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.

be confirmed.

Regional councillors gone
by 2028

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

Backstop process

For areas that don't come forward
voluntarily, the Government will
impose a standardised reorganisation
from the 2028 local elections. Model to government, not transfer to central

Regional functions stay local

Following consultation, key regional
functions — flood protection, biosecurity,
public transport, environmental
management — will remain with local

government.

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.



Reform pathways: Head start vs Backstop

BACKSTOP PROCESS (Mandatory)

HEAD START PATHWAY (Voluntary)

Territorial authorities / unitaries submit

. By 9 Aug 2026
outline proposals

Officials assess proposals (deliverability,
simplified governance, economies of scale, Aug-Sep 2026
planning system, representation)

Cabinet considers proposals; agreement in

Sep 2026
principle on proposals .

Detailed design and enabling legislation

2027
passed; new unitary authorities established

Councils do not come forward;
Government confirms backstop applies

Government finalises standardised backstop model

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

Full reorganisation into unitary authorities
implemented across remaining regions

Aug 2026

2027

Post-2028

TBC




Head start: Entry requirements & assessment criteria

ENTRY REQUIREMENTS ASSESSMENT CRITERIA

. . . - Can the proposal realistically be implemented in a

Proposal must be deliverable by the 2028 local elections Deliverability . prop Y P

timely manner?

Must involve 2 or more territorial and/or unitary councils Simplifies local Does it genuinely reduce complexity and duplication

voluntarily forming a group governance and improve alignment?

Councils must demonstrate how proposals meet 5 key criteria I Economies of scale Will it improve efficiency and deliver cost savings?
Must support and be compatible with the new planning system Supports the new Does it show clear support for implementing the new
(RMA reform) planning system planning system?

Proposals to be submitted as outline only — detailed design .. . Does it demonstrate fair and effective representation

Maintains local voice o .
comes later for communities, and balance urban/rural interests?
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