
Simplifying Local Government Reform
Community Drop in Sessions



From the Mayor

• On 5 May 2026 the Government announced the Head Start pathway — the biggest shake-up 
of local government since 1989. The aim: replace today's split of regional and territorial 
councils with larger unitary authorities that combine both roles.

• If the government proposals  go ahead, this is likely to be the last term of elected members for 
Kaikōura District Council in its current form.

• With just 3,000 ratepayers, Kaikōura would not survive alone as a unitary council — we'd need to 
merge with our larger neighbours.

• The good news is that we have options both to the North and the South of us. 

• We want to hear your thoughts and queries to ensure we make the best decision.

"What matters most is preserving our identity and ensuring our community's 
voice is heard."  — Mayor Craig Mackle



Key announcements – 5 May 2026

Head Start pathway
A voluntary fast-track route for councils 
(city, district and unitary councils) 
ready and willing to move to unitary 
authorities now. Outline proposals due 
by 9 August 2026.

Backstop process
For areas that don't come forward 
voluntarily, the Government will 
impose a standardised reorganisation
from the 2028 local elections. Model to 
be confirmed. 

Regional functions stay local
Following consultation, key regional 
functions — flood protection, biosecurity, 
public transport, environmental 
management — will remain with local 
government, not transfer to central 
government.

Regional councillors gone
by 2028

Elected regional councillors will not stand 
at the 2028 elections. Transitional 
governance (e.g. board of mayors, Crown 
commissioners, or hybrid) will be put in 
place for backstop councils and elections 
for Head Start entities. 

Direction: unitary authorities
Both pathways move toward single 
unitary councils combining regional 
and territorial functions. A single 
unitary per region is preferred; multiple 
allowed for large/complex regions.



Head start: Entry requirements & assessment criteria

Both pathways: Unitary local government replacing regional and territorial councils from 2028 local elections

ENTRY REQUIREMENTS

01 Proposal must be deliverable by the 2028 local elections

02 Must involve 2 or more territorial and/or unitary councils 
voluntarily forming a group

03 Councils must demonstrate how proposals meet 5 key criteria 

04 Must support and be compatible with the new planning system 
(RMA reform)

05 Proposals to be submitted as outline only — detailed design 
comes later

ASSESSMENT CRITERIA

Deliverability Can the proposal realistically be implemented in a 
timely manner?

Simplifies local 
governance

Does it genuinely reduce complexity and duplication 
and improve alignment?

Economies of scale Will it improve efficiency and deliver cost savings?

Supports the new 
planning system 

Does it show clear support for implementing the new 
planning system?

Maintains local voice Does it demonstrate fair and effective representation 
for communities, and balance urban/rural interests?

Outline proposals due Sunday 9 August 2026. Decisions by Cabinet: September 2026



Reform Timelines: Head Start vs Backstop

HEAD START PATHWAY  (Voluntary)

Territorial authorities / unitaries submit 
outline proposals

By 9 Aug 2026

Officials assess proposals  (deliverability, 
simplified governance, economies of scale, 
planning system, representation)

Aug–Sep 2026

Cabinet considers proposals; agreement in 
principle on proposals

Sep 2026

Detailed design and enabling legislation
passed; new unitary authorities established

2027

BACKSTOP PROCESS  (Mandatory)

Councils do not come forward; 
Government confirms backstop applies Aug 2026

Government finalises standardised backstop model 2027

Transitional governance arrangements
put in place (board of mayors, Crown commissioners, 
or hybrid)

Post-2028

Full reorganisation into unitary authorities 
implemented across remaining regions TBC

Both pathways: Unitary local government replacing regional and territorial councils from 2028 local elections



Regional, Unitary and Territorial Authorities

• NZ has 11 standalone Regional Councils 
      (e.g. Environment Canterbury),  5 Unitary Councils
      (e.g. Marlborough District) and 61 Territorial Authorities
      (Kaikoura District Council). In Canterbury - One regional 
      Council and 10 territorial authorities

• Regional Councils focus on environmental management
      and protection, public transport, community 
      preparedness and response to hazards.

• Territorial Authorities focus on core infrastructure 
      (roading, waters, waste management and facilities),
      planning and regulatory (building and consents), 
      community development and recreation. 

• Unitary authorities focus on both.

   



Options for KDC

Main options

• Option 1: Join with Marlborough Unitary either with or without Hurunui.

• Option 2: A new North Canterbury Unitary with Hurunui and Waimakariri.

Other options

• Option 3: A new rural unitary including Hurunui and rural parts of Selwyn or 
Waimakariri.

• Option 4: Hybrid -  split part of District to Marlborough and balance to north 
canterbury or rural unitary.

• Option 5: Whole of Canterbury unitary – highly unlikely to get alignment



Guiding principles for the decision
Proposed principles to test each option against before Council commits to a Head Start proposal — drawn from Government criteria, 
Council financial policy, and community feedback to date.

01
No worse off for Kaikōura ratepayers

Rates, service levels and access to decision-makers should not deteriorate 
for our community as a result of any merger.

02
Local voice and identity preserved

Guaranteed Kaikōura representation (e.g. ward, community board, or 
local board) and a clear voice in the new entity's governance.

03
Financial fairness on debt and assets

Transparent treatment of each Council's existing debt, assets, and 
reserves so no community subsidises another's legacy obligations.

04
Continuity of essential services
Three Waters (via Kaikōura Hurunui Water Services Ltd), roading, civil 
defence and consents must continue without disruption through 
transition.

05
Right-sized scale and capability
Big enough to deliver the new planning system efficiently and meet 
Government's preferred unitary scale — without becoming too distant 
from communities. Population 50,000 plus

06
Natural community of interest
Partner with councils that share geography, catchments,  economy, 
hapū/iwi relationships, and infrastructure — north or south — not just 
convenience.

07
Deliverable by October 2028

A workable transition plan, credible governance arrangements, and 
political support across all participating councils.

08
Community-endorsed
Proposal reflects genuine engagement with Kaikōura 
community/residents and mana whenua before submission on 9 August 
2026.



Seeking community feedback on 

• Do we push for the Head Start  initiative or wait for the Backstop?

• Any preference of option and why?

• What is important to you with any change?

• What are the key principles for making a decision?



Survey Feedback (as at 7pm 15 June 2026)
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Next steps and how to have your say.

• Community Survey open until  21st June.

• Council paper Mid July latest on a way forward.

• Head start proposal to be submitted by 9th August if agreed.

Questions?


	Simplifying Local Government Reform�Community Drop in Sessions�
	From the Mayor
	Key announcements – 5 May 2026��
	Head start: Entry requirements & assessment criteria
	Reform Timelines: Head Start vs Backstop
	Regional, Unitary and Territorial Authorities
	Options for KDC
	Slide Number 8
	Seeking community feedback on 
	Survey Feedback (as at 7pm 15 June 2026)
	Survey Feedback (as at 7pm 15 June 2026)
	Survey Feedback (as at 7pm 15 June 2026)
	Survey Feedback (as at 7pm 15 June 2026)
	Survey Feedback (as at 7pm 15 June 2026)
	Survey Feedback (as at 7pm 15 June 2026)
	Survey Feedback (as at 7pm 15 June 2026)
	Next steps and how to have your say.

