BRIEFING NOTE
Head Start Pathway — Simplifying Local Government

Purpose

1.

This briefing note will help ensure that all elected members have the same information and
understanding of the Government’s Head Start Pathway proposal. It has been prepared to inform
the Council workshop on 9 June 2026.

This note provides elected members with a summary of:
a. What the Head Start proposal is and what the Government is trying to achieve.
b. What a good outcome looks like from the Government perspective.
c. Why there is value being involved in the process.
d. What our proposed decision-making process is.
e. What scenarios are realistically on the table for discussion.

f.  What the risks to Council might be and how we can manage them.

Terms in this briefing note

3.

Region is defined in the Local Government Act 2002 as the region of a regional council and
includes the district of a territorial authority. Taupo District Council falls within four different
regions — Waikato, Bay of Plenty, Hawkes Bay and Manawatu-Whanganui — with the majority of
land area and population in the Waikato region.

Territorial authority is defined in the Local Government Act 2002 and means a city or district
council named in Part 2 of Schedule 2 of the Act. In the Waikato region this would include
Hamilton City Council and all the district councils but would not include the Waikato Regional
Council.

Unitary authority is defined in the Local Government Act 2002 and means a territorial authority
that has all of the responsibilities, duties and powers of a regional council'.

The new planning system refers to the Planning Bill and Natural Environment Bill which are
intended to replace the Resource Management Act. These bills are expected to be passed into
law in 2026.

A post settlement governance entity is a legal entity (such as a trust or body corporate)
established by an iwi or claimant group. Its primary purpose is to receive, hold and manage the
Treaty of Waitangi settlement assets transferred by the Crown. Local examples include the
Tawharetoa Maori Trust Board, Te Kotahitanga o Ngati Tiwharetoa Trust and the Ngati
Tarangitukua Charitable Trust.

T Functions of Regional and Unitary Authorities in New Zealand, Castalia 2025
https://www.teurukahika.govt.nz/news-and-publications/2025/november/castalia-report-functions-of-
regional-and-unitary-councils-in-new-zealand-2025
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The Head Start Pathway and the Government’s objectives.

The Head Start Pathway

8. Successive Governments have identified the need to modernise the structure of local
government?. The last major reform of the structure of local government took place in 1989.
Since then, there have been significant changes in the operating environment, the types of
services and functions that local government needs to deliver for communities, and the
technology that is available to aid delivery.

9. InNovember 2025 the current Government consulted on a proposal® to remove regional
councillors and replace them with boards of mayors from all the city and district councilsin a
region. Those boards would then plan out the reorganisation of local government across the
region. While submissions on that proposal acknowledged the need for reform, they also
identified issues with that proposed model®.

10. On 5 May 2026 the Government announced that it still wanted to reform local government, but
recognised that many councils wanted the chance to lead the reform locally. The Head Start
Pathway was unveiled as the mechanism to give the councils that are well progressed the
opportunity to undertake reform quickly. This is a voluntary process for councils.

11. The Government have invited proposals from two or more councils seeking to create a new
unitary authority. This is about the creation of a whole new organisation, not simply one council
taking over another. If those proposals meet the Government’s objectives, then new legislation
will be passed in 2027 to enable the new unitary authority to be established in time for the local
body elections at the end of 2028.

12. Those councils who are not part of a Head Start proposal will still be reorganised. That will take
place sometime after 2028 with the timing and process still to be worked out. This has been
called the backstop process and it will be mandatory for councils.

The Government’s objectives

13. The Government is moving towards a much simpler model of local government, removing the
current two-tiered model with functions divided between regional councils and city and district
councils. They are replacing it with a series of unitary authorities across the country. That will
consolidate all the local government functions into one layer and substantially reduce the
number of councils. This consolidation is expected to drive efficiencies across the sector.

14. There is also a timing element to this. The Government expects to make announcements in
September about which councils will amalgamate to form unitary authorities. That will be in the
lead up to the general election and will be an opportunity to show how reform of the local
government sector is making meaningful progress. Furthermore, they expect to legislate to
enable the new unitary authorities to be in place in 2028.

15. Thattiming means that proposals that are well developed, have willing participants and a strong
chance of success will likely be progressed.

2 https://www.dia.govt.nz/Future-for-Local-Government-Review

3 The Department of Internal Affairs has a webpage setting out the November 2025 proposal and
supporting information at https://www.dia.govt.nz/simplifying-local-government.

4Taupo District Council’s submission on that proposal can be found here:
https://www.taupodc.govt.nz/council/local-government-reform
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The mechanics of the Head Start Pathway

16. The Department of Internal Affairs have produced a helpful guidance document to explain what
they are looking for in Head Start proposals®.

17. Proposals must provide for the establishment of new unitary authorities. The most
straightforward approach is for all councils in a region to combine to form a single unitary
authority.

18. Proposals will also be considered for subregional unitary authorities where:

a. Existing territorial authorities are amalgamated, and regional council functions are
transferred to the new unitary authority.

b. The proposal would result in fewer local councils overall.

c. The proposed arrangement would deliver clearer accountability and effective delivery of
key functions, including regional planning, transport and catchment management.

19. More than one unitary authority in a region is only likely to be approved if:

a. Theregion is geographically large, contains a large number of territorial authorities and
has significant complex issues; and

b. The proposal clearly meets the criteria and doesn’t lead to the fragmentation of service
delivery for key regional functions where collaboration or integration is required.

20. The Waikato region would probably meet those requirements to allow for subregional unitary
authorities. The guidance material from the Department of Affairs suggests that the Government
is only anticipating two or three subregional unitary authorities. They are open to subregional
proposals where they improve outcomes for the region as a whole.

21. Proposals must be submitted by 9 August 2026. They will be assessed by Ministry of Cities,
Environment, Regions and Transport officials against criteria:

a. Deliverability: Proposals are realistic and demonstrate how new arrangements can be
implemented in a timely manner.

b. Supports the new planning system: Shows clear support for implementing the new
planning system —including progress on spatial and natural environment plan
development — and avoids or minimises disruption to that work.

c. Simplifies local governance: Proposes more efficient regional governance arrangements,
consolidating decision-making and improving alignment between a region’s councils.

d. Economies of scale: Supports regional strategic planning and effective delivery of key
regional functions (such as transport and catchment management), and demonstrates
responsible and affordable asset management, infrastructure investment, and service
delivery.

e. Maintains local voice: Demonstrates fair and effective representation for communities of
interest and how decisions will be made at the local level, balancing urban and rural
interests.

22. Proposals are expected to provide a strategic outline, focusing on the core ideas, key trade-offs
and what still needs to be worked through.

5 Guidance for Head Start outline proposals https://www.dia.govt.nz/diawebsite.nsf/Files/Local-
Government-2026/$file/Guidance-for-Head-Start-outline-proposals.pdf
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23. Cabinet will then make decisions on which proposals are supported in principle for the detailed
design phase. Those decisions are expected in September 2026. At that point they will be testing
whether the proposal is workable in practice, not whether it is fully designed.

24. The detailed design phase will take place from October 2026 to March 2027 at which point the
final proposals must be lodged. This is an opportunity to refine the details of the proposal like:

a. Howregional spatial planning will be provided for.

b. Mapping of regional council functions and services to ensure that they are provided for
and properly resourced.

c. Financial analysis of the impacts of the proposal including projected transition costs and
long-term sustainability.

d. Detailed design of representative structures like local boards, committees and Maori
representation.

e. Transitional arrangements and implementation planning like personnel transfers, asset
transfers, debt management, and council-controlled organisations.

f. Outcomes from engagement with the community.

g. Outcomes from engagement with iwi and hapu, impacts on representation
arrangements and ensuring that Treaty settlement obligations continue to be met.

25. Cabinet will make final decisions on the proposals in May 2027 and then direct legislation to be
prepared to give effect to the approved proposals.

26. Implementation is expected to begin in the first quarter of 2028 ahead of the local body elections
in October 2028.

27. Thisis an ambitious process and timeframe. It is designed to be enabling for those councils who
have been discussing amalgamation arrangements for an extended time and have a good
understanding of their desired outcomes. The timing of Cabinet’s decisions in September would
enable the Government to demonstrate progress on local government reform ahead of the
elections in November.

28. There have been past discussions about reorganisation within the Waikato region, with some
councils more advanced than others. Taup0o has not been actively pursuing amalgamation
discussions over the last couple of years. Despite the conversations that have historically taken
place, there has not been a strong alignment across the region in terms of desired outcomes.

The desired outcomes from the Government perspective

29. The Government wants to see the local government sector reformed with a single layer of local
government (unitary authorities) and a substantial reduction in the number of councils overall.
They have noted that the most straightforward approach is for all councils in a region to combine
to form a single unitary authority.

30. Proposals for two or at most three subregional unitary authorities will be considered but will need
to clearly demonstrate:

a. How governance and delivery of regional services will be improved.
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b. How subregional unitary authorities created through Head Start will work with the rest of
the region to deliver regional planning outcomes and services such as catchment
management.

c. How asubregional approach provides better outcomes for particular communities of
interest or labour markets.

d. How asubregional approach makes better sense for the overall region compared to a
single unitary authority.

e. Whether there are any communities that are likely to be negatively impacted by aspects
like changes in regional service provision.

31. Throughout the initial Head Start Pathway policy document and the subsequent guidance
document there are multiple references to the importance of delivering the new planning system.
This is a priority for the Government and will need to be delivered in parallel to any Head Start
proposal. Realistically this means that Head Start proposals will need to be well developed to
convey the confidence that they won’t distract from implementing the planning system.

“Irrespective of Head Start outcomes, councils must move at pace following enactment
of the Bills to prepare regional spatial plans upon current boundaries.”

32. The new planning system will require all the councils in the existing Waikato region to prepare a
regional spatial plan based on the current Waikato region boundaries. Most of that work will take
place over 2027 and 2028. Following that, land use plans and natural environment plans will be
developed over 2028 and 2029. Basically, the first set of planning documents under the new
system will be in place ahead of any backstop reorganisation process. That timing reinforces the
importance of getting the new planning system up and running ahead of any major disruptions
caused by reorganisation,

33. One of the challenges of simplifying the structure of local government to a single layer is
managing the delivery of the functions currently delivered by regional councils. The Government
is looking for new arrangements that support regional strategic planning particularly for
transport, economic development, spatial planning and catchment management. Addressing
how such functions that require regional integration can be delivered more effectively is
important. This is particularly relevant in the Waikato region where the scale and complexity
could result in several subregional unitary authorities that need to integrate to deliver these
functions.

34. Lastly, the Government recognises that there are many Treaty settlement arrangements in place
between local government and post-settlement governance entities. There is an
acknowledgement that they must be upheld when transferred to the new unitary authorities. A
strong proposal will need to identify those existing arrangements, discuss the outcomes from
early engagement with the relevant post-settlement governance entities, and show how ongoing
work will ensure that the Treaty settlement arrangements are given effect to.

There is value in Council being involved

35. Taking the time now to understand what sort of reorganisation arrangements might work best for
the Taupo community will help Council to engage in whatever reorganisation process is
eventually enacted. Regardless of whether Council choses to submit a Head Start proposal, itis

8 Guidance for Head Start outline proposals, page 7.
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36.

37.

38.

reasonable to assume that reorganisation of all the councils across the country is going to
happen over the next five years.

Council needs to engage with others to understand their motivations, desired outcomes and how
they might impact the district. The Head Start process enables proposals to be submitted that
include councils that may not be willing participants. Proposals with a majority of the councils in
the region, or the councils with the majority of the population can be submitted even if they also
include unwilling councils.

There are already other councils openly talking about the potential to directly involve Taupo
District in a proposal. Similarly, any proposals for reorganisation in the wider Waikato region will
have implications for the Taup0 District. It will be hard to push back on proposals that might have
negative impacts if we have not considered what we want to achieve.

There is likely little to be gained by Council actively opposing the reform process and avoiding
being engaged. That approach risks portraying Council as being unwilling to work proactively
towards achieving the Government’s objectives. In turn, that could make the Government more
likely to dictate future reorganisation plans without Council having the ability to influence
arrangements for the benefit of the community.

Our proposed decision-making process

39.

40.

41.

42.

43.

Our initial focus is on making the community aware of this process and understanding what
might be important to them. To do this we are:

a. Providing information about the process and Council’s part in it via our website and
media channels.

b. Holding Council workshops on 9 and 30 June.
c. Conducting a survey to better understand what might be important to our community.
d. Communicating and meeting with our iwi partners.

The next phase that we have already moved into is collecting information. We are reviewing
information from the Government, talking to other councils and trying to understand what
information will be important to inform Council’s future decision-making.

Over June we will be assessing the practicable scenarios against the Government’s criteria. At a
Council workshop on 30 June, we anticipate providing updates on:

a. Feedbackfrom the community engagement and engagement with iwi partners.
b. Discussions with other councils.

c. The draft assessment of scenarios so Council can identify areas where further analysis
or information may be required.

At a Council meeting on 21 July, we expect to present Council with a range of options. The
decisions will relate to whether to submit a proposal and if so what the nature of that proposal
should be.

If the decision is to submit a proposal, then officers would prepare the formal documentation
and submit it by the Government’s 9 August deadline. There would be significant time pressure at
that point as we would be trying to coordinate the production of a single proposal between
multiple councils.
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44, Itis important to note that the Head Start Pathway currently has no legislative basis, that is
expected to be putin place in the first quarter of 2028. In the meantime, Council’s authority to
make decisions comes from the general powers of competence in section 12 of the Local
Government Act 20027.

45. It also means that Council’s decision-making must be in accordance with the decision-making
requirements in sections 76 to 82 of the Local Government Act. In short this means:

a. Beingclear about what Council’s objectives are.

b. Establishing what the practicable options are to achieve those objectives.
c. Assessingthe advantages and disadvantages of the options.

d. Considering the views of those who might be affected or have an interest.

46. Council will be guided by the Significance and Engagement Policy® when deciding how best to
meet those decision-making requirements. An initial review of the policy indicates that this
matter would be significant.

The scenarios that are realistically on the table for discussion

47. There are four basic scenarios that currently appear practicable with variations within some of
them:

a. Asingle unitary authority which includes all the councils in the Waikato region.

b. A subregional unitary authority being a subset of the councils in the Waikato region.
Given the Government’s direction for no more than two or three subregional unitary
authorities, the most likely scenario would be an amalgamation of four or five of the
councils in the southern part of the region.

c. Amalgamation with a council or councils from another region. There are neighbouring
councils in the Bay of Plenty, Hawkes Bay and Manawati-Whanganui regions.

d. Bypassing the Head Start Pathway and working towards the next round of reorganisation
through the backstop process.

The potential risks to Council

48. Thereis arisk that Taupo District Council is named in another council’s proposal to form a
unitary authority despite the proposal delivering suboptimal outcomes for the Taup0 District. To
be valid a proposal must be submitted by two or more territorial authorities that together
represent a majority of either directly affected territorial authorities or a majority of the
population. We are managing this risk by actively engaging with other councils to understand
what options they might be considering. We are also developing an understanding of what a good
outcome would be from our perspective so we can advocate for that.

49. There is arisk that we are unable or unwilling to formally submit a proposal in August — bearing in
mind that we need at least one other council willing to support a proposal. The consequence is
that we would then being going through the backstop process. At this point we know that would
be a mandatory process, however there is uncertainty over the nature and timing of that process

7 https://www.legislation.govt.nz/act/public/2002/84/en/\atest/#DLM 171806
8 https://www.taupodc.govt.nz/rules-regulations-and-licenses/policies
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and particularly whether we would be able to influence its outcomes. We are managing this risk
by doing the work needed to put Council in the best position to be able to submit a proposal. We
are also focusing on understanding what our ideal reorganisation approach would be so that we
can advocate for that to Government if we end up in the backstop process.

50. There is arisk we alienate other councils and damage working relationships. The very short
timeframes are putting pressure on all councils involved in the process. Regardless of which
scenario councils chose they will inevitably impact other councils in the region. We are managing
this risk by proactively talking to other councils and making sure they are aware of the process we
are working through. When it comes to making decisions, Council will need to consider whether
itis appropriate to submit a proposal that involves councils who are unwilling.

Attachments

1. Taupo District Council’s decision-making process timeline.

2. The Government’s decision-making process.
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Taupo District Council’s decision-making process

June - collect 21 July - Decision 9 August -
information and at Council Government
assess scenarios meeting deadline

Co::m?:;it Update at Prepare
y Council proposal
awareness

workshop
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The Government’s decision-making process

Head Start opens

Cabinet agrees
proposals in principle

Final proposals submitted

Cabinet confirms
proposals

Cabinet approves
legislation

Legislation enacted

Proposal implementation
begins

Backstop begins
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Cabinet approves Head Start

Outline proposals submitted

Cabinet makes final
policy decisions

Legislation introduced

Nominations for
local elections

Local elections



