximum or minimum levels or flows of water: 
(ii) the control of the range, or rate of change, of levels or flows of water: 

1(f) control the discharge of contaminants into or onto land, air, or water and discharges 
of water into water. 

 
The Regional Water Plan for Southland is the statutory document that details how 
Environment Southland will fulfil the requirements of the RMA relating to water bodies 
on land, including surface water, groundwater and wetlands. The Water Plan addresses 
matters relating to both water quantity and water quality and applies to the whole of the 
Southland region excluding the coastal marine area. Under Sections 13, 14 and 15 of the 
RMA many activities involving water or water bodies can only occur if they are expressly 
allowed by a rule in a regional plan, or by a resource consent, including:  
 

 certain activities in, on, under or over the beds of lakes and rivers; 
 the taking, use, damming or diversion of water; 
 the discharge of contaminants or water into water; 
 the discharge of contaminants onto or into land in circumstances that may result in 

that contaminant entering water. 
 
The Water Plan is not the only mechanism for the management of the water resources of 
the region. The Regional Effluent Land Application Plan and the Solid Waste 
Management Plan cover the direct discharge to land of effluent, and sludge, and solid 
waste respectively.  
 
However, activities, previously permitted or granted consent, involving water or water 
bodies may be apportioned, restricted or suspended by Environment Southland 
following the issue of a water shortage direction under Section 329 of the RMA, which 
states:   
 

(1) Where a regional council considers that at any time there is a serious temporary 
shortage of water in its region or any part of its region, the regional council may 
issue a direction for either or both of the following: 
a) That the taking, use, damming, or diversion of water: 
b) That the discharge of any contaminant into water,–     
is to be apportioned, restricted, or suspended to the extent and in the manner set out 
in the direction. 

(2) A direction may relate to any specified water, to water in any specified area, or to 
water in any specified water body. 

(3) A direction may not last more than 14 days but may be amended, revoked, or 
renewed by the regional council by a subsequent direction. 

(4) A direction comes into force on its issue and continues until it expires or is revoked. 
(5) A direction may be issued by any means the council thinks appropriate, but notice 

of the particulars of the direction shall be given to all persons required to apportion, 
restrict, or suspend- 

 a) The taking, use, damming, or diversion of water; or 
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 b) The discharge of any contaminant to water, – 
 as far as can be ascertained, as soon as practicable after the issue. 
(6) For the purpose of this section, notice may be given to a person by serving it on the 

person or by publishing the notice in one or more daily newspapers circulating in the 
area where the person takes, uses, dams, or diverts the water, or discharges a 
contaminant into water. 

The power to issue a water shortage direction under Section 329 of the RMA has been 
delegated by Council to the following staff:  
 

 Chief Executive; 
 Director of Environmental Management; or 
 Compliance Manager. 

 
The issuing of a water shortage direction requires consultation with and the agreement of 
the Chair of the Environmental Management Committee but does not require the 
resolution of Council.  
 
 
5. Monitoring 
 
A water shortage itself may last for several weeks, but develop over an extended period 
of time. Monitoring of the region’s water resources and climatic conditions allows the 
progression and development of a water shortage to be tracked. Monitoring information 
is required to inform the decision making process in order to effectively manage the 
impacts of a water shortage. The aspects of Environment Southland’s environmental 
monitoring programme relevant to this Water Shortage Standard Operating Procedure 
include the monitoring of:  
 

 rainfall; 
 river flows and levels; 
 surface water quality (including temperature); 
 groundwater quantity and quality; 
 soil moisture and temperature;  
 wind speed and direction; and  
 humidity. 

 
The majority of these monitoring sites are telemetered so up-to-date information can be 
transmitted automatically and made public via Environment Southland’s website and 
phone system (EDI). Monitoring of consented surface water and groundwater takes to 
ensure compliance is also carried out. The Alarmist Computer Programme is maintained 
to ensure that if consent cut-off points are reached consent holders are notified. The 
programme is linked to the telemetry system. It is used to advise consent holders of the 
fact that their consent cut off point is approaching, that flow cut off points have been 
reached and water use must be suspended, and when flows increase, that water use may 
resume. The National Institute of Water and Atmospheric Research (NIWA) also has 
18 flow monitoring sites in the Southland region. Figures 1 to 6 map the telemetered 
monitoring sites in Southland. 
 
During summer low flow periods, flow is measured manually at over 100 additional sites 
across the region. Furthermore, on the occasion of a water shortage additional 
monitoring of the relevant indicators is focused on the most severely affected areas.  
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The monitoring of general as well as the national and long term climatic conditions is 
carried about by NIWA and the MetService. Long-term climate predictions are available 
from NIWA and where appropriate these will be incorporated into the water shortage 
forecasting process. Short term forecasting is available from MetService.  This data may 
also be incorporated into the water shortage forecasting process. 
 

 
Figure 1: Southland River Level Monitoring Sites 
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Figure 2: Southland 10 cm Soil, Air and Water Temperature Monitoring 
Sites 
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Figure 3:  Southland Flow Monitoring Sites 
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Figure 4: Southland Groundwater Monitoring Sites 
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Figure 5: Southland Relative Humidity and Soil Moisture Monitoring Sites 
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Figure 6:  Southland Rainfall and Wind Direction/Speed Monitoring Sites 
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6. Functions during a Water Shortage  
 
The primary functions of Environment Southland during a water shortage are to:  

 
(a) measure and record rainfall, water resources, and groundwater levels to maintain 

hydrological records (potential evapotranspiration may also be measured);  
(b) monitor the recession of the region’s water resources; 
(c) use available hydrologic data to provide a warning to water users and general public 

of possible water restrictions;  
(d) use available climate and weather predictions to provide a warning to water users 

and general public of possible water restrictions;  
(e) liaise with, and advise, resource consent holders, territorial authorities, community 

groups, rural support trusts and other water resource users of restrictions to water 
resource use (either non-regulatory recommendations for water conservation, 
restrictions specified by resource consent and/or restrictions authorised by 
Section 329 of the RMA); 

(f) if necessary, issue a water shortage direction under Section 329 of the RMA; 
(g) monitor compliance with any restriction that may be in place;  
(h) regular liaison and provision of advice to Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry; and  
(i) tell users when normal use of water resources can resume.  
 
 
7. Operating procedure during a Water Shortage 
 
It is important that all water users are communicated with openly, and treated in a fair 
manner because during a water shortage it may be necessary for Environment Southland 
to apportion, restrict, or suspend the abstraction of water and/or the discharge of 
contaminants to water depending on the magnitude of the particular event. 

 
There are two situations that the Council is required to manage. These are: 
 

 activities authorised by a resource consent to either take, use, dam, or divert water 
and to discharge a contaminant to water, that have specific conditions relating to 
the water resource; and 

 a general restriction on all water abstraction and the discharge of contaminants to 
water, both permitted and consented, regardless of the resource consent 
conditions, by the issue of a water shortage directive under Section 329 of the 
RMA. 

 
As a water shortage intensifies there will be a progression in Environment Southland’s 
response. This progression has been divided into four stages. It is summarised in 
Figure 7 (below) and is presented and discussed in Section 12. 
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Figure 7: Summary flow diagram – response progression  
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8. Roles and Responsibilities 
 
The Director of Environmental Management holds the position of Water Shortage 
Manager. The Water Shortage Manager has responsibility for:    

 
 co-ordinating the flow of information and action between the various sections of 

the Council involved in managing a water shortage; 
 raising and lowering the status of a particular water shortage; 
 ensuring a communications plan for effective communication with the media and 

external stakeholders is developed and implemented; 
 ensuring a compliance inspection strategy to determine compliance with water 

resources use restrictions is developed and implemented; and 
 advising the Chief Executive with respect to the issue of a warning of possible 

impending water shortage and the issuing of a formal water shortage direction. 
 
Internally, the Water Shortage Manager is to ensure effective links are maintained with 
the following: 
 

 Chief Executive – who should liaise with the Chairperson and councillors; 
 Chair of the Environment Management Committee; 
 Environmental Information – monitoring and forecasting of the event; 
 Environmental Compliance – identification, monitoring and enforcement of 

resource consents with low water resource/groundwater level restrictions; and 
 Communications Division. 

 
Externally, the Water Shortage Manager is to ensure effective communication is 
maintained with the following:  
 

 consent holders; 
 media; 
 territorial authorities (Asset Managers);  
 Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry; 
 community groups; 
 rural support organisations; 
 Federated Farmers; and 
 other relevant outside organisations if required (i.e. banks). 

 
Ultimate responsibility for Environment Southland’s response to a water shortage and 
the flow of information regarding the event lies with the Chief Executive.  
 
 
9. Issuing a Water Shortage Direction  
 
As previously stated, the power to issue a water shortage direction under Section 329 of 
the RMA has been delegated by Council to the following staff:  
 

 Chief Executive; 
 Director of Environmental Management; or 
 Compliance Manager. 
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The issue of a water shortage direction requires consultation with and the agreement of 
the Chair of the Environmental Management Committee, but does not require the 
resolution of Council. 
 
Environment Southland may issue a water shortage direction that relates to any specified 
water in any specified area within Southland. A direction can only be issued for a 14 day 
period after which it expires. However, a further direction can amend, revoke, or renew 
that which it succeeds.  
 
The water shortage direction will detail the nature of the restrictions required and to what 
areas, water uses and/or water bodies it applies. A water shortage direction may restrict 
water resource use authorised by a resource consent and/or allowed by a permitted 
activity rule, for example stock drinking water and domestic takes. 
 
A water shortage direction enables Environment Southland to require water users to 
reduce their use by: 
 

 apportioning their use, (i.e. allocating water amongst a collective of users of a 
particular water resource); 

 preventing use of water on certain days “no use” days; 
 restricting the amount of water used, (i.e. limiting water takes to a percentage of the 

consented use); or 
 suspending the abstraction of water or discharge of contaminants into water 

completely. 
 

When issuing a water shortage direction, according to provisions in the Regional Water 
Plan for Southland - Policy 24, Environment Southland will give priority to water 
abstraction for the following uses: 
 

 reasonable domestic needs; 
 reasonable animal drinking needs; 
 fire-fighting purposes; 
 public health needs; 
 animal welfare needs.  

 
This policy does not mean that all the water available will be allocated to these uses when 
a water shortage direction is issued. Furthermore, priority uses may also be subject to 
water restrictions.  
 
Notification of the water shortage direction will be published in relevant local 
newspapers and publicised via other channels considered appropriate by the 
Water Availability Response Team. All reasonable efforts must be made to notify the 
water users required to restrict their use as soon as possible after the issue of the 
direction. To ensure the direction is legally robust it is recommended that affected parties 
sign a Memorandum of Understanding (or similar) confirming that they accept the 
intention of Section 329 of the RMA and agree to comply with the water shortage 
direction. 
 
Appendix 4 contains a Water Shortage Direction template from the Quality Planning 
website for reference purposes.  
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10. Establishment of a Water Availability Response Team 
(Internal) 

 
During the early stages of a water shortage or during an event of limited magnitude, the 
Water Shortage Manager will form an internal Water Availability Response Team. This 
team will help the Water Shortage Manager to respond to the event and maintain the 
required lines of internal communication (as outlined in point 3). This team may include:  
 

 Director of Environment Management; 
 Environmental Information Manager; 
 Environmental Information staff;  
 Environmental Compliance staff; 
 Communications staff; 
 Consents Manager; 
 Land Sustainability staff; 
 Policy and Planning staff; 
 Information Services Manager. 

 
 
11. Establishment of a Water Shortage Response Group 
 
When the water shortage reaches Status 3 (as outlined in the response progression in 
Section 12), the Water Shortage Manager will liaise with the Chief Executive and the 
Chairman of Environment Southland and form a Water Shortage Response Group. The 
Group is an expansion of the internal Water Availability Response Team and reflects the 
increasing magnitude of the water shortage and the need to expand communication and 
consultation channels.  
 
The group will consist of both internal and external parties and may be several small 
groups or one group as deemed appropriate by the Water Shortage Manager. The 
external parties that may be involved in the Water Shortage Response Group could 
include (see Appendix 2 for an expanded list of potential members of a Water Shortage 
Response Group): 
 

 Southland Emergency Management Office staff; 
 Iwi; 
 Federated Farmers; 
 conservation organisations; 
 industry organisations; 
 commercial organisations; 
 representatives from the Invercargill City, Southland District and Gore District 

Councils; 
 rural support trusts; 
 Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry;  
 Work and Income; 
 vets; 
 stock and station firms; 
 banks; 
 accountants. 
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Environment Southland has in the past taken a leadership role to advocate for and 
support the community during local adverse climatic events. This role is not specified in 
this operating procedure. Decisions will be made on a case-by-case basis as to what 
Environment Southland’s role will be in this regard. 

 
 

12. Response Progression  
 
Status 1 – Normal water use 

 
Scenario – Water resources are adequate and normal use of the resource occurs.  
 
Required Outcome – Maintain monitoring systems, channels of information flow and 
predict the onset of management restrictions and/or low flow conditions.    

 
Function Activity Party Responsible 
Monitoring Ongoing water resource data collection 

and maintenance of the telemetry system. 
Environmental 
Information  

Confirmation of low flow hydrological 
ratings at critical sites. 

Environmental 
Information 

Interpretation and assessment of water 
resource data, weather information and 
longer-term forecasts.  

Environmental 
Information 

Ongoing maintenance of database of 
resource consent holders (abstraction and 
discharge) with specific conditions relating 
water resource levels. 

Environmental 
Compliance 

Maintain links between consents database 
and the alarmist computer system and the 
telemetry system. 

Environmental 
Compliance 

Forecast groundwater resource reduction 
and determine when and where water 
resources will reach management 
restrictions and/or low flow conditions. 

Environmental 
Information 

Provide regular updates on the water 
resource to the Water Shortage Manager.  

Environmental 
Information 

Communication Notify Water Shortage Manager when 
predictions indicate that in the absence of 
significant recharge, normal use of the 
water resource may compromise 
environmental health.  

Environmental 
Information 

On receiving notification of the above 
elevate water shortage response to 
Status 2.  

Water Shortage Manager 

  
 
Status 2 – Impending management restrictions 

 
Scenario – Water resources are receding. In the absence of significant recharge, normal 
use of the water resource may compromise environmental health. Management 
restrictions and/or low flow conditions are likely.  
 
Required Outcome – To establish a Water Availability Response Team and provide 
specific water users (both abstractive users and those that discharge to water) with 
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advance notice of the onset of water resource management restrictions and/or low flow 
conditions.  

 
Function Activity Party Responsible 
 Appoint Water Availability Response Team. Water Shortage Manager 
Monitoring Maintain links between consents database and the 

alarmist computer system and the telemetry system. 
Environmental 
Compliance 

Interpretation and assessment of water resource data, 
weather information and longer-term forecasts.  

Environmental 
Information 

Communication Report monitoring results to Water Availability 
Response Team. 

Environmental 
Information 

Develop a communications plan to encourage water 
conservation and ensure effective communication with 
Environment Southland staff and Councillors, and 
external stakeholders. 
- Appendices 2 and 3 contain a list of relevant external 

stakeholders and a template to aid the development 
of a communications plan, respectively. 

- The communications plan will be implemented at 
the discretion of the Water Shortage Manager.  

Water Shortage Manager 

 If water user groups are in place, inform them that 
they can start to consider how water sharing or 
rationing could be undertaken. 

Water Shortage Manager 

Inform the Chief Executive of the situation as it 
develops.  

Water Shortage Manager 

 On reaching cut-off points elevate water shortage to 
Status 3. 

Water Shortage Manager 

 
 
Status 3 – Minimum flow and aquifer levels 
 
Scenario – In affected areas, the water resource has reached management restrictions 
and/or low flow conditions. Water takes have reached cut-off points and, therefore, the 
takes have been suspended.  
 
Required Outcome – Compliance with water use restrictions and promotion of water 
conservation practices to the general public. 

 
Function Activity Party Responsible 
 Appoint Water Shortage Response Group. Water Shortage Manager 
Monitoring  Carry out monitoring (in addition to that required at 

Status 2) to: 
- define the magnitude of the water shortage; 
- determine when water resource levels (still above 

cut-off levels) will reach cut off points; and 
- ensure restrictions in place are appropriate.  

Environmental 
Information  
 
Environmental 
Compliance 

Interpretation and assessment of water resource data, 
weather information and longer-term forecasts.  

Environmental 
Information 

Communication 
 

Report monitoring results to Water Availability 
Response Team and Water Shortage Response Group. 

Environmental 
Information 

- Liaise with the Water Shortage Response Group 
when necessary to co-ordinate communication with 
water users regarding effective water use restrictions 
and the possibility and likely timeframe of additional 
water use restrictions.  

- Liaise with the Water Shortage Response Group 

Water Shortage Manager 
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Function Activity Party Responsible 
when necessary to co-ordinate communication with 
the general public to promote water conservation. 

- Aim to give water users at least one week advance 
notice of initial and/or additional restrictions.  

- Notify resource consent holders of restrictions to 
the exercise of their resource consent. 

If water user groups are in place then these can 
implement water sharing or rationing. 

Environmental 
Compliance  

Monitor compliance with water restrictions. 
Enforcement Inform the Chief Executive of the situation as it 

develops and when appropriate recommend the Chief 
Executive issues a water shortage direction under 
Section 329 of the RMA.  

Water Shortage Manager 

On the issue of a water shortage direction elevate 
water shortage to Status 4. 

Water Shortage Manager 

 
 

Status 4 – Water shortage direction issued under Section 329 of 
the RMA 

 
Scenario – Environment Southland believes that there is a serious temporary shortage of 
water and a water shortage direction as authorised by Section 329 of the RMA has been 
issued. 
 
Required Outcome – Implementation of the water shortage direction and promotion 
of water conservation practices. 
 
Function Activity Division Responsible 
Monitoring Carry out additional monitoring to: 

- Define the magnitude of the water shortage, and;  
- Determine when water resources levels (still above 

cut-off levels) will reach cut off points;  
- Ensure restrictions in place are appropriate.  

Environmental 
Information  

Interpretation and assessment of water resource levels, 
weather and longer-term climate forecasts.  

Environmental 
Information 

Communication Report monitoring results to Water Availability 
Response Team and Water Shortage Response Group. 

Environmental 
Information 

Liaise with the Water Shortage Response Group to:  
- Coordinate communication with water users 

regarding effective water use restrictions and the 
possibility and likely timeframe of additional water 
use restrictions;  

- Coordinate communication with the wider public to 
promote water conservation; and  

- Publicise the water shortage direction and its 
implications for water use. 

Aim to give water users at least one weeks advance 
notice of initial and/or additional restrictions. 

Water Shortage Manager 

- Notify resource consent holders of restrictions to 
the exercise of their resource consent.  

Water Shortage Manager 

- Organise, if necessary, a “Drought Shout.”  Water Shortage Manager 
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Function Activity Division Responsible 
Enforcement Monitor compliance with water restrictions and water 

shortage direction. 
Environmental 
Compliance 

Review of the water shortage direction and amend, 
revoke, or renew as necessary.  

Water Shortage Manager 

Inform the Chief Executive of the ongoing situation. Water Shortage Manager 
 
 
13. Recovery 
 
At the conclusion of a water shortage event there is often a period of time where 
co-ordination of recovery from the event is required. This may be especially relevant to 
the agricultural community. Depending on the severity of the event the Ministry of 
Agriculture and Forestry may provide a lead in recovery and instigate a number of 
activities via the Rural Support Trust. Environment Southland will generally play a lesser 
role in recovery activities and because of this, a hand-over to a recovery phase may be 
required. The Water Shortage Manager should consider any such handover in 
consultation with the Water Shortage Response Group. 
 
The Southland Civil Defence Emergency Management Group Recovery Plan may be of 
assistance in outlining useful processes and considerations to be made in a recovery 
phase.    
 
 
14. Records 
 
Once the water shortage has been elevated to Status 2, a log of the water shortage will be 
kept. A member of the Secretarial Team or the Policy and Planning Administration 
Assistant, as nominated by the Water Shortage Manager, will be given this job. This will 
include: 
 

 ensuring an efficient flow of information; 
 assisting in the proper co-ordination of staff and activities; 
 keeping written records in a logically progressive fashion through the water 

shortage. 
 
Records are to be kept of: 
 

 warnings issued to resource consent holders; 
 notification of restrictions to resource consent holders; and 
 notification revoking any restrictions. 

 
 
15. Funding  

 
Internal staff time costs within divisions will be borne by the division to which the staff 
member belongs. Any external parties involved will bear their own costs.  
 
The provision of paid advertising will need to be considered by the Water Shortage 
Manager and funding for this will be provided from the ommunications budget. 
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16. Debriefing 

 
A debriefing of parties with a role in managing the water shortage of Status 3 or greater 
should be undertaken and will involve: 
 

 checking records kept during the water shortage and recording further information 
if necessary; 

 an assessment of the water shortage itself; 
 an assessment of the response to the water shortage; 
 an assessment of any further response required; and 
 an assessment of ongoing tasks and priorities.  

 
Any learning points will be recorded for the future review of the operating procedure. A 
dossier of the event records will be put together and water shortage reports prepared as 
required. 
 
All relevant staff should attend the debriefing for training purposes. See Southland Civil 
Defence Emergency Management Group Plan, Appendix 6 for debriefing procedures.  
 
17. Review 
 
This Water Shortage Standard Operating Procedure is to be reviewed every 10 years, 
after a water shortage of Status 3 or when considered necessary, in order to 
accommodate changes and maintain an effective and efficient management procedure. 
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Appendix 1: Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry Drought 
Guidance Document 
 
 

Drought Guide 

Drought definition, recognition and assistance measures 

February 2009 

Introduction  
Droughts are a feature of farming in New Zealand, particularly on the East Coast of the 
North Island, and in Marlborough, Canterbury and Central Otago. Predictions are that droughts 
will occur more frequently in the future due to climate change effects.  
The purpose of this guidance document is to outline:  

• MAF’s definition of drought events in New Zealand;  

• the role of MAF in the recognition of droughts;  

• the role of MAF in the implementation of the government’s assistance measures during 
drought events;  

• suggestions on how local communities might initiate and implement drought response and 
recovery activities.  

Building rural capacity to respond to adverse events  

On-farm readiness and recovery plan for adverse climatic events and natural disasters  
In all adverse climatic events, including droughts, it is the event’s impact on the agriculture, 
horticulture or forestry sectors that concerns MAF. Therefore, from MAF’s perspective, a 
drought event is when the lack of rainfall has a physical, economic and social impact on farming 
businesses and families.  
The principle that individuals and communities have primary responsibility for risk mitigation 
and preparedness in adverse events, underpins the Government’s on-farm readiness and recovery 
plan for adverse climatic events and natural disasters.  
In the case of a drought this means that farmers and growers will consider and prepare for the 
risk of drought as appropriate to their region, seek advice and take management measures early to 
mitigate the impact of developing dry conditions.  
It is the responsibility of communities to work together to manage local and regional impacts of 
an adverse event. In the case of a drought there are indicators that give lead time for the 
community to take action; some of these indicators are described in later sections of this 
guidance document. In a situation of prolonged dry conditions the community should identify 
leaders to represent its interests and form a group to discuss, manage and co-ordinate any local 
response activity.  
The role of central government agencies in a drought will depend on the scale of the event. The 
types of support measures offered by central government agencies often rely on input from the 
local community to deliver, so some form of local organisation is desirable.  
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Rural Support Trusts  
New Zealand has a nationwide network of Rural Support Trusts that take leadership in their 
communities, in conjunction with other industry and community organisations, whenever an 
adverse event like a drought occurs.  
Rural Support Trusts have plans for their response to adverse events. Included in these plans will 
be a list of indicators that signal the onset of a drought and a list of response activities specific to 
that region that could be undertaken in a drought event.  

What constitutes a drought?  
Generally there are three concepts of drought: meteorological, hydrological, and 
agronomic/agricultural.  

Meteorological drought  
“The state of the climate system that creates abnormally dry weather, prolonged enough for the lack of rainfall to 
cause serious hydrological imbalances”  
The environmental variation that results can be analysed in relative terms, for example the rainfall 
over a defined period, could be analysed as percentiles of the historical data distribution, or 
deviations from normal.  
The Australian Government (Bureau of Meteorology) classifies droughts into two categories, 
based on rainfall deficiency over a period of three months or more. Rainfall deficiencies are 
identified only when the last three-month (or more) rainfall is below the lowest 10 percent of 
records.  

• A “serious rainfall deficiency” is when the rainfall lies above the lowest 5 percent of 
recorded rainfall but below the lowest 10 percent of records.  

• A “severe rainfall deficiency” is when rainfall levels are amongst the lowest 5 percent.  

Hydrological drought  
“A deficit of water in the landscape, either in ground water reserves or in the surface hydrological system such as 
rivers, streams, lakes, etc”  
Relevant indicators are rates of groundwater recharge and soil moisture deficit, or more 
accurately, potential evapotranspiration deficit.  
The National Institute for Water and Atmospheric Research (NIWA) uses a model to track the 
soil moisture deficit of an average soil type, with no irrigation, that reaches field capacity when it 
has 150mm of water available. Soil moisture deficits greater than 110mm are regarded as 
significant, meaning that agricultural drought conditions will be experienced where there is no 
irrigation. Soil moisture deficits over 130mm are regarded as severe.  

Agronomic/agricultural drought  
“A protracted period of deficient precipitation resulting in extensive damage to crop/pasture growth and 
production”  
Generally, an agronomic drought will follow a hydrological drought, but not always. This will 
depend upon the season and management practices such as irrigation, supplementary feed, and 
stocking rate practices. Useful indicators are grass growth rates, crop yields and livestock 
condition.  
A definition of a drought event that has been historically applied by MAF in New Zealand is 
evapotranspiration exceeding rainfall for a period of 100 days or more. However, this definition 
is no longer used by MAF.  
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How does MAF define a drought?  
From MAF’s perspective, a drought event is when the lack of rainfall has economic, 
environmental and social impact on farming businesses and families and the wider community.  
MAF uses a “basket of descriptors” to make an assessment of the impact of a potential drought 
(Table 1.1). The descriptors include climate and hydrological data as well as information on crop 
and animal production performance.  

Table 1.1: Descriptors used by MAF to assess the onset and impact of a drought event 

All is not well with rainfall patterns locally/regionally. 
Examples are:  
−  deviation of rainfall levels from average.  
−  lowest rainfall level on record for this month or 

period?  
−  is there evidence of low rainfall over consecutive 

seasons?  
 

All is not well with soil moisture deficit 
(SMD) patterns locally/regionally. 
Examples are:  
− deviation of continuous SMD from 

average; 
−  significant SMD i.e. ≥ 110 mm; 
−  severe SMDs i.e. ≥ 130 mm.  
 

Pasture growth levels less than previous years for the 
same time period.  

Probabilities of median rainfall during 
the next 2 to 3 months are less than 
50 percent.  

What is the upcoming season? For example, is it 
summer and natural dry period, or winter and low 
growing temperatures?  

Unseasonal increases in stock numbers 
for sale (due to de-stocking).  

Unusual increases in the number of capital stock for 
sale (indicative of further de-stocking).  

Some dams below 40 percent capacity, 
rivers and natural water points drying up. 

Irrigation consents withdrawn or withdrawn earlier in 
the season than usual.  

Stock condition deteriorating.  

Failure of supplementary crops.  Several districts affected.  

 
In a pending drought situation, MAF will, in discussion with the local Rural Support Trust and 
drought committee, or industry and local government representatives where a committee is not 
yet in operation, make an assessment of the physical, economic and social impacts on farming 
businesses and families, and the wider community. On the basis of this assessment, MAF will 
advise government on the scale and severity of the event, which in turn triggers any programme 
of recovery measures.  

Recognising that a district or region is in drought  
MAF is responsible for making an assessment of the potential impact of a drought, and advising 
government of the scale of the event. The scale of the event is guided by the matrix of 
government response table (Table 1.2). A drought event can be determined either a small-, 
medium or large-scale event, depending upon the physical impact, the degree of economic and 
social impact, and the availability of risk management options.  
The availability of government assistance measures varies with the scale of a drought event. 
Measures that are more targeted to rural businesses and families are available in events that MAF 
recognises as being medium- to large-scale. Further details of government assistance measures in 
drought events are provided later in the guidance document.  
Where the Government accepts MAF’s categorisation of a drought event as being either medium 
or large-scale, a joint announcement recognising a district or region is in drought will be made by 
MAF and the relevant local authority, and the local/regional drought committee if one exists. 
The announcement is likely to include details of the government assistance measures available. 
MAF is unlikely to be involved in an announcement of small-scale drought events. However, 
regional and district councils may initiate or implement a drought response. They may do this 
under Local Government Association (2002) legislation, which provides council advocacy 
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functions for their respective communities. In this case, their role would be in communications 
regarding water use and in managing water consents/water restrictions, etc.  
This public announcement and recognition that an area is in drought provides the affected 
community with a sense that others have recognised and acknowledged their difficult situation.  

Table 1.2: Matrix of government response to adverse climatic events including droughts, 
and natural disasters  

 

 
 

Setting up a drought committee  
MAF encourages community members to work together to manage local and regional adverse 
events. In a drought, a local/regional drought committee is useful for the co-ordination of 
drought response and recovery activities.  
As a result of the 2008 national drought, a national adverse events committee has been formed. 
In the situation where a drought affects multiple regions this committee would be convened to 
provide advice to MAF and government on assistance measures. The national adverse events 
committee is not a replacement for regional or local committees.  

When should a drought committee be formed?  
Experience from previous drought events indicates that a committee is best formed at the early 
stages of a drought when response activities are most effective and early decision making critical. 
A drought committee may be initiated through a preliminary meeting of interested parties to 
assess the situation in a local or regional area. The following factors could be considered in 
determining the need for a drought committee:  

• the local Rural Support Trust chairman or co-ordinator, or local Federated Farmers 
president, deems that a drought committee would be beneficial;  

• farmers/growers start looking for support measures;  

• drought conditions become a hot topic of conversation in the community;  
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• people in the farming and horticulture service sector such as farm consultants, vets, stock 
agents and trade suppliers start to raise concern;  

• a general mood in the community that “we need to do something”;  

• MAF makes enquiries about local impact and responses to the dry conditions/drought and 
offers assistance as part of the Adverse Events Policy;  

• local media start making enquiries.  

Who should set up and be involved in the drought committee?  
Communities generally look to local authorities and farm industry leaders to take the initiative to 
set up a drought committee. The local Rural Support Trust network should be one of the groups 
that initiate the establishment of a drought committee, in particular because they can contribute 
to the response capability and they are familiar with the MAF criteria for providing support in 
adverse events. In recent drought events, committees have been chaired by regional council 
chairs, district council mayors, or by Federated Farmers local branch presidents. Local authorities 
are well placed to provide a meeting venue for drought committee meetings.  
There is no prescription for who should sit on a drought committee but a broad representation 
of the community and supporting agencies is advisable to ensure that response and recovery 
resources are used to best effect. A broad representation also helps gain a more accurate picture 
of the impact of the drought i.e. how bad are things now and will they get worse?  
The committee could include representatives of:  

• regional or district council, who might act as chairperson;  

• industry leaders (e.g. chairperson/president of local Federated Farmers or industry 
associations);  

• Rural Support Trust and Agriculture Recovery Facilitators;  

• Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry;  

• government agencies, such as Work and Income and Inland Revenue;  

• industry good organisations (e.g. Meat and Wool NZ, DairyNZ, HortNZ);  

• CDEM groups;  

• Rural Women New Zealand;  

• veterinarians;  

• stock agents;  

• banks;  

• accountants.  
There is a danger of inertia with a large committee. This can be overcome by appointing a small 
action-focused group that are delegated tasks, while the wider group acts in a governance and 
information-sharing role.  

What useful things might a drought committee do?  
Forming a drought committee indicates to the community and Government that the event is 
outside the norm. It provides a collective voice for discussion with MAF around the impact and 
scale of the drought event, and what assistance measures might be required.  
The formation of a drought committee offers the community a psychological boost in 
recognising the drought, and giving assurance that stakeholder groups and government agencies 
are working together and doing what they can to help. The presence of a committee encourages 
the local community to offer support such as organising fundraising events. Activities of a 
drought committee could include:  
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• Acting as a channel to collate information from various stakeholders/agencies to help 
assess how bad things are and are likely to get. Such information can be used to make a 
case to MAF and the Ministry of Social Development to determine what central 
government assistance measures could be made available and over what time period.  

• The committee chairperson could be the contact point for local radio and newspapers.  

• Co-ordinating technology transfer messages and agencies who deliver technology transfer 
activities. This may include preparing media releases and articles.  

• Generating ideas for drought response/recovery activities that could be supported by MAF 
e.g. leaflets and technical seminars.  

• Organising local social functions and seek local sponsorship.  

• Helping to assess and prioritise requests for MAF funding assistance, outside of the 
funding assistance provided to the Rural Support Trusts.  

• Generating ideas for future drought mitigation activities.  

• Holding a debrief meeting shortly after a drought event is over to record learnings from the 
event.  

Support available from Rural Support Trusts in drought events  
Rural Support Trusts provide assistance to rural communities in times of hardship, including 
during adverse events such as drought and floods. Rural Support Trusts can provide services 
such as:  

• coordinating an initial response to a drought event such as the setting up of a drought 
committee;  

• helping farmers decide on business options;  

• acting as advocates for financial assistance; and  

• providing stress management services (or making referrals if appropriate).  
 
The Rural Support Trust will have a good network of contacts in the region and should be able 
to help co-ordinate extension activities and community social activities. If the scale of the event is 
medium or large, MAF will fund the Trusts to provide support and co-ordination services for the 
community as outlined in Figure 1.  

Government assistance measures in drought events  
Central government is advised by MAF on the impact of adverse climatic events or natural 
disasters under the auspices of the Adverse Events Recovery Policy, which came into effect in 
April 2007. The range of assistance measures varies depending upon the scale of the event, the 
degree of economic and social impact, and the availability of risk management options.  
Assistance available in a small-scale or localised drought event includes tax relief, income support 
and counselling assistance, which is available from government agencies to support any New 
Zealander or business facing adversity. More targeted assistance measures are available in 
medium to large-scale drought events. Further details of the types of government assistance 
available in a drought event are outlined in Figure 1.  

Further information on government assistance measures in drought events  
On-farm readiness and recovery plan for adverse climatic events and natural disasters.  
http://www.maf.govt.nz/mafnet/rural-nz/assistance/adverse-events/onfarm-readiness-and-
recovery-plan-web.htm 
Need help with Drought Relief?  
http://www.maf.govt.nz/mafnet/rural-nz/emergency-management/droughts/ 
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Contacts at MAF Policy 

Location  Telephone  Mobile  

Hamilton  07 957 8314  029 957 8313 

Rotorua  07 921 3400  029 921 3407 

Hastings  06 974 8814  029 974 8811 

Wellington  04 894 0100  029 894 0470 

Nelson  03 543 9182  029 943 1025 

Christchurch  03 943 1703  029 943 1706 

Dunedin  03 951 4700  029 951 4716  
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Appendix 2:  Stakeholders   
 
The following is a list of groups/organisations that are likely to be stakeholders in any response 
to a Status 3 or greater water shortage via the Water Shortage Response Group. The list should 
not be considered exhaustive or exclusive. Furthermore, decisions on communication with 
external parties should be made by the Water Shortage Manager.   
 

 Southland Emergency Management Office staff; 
 Iwi; 
 Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry;  
 Southland’s Territorial Authorities (e.g. Southland District Council, Invercargill City 

Council, and Gore District Council); 
 Conservation organisations (e.g. Fish and Game New Zealand – Southland Region, The 

Department of Conservation); 
 Industry organisations (e.g. chairman/president of local Federated Farmer or industry 

associations, Meat and Wool NZ, DairyNZ, HortNZ, Irrigation Southland); 
 Rural support agencies, trusts and agriculture recovery facilitators (e.g. Rural Women New 

Zealand, Southland Adverse Events Trust); 
 Work and Income New Zealand; 
 Inland Revenue; 
 SF Southland;  
 Dairy NZ;  
 Meat and Wool NZ; 
 Northern Southland Transport Holdings;  
 Media (e.g. Southland Times, Southern Rural Life); 
 Banks (e.g. SBS Bank, The National Bank, Rabobank); 
 Commercial organisations (e.g. Ballance Agri-Nutrients, Ravensdown); 
 CRT; 
 Southern Rural Fire; 
 Rural Consultants; 
 Insurers;  
 Vets; 
 Stock and station firms; 
 Accountants. 
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Appendix 3:  Communications Plan 
 
(Project Name) 
 
COMMUNICATIONS PLAN   
 
Purpose of the Communications Plan: 
 
Vision / Goal for the Communications Plan  
 
Communications Objectives 
(break-down by project phase if applicable) 
 
Communication Issues – SWOT analysis  
Communications Strengths 
Communications Weaknesses 
Communications Opportunities 
Communications Threats / Risks 
 
Audiences 
(break-down audience, spokespeople, key messages and media by project phase if applicable) 
 
Spokespeople 
 
Key messages 
Media (for communicating key messages and regular updates) 
Internal  
External  
 
Communications Actions 

What When Why Who’s Responsible 
    
    
    
    
    
    

 
 
Communications Resources to support Project:  
 
What will success look like? 
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 Appendix 4: Water Shortage Direction Examples 
 
Quality Planning Website water shortage direction example 
 
 

Water shortage direction under Section 329 of the Resource Management Act 1991 
 
TO: [Identify clearly people to whom notice is addressed]. 
 
1. The ___________________Regional Council considers that there is a serious temporary 
shortage of water in the______________[location - precise description] part of its region and the 
taking/use/damming/diversion/discharge of water/discharge of contaminant, namely 
_________________ 
into water is to be apportioned/restricted/suspended. 
 
2. The ___________________ Regional Council directs everyone living in the _____ to: 
 
[state extent and manner of 
apportionment/restriction/suspension and the period of the 
direction in days and dates] 
 
Note: All notes in italics are to assist the person preparing the direction and should not be included in the direction 
itself. 
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