Key questions answered on local government reform

On Tuesday 9 June Taupo District councillors took part in a workshop on the Government’s proposed
local government reforms, with input from the Department of Internal Affairs (DIA).

A number of questions were raised during the session, with DIA Partnership Director Vanessa
Blacklock responding to councillors’ concerns about process, timelines, and what the changes could
mean for communities.

Here’s a summary of some of the key questions and answers discussed.

Q. What does “Head Start” mean and is it voluntary?
Councillors asked whether the Head Start process is something councils must take part in.

A. Head Start is a voluntary pathway for councils that are ready to progress change now. It
allows territorial authorities and existing unitary authorities to come together and propose
new structures, such as unitary authorities, by submitting an outline proposal by 9 August.

However, councils that choose not to take part, or don’t progress, will be subject to a back
stop process, where the Government will determine the structure at a later stage.

Q. What happens if we don’t submit a proposal?
Several councillors asked about the implications of not participating in Head Start.

A. Councils who do not submit a proposal would move into the back stop process, which is
expected to begin after the 2028 local elections and take effect from the 2031 elections.

In that process:
e councils may be grouped with others by Government
e there may be less opportunity to influence representation and structure

e final decisions would be made by Government rather than councils

Q. Will communities still have a local voice?
Maintaining local voice was a key concern raised by councillors.

A. This is one of the fundamental issues for councils and communities to consider, and
something the Government is interested in hearing views on.

Ms Blacklock explained that:
e councils can propose how local representation might work under a new structure
e options could include community boards or other forms of delegated decision-making

e Head Start gives councils the opportunity to shape these arrangements



However, she acknowledged that larger council structures can make it more challenging to maintain
local voice, and that this is one of the trade-offs to consider.

Q. Is there a minimum size or population requirement?
Councillors asked whether there is a minimum population threshold for new structures.

A. There is no set population threshold, and proposals will be considered in context. Factors
such as geography, community connections and scale of services will all be taken into
account when assessing proposals.

Q. Why is this happening so quickly?

Councillors raised concerns about the pace of the process and whether the Government has a
detailed plan.

A. Ms Blacklock acknowledged that the Head Start timeframe is short and that this is
challenging for councils. She explained that:

o Head Start is designed for councils ready to move quickly
e the back stop process provides a longer-term pathway for those who are not

She also noted that there is currently limited detail about the back stop process, and that
feedback from councils through Head Start will help shape what that looks like.

Q. Can councils meaningfully consult with their communities?
Councillors asked how they could engage with communities given the tight timeframe.

A. Ms Blacklock acknowledged that there is limited opportunity for meaningful consultation
before proposals are submitted. However, she said:

e more detailed consultation is expected to take place after initial proposals are developed

e councils will need to engage further on key aspects such as representation and financial
arrangements

e existing legal requirements for consultation still apply until legislation is changed

Q. What happens to assets, debt and community funds?

Questions were raised about how council assets, such as investments and community funds, would
be treated under a new structure.

A. Councils can propose ways to:
e ring-fence assets or funds for the benefit of specific communities

e protect local interests through governance arrangements



However, over time, in a combined entity revenues and liabilities may ultimately be shared,
depending on the structure adopted.

Q. Will reforms reduce costs or rates?

Councillors asked whether the reforms would lead to lower rates for residents.
A. There has been no detailed modelling of costs or savings at this stage.
e outcomes will depend on how councils design any new structure
e decisions about investment, services, and efficiency will influence rates

e it will be up to councils to demonstrate potential benefits through their proposals

Q. Will the Government help pay for the changes?

Councillors also asked about the cost of reform and whether Government funding would be
available.

A. No funding has been committed at this stage. Government has indicated it is open to
discussions with councils progressing through the Head Start process

Q. Why isn’t there a public vote?

Some councillors questioned why there is no requirement for a binding public vote, given the scale
of change.

A. Ms Blacklock said she could not speak to the Government’s reasoning, but noted that:
e current legislation does not yet reflect the Head Start process
e law changes are expected in 2027-2028

e consultation requirements may be updated as part of those changes

What happens next?

Councils that wish to take part in Head Start must submit an outline proposal by 9 August 2026, with
more detailed work to follow through to early 2027.

Councils are being supported through the process, but that there are still many uncertainties to
work through.





