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Committee: Council Date: 06 August 2026 

Author: Hannah Windle Authoriser: Blair Bowcott  

Position: Unit Director Strategic 
Planning & Advocacy  

Position: General Manager Strategy, 
Growth and Planning  

Report Name: Simplifying Local Government - Head Start Proposal 
 

Report Status Open  

Purpose - Take  
1. To seek the Council’s approval of Hamilton City Council’s response to the Government’s Head 

Start process by 9 August 2026. 

2. The report outlines the assessment of reform scenarios and the three pathways that emerged 
through that process.  

3. While the North-West Waikato option remains a legitimate reform concept, it does not 
currently have sufficient partner support to proceed as a complying Head Start proposal.  

4. Council is therefore being asked to decide between:  
i. Option 2: supporting submission of a West Waikato proposal; or 

ii. Option 3: not submitting a Head Start proposal and instead pursuing the Backstop 
Reform Pathway. 

Staff Recommendation - Tuutohu-aa-kaimahi 
That the Council: 

a) receives the report;  

b) notes the assessment journey undertaken through the Head Start process, including 
the initial three reform scenarios, the subsequent assessment of six scenarios, and the 
refinement back to the three pathways described in this report; 

c) notes that the North-West Waikato option is included in this report and the case study 
is attached for transparency to ensure the analysis and thinking undertaken to date 
remains visible to elected members, but that it is not recommended as a formal Head 
Start proposal because it does not currently have the partner support required to 
proceed as a complying proposal; 

d) notes that the two pathways available for Council decision are: 

i. Option 2: supporting submission of a West Waikato unitary proposal which 
includes the boundary areas of Hamilton City Council; Waikato District Council; 
Waipā District Council; South Waikato District Council; Ōtorohanga District Council; 
Waitomo District Council; Taupō District Council; or 
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ii. Option 3: not submitting a Head Start proposal and instead writing to central 
government setting out Council’s position on future local government reform; 

If Council supports Option 2: 

e) endorses the West Waikato Unitary proposal as Hamilton City Council’s preferred Head 
Start proposal, subject to finalisation of the proposal, confirmation of partner support, 
and any minor editorial, technical or consequential amendments required before 
submission; 

f) approves submission of the West Waikato Unitary proposal to central government for 
consideration through the Head Start process by 9 August 2026 or as soon as 
practicable after this date; 

g) authorises the Chief Executive to finalise and submit the proposal, in consultation with 
the Mayor and Head Start Working Group, including minor editorial or technical 
amendments consistent with the intent of this resolution; 

 If Council supports Option 3: 

h) approves Option 3, being that Hamilton City Council does not submit a Head Start 
proposal at this time and instead follows the Backstop Reform Pathway; 

i) approves the preparation of a letter to central government setting out Council’s 
position on the Head Start process, the need for local government reform, the 
importance of the Hamilton metropolitan area, and Council’s preferred approach to 
further reform discussions; and 

j) delegates authority to the Mayor, Head Start Working Group and Chief Executive to 
finalise and send the letter to central government as soon as practicable. 

Executive Summary - Whakaraapopototanga matua 
5. This report seeks Council approval of Hamilton City Council's position on the Government's 

Head Start process. Council is being asked to determine which reform pathway it wishes to 
support, recognising that any proposal would require support from other councils and 
subsequent consideration by central government before any structural change could occur. 

6. Throughout the Head Start process, Hamilton City Council has remained committed to a 
principles-based approach. Rather than beginning with a preferred structural model, options 
have been assessed against Government criteria, locally developed principles, available 
evidence, community feedback, iwi and hapuu perspectives, regional discussions and 
consideration of long-term implications for Hamilton and the wider Waikato. The objective has 
been to identify reform pathways that simplify local government, improve decision-making and 
are most likely to deliver enduring benefits for future generations. 

7. Council has considered a range of reform scenarios and progressively refined them through 
technical assessment, elected member workshops, results of community consultation, regional 
discussions and consideration of Government requirements. The detailed assessment journey 
is outlined later in this report. The process ultimately resulted in three pathways being 
presented to Council, although only two are recommended as live decision options. 

8. A consistent finding has been that the Waikato has one of New Zealand's most complex local 
government arrangements, comprising ten territorial authorities and a regional council within 
an interconnected region of national significance. While different views remain on the 
preferred structural outcome, substantial progress has been made in identifying the issues that 
future reform will need to address.  
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9. Hamilton City Council supports local government reform and is keen to be involved in 
developing models for the future of local government for the Waikato region. The council’s 
involvement in Head Start has been driven by a long-standing concern that governance 
arrangements do not align well with the Hamilton metropolitan growth system. Housing, 
employment, transport, infrastructure and economic activity increasingly operate across 
Hamilton, Waikato District and Waipā District as a connected urban area, while decision-
making remains fragmented across multiple councils. 

10. Council has identified that current local government arrangements are not fit-for-purpose to 
address the challenges facing Hamilton, the metropolitan area and the wider Waikato over 
coming decades.  

11. The key question for Council is whether any of the reform options presented are likely to 
deliver better long-term outcomes for communities than the current arrangements, and 
whether sufficient evidence exists to support progressing reform at this stage. The assessment 
that has been undertaken indicates that all options involve trade-offs. Some options more 
directly address metropolitan growth and governance challenges, while others provide 
stronger alignment with regional systems and catchments. No option performs best across 
every criterion, meaning the decision ultimately requires judgement about which combination 
of benefits, risks, and opportunities is most likely to serve the long-term interests of Hamilton 
and the wider Waikato. 

12. Throughout the assessment process, six scenarios were progressively refined to three 
pathways that best reflected the strategic choices available to Council. The Metro Spatial Plan 
scenario achieved the highest multi-criteria assessment assessment score and remains the 
strongest technical expression of the Hamilton metropolitan growth system. However, its 
reliance on new boundaries and more complex implementation arrangements means it is not 
currently considered the most practical pathway for progressing through Head Start. The 
North-West Waikato (Hamilton–Waikato–Waipā) model also performed strongly and captures 
many of the same metropolitan growth benefits but does not currently have sufficient partner 
support to proceed as a complying Head Start proposal. The Council is therefore being asked to 
choose between two complying pathways: supporting submission of the West Waikato Unitary 
proposal, or pursuing the Backstop Reform Pathway and advocating to central government for 
a more deliberate, evidence-led approach to future local government reform. 

13. While the assessment provides a basis for decision-making, significant further work would be 
required before any reform option could be confirmed. This includes governance design, iwi 
and hapū engagement, broader community consultation, business case development, financial 
modelling, rates impact assessment, water service delivery arrangements, Council Controlled 
Organisation considerations, boundary refinement and implementation planning. 

14. Regardless of which option Council ultimately supports, Hamilton City Council should continue 
to advocate for the Waikato to remain actively involved in the Head Start process beyond 9 
August 2026. Continued engagement with central government, iwi and hapū, and regional 
partners would enable further testing of assumptions, refinement of proposals and 
development of implementation-ready solutions. This next phase should also include 
independent expert support and clearly defined decision points, enabling councils to 
reconsider or change direction if further evidence demonstrates that a preferred pathway is 
not viable or does not deliver the expected outcomes. 
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Background - Koorero whaimaarama 
15. The Government’s 'Head Start' pathway for local government reform, announced on 5 May 

2026, provides a voluntary fast-tracked process for councils to put forward local government 
reorganisation proposals. The pathway allows councils to propose new unitary authorities that 
combine city, district and regional council functions. This three-month process requires high-
level proposals to be submitted by 9 August 2026.  

16. The Head Start process was developed as a direct response to feedback on the Government’s 
earlier Simplifying Local Government proposals. The Government has indicated that proposals 
should demonstrate how they simplify local government, support more effective and efficient 
service delivery, provide governance arrangements that are fit for purpose, support 
implementation of the new planning system, and better enable regions to respond to growth, 
infrastructure, environmental and economic challenges.  

17. Head Start proposals must be submitted by two or more territorial authorities and must 
represent either a majority of the directly affected councils or a majority of the population 
across the directly affected areas. A directly affected territorial authority is one that is 
proposed to be part of the creation of a unitary authority or authorities, noting that it may or 
may not be a preferred proposal for that council. 

18. Officials have indicated that proposals cannot be submitted by individual territorial authorities, 
and if this were the case, the proposal would be considered as non-conforming and go directly 
through to the Backstop process. 

19. The Government has also indicated that proposals should be capable of being implemented in 
practice and demonstrate sufficient scale, population, service delivery capability and strategic 
coherence to support long-term local government reform objectives. Proposals need to 
identify how the unitary authorities created through the Head Start process will work with the 
rest of the region to deliver regional planning outcomes, transport and other regional services 
such as catchment management. 

20. Once proposals have been submitted, Cabinet will decide which proposals progress on an in-
principle basis to detailed design phase. The expected timeframe for this is September 2026. 
Detailed proposals approved by Cabinet in mid-2027 will be given effect through primary 
legislation. This is subject to the Central Government election and the new Government 
continuing the path currently indicated.  

21. Due to the timeframes required for submitting a proposal, at the 28 May 2026 meeting of 
Council it was resolved that: 

https://www.beehive.govt.nz/release/councils-invited-fast-track-local-reform
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22. Following this meeting, an Elected Member Working Group and a Head Start project team 

were established to guide the development and assessment of potential reform options. Staff 
have met regularly with the Working Group and, throughout July, have held a series of 
workshops with all elected members to provide information, test assumptions, and discuss the 
assessment of options as they have evolved. 

23. The project team and Council considered the technical merits of each scenario (case studies in 
attachments), and the likelihood that a proposal could reasonably meet Government 
expectations and progress through the Head Start process. While a number of alternative 
scenarios were assessed, some were not advanced as decision options because of challenges 
relating to boundary complexity, regional support, deliverability or alignment with 
Government requirements. 

24. Hamilton City Council’s assessment has been informed by a long-standing concern that 
governance arrangements are not well aligned to the way the metropolitan area functions. 
Population growth, housing and business demand, transport movements, infrastructure 
investment, community amenity and recreation provision and economic activity increasingly 
operate across Hamilton, Waikato District and Waipā District as a connected system while 
decision-making remains fragmented across multiple councils and regional bodies. Governance 
should reflect real communities of interest, and these currently extend beyond administrative 
boundaries.  
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25. At the same time, Council has recognised that the Waikato is a diverse region with 
communities facing different opportunities and challenges. While the region is socially, 
economically, and environmentally interconnected, metropolitan growth pressures are most 
acute within a portion of the Hamilton-Waikato-Waipā area, whereas many other parts of the 
region are more focused on productive land use, rural service delivery, provincial resilience, 
tourism, energy production, and the needs of dispersed communities and declining 
populations.  

26. In responding to Head Start, Council assessed potential reform options against both the 
Government’s evaluation criteria and a set of locally developed principles agreed by Elected 
Members. 

27. The Government criteria test whether each option: 
i. simplifies local government arrangements; 

ii. supports more effective and efficient service delivery; 
iii. provides governance arrangements that are fit for purpose; 
iv. supports implementation of the Government’s new planning system; and 
v. better enables councils to respond to growth, infrastructure, environmental and economic 

challenges. 

28. The Hamilton-specific principles test whether each option: 
i. addresses metropolitan issues; 

ii. is growth-ready and rural-aware; 
iii. is better for ratepayers; 
iv. delivers the best long-term outcome; 
v. enables better decision-making; 

vi. strengthens Hamilton’s and the region’s voice; 
vii. strengthens the democratic system; 

viii. supports a resilient region; 
ix. aligns with iwi partnership expectations; and 
x. is evidence-led. 

29. Together, the Government and Hamilton-specific criteria provided a framework for assessing 
both the technical merits and long-term implications of each option, including matters such as 
cross-boundary growth, local representation, democratic participation, iwi partnerships and 
available evidence. 

Shortlisting scenarios for assessment 
30. Council officers worked with the Elected Member Working Group to identify and assess a 

range of potential reform scenarios.  The process began with three scenarios: 
i. Hamilton–Waikato District (IAWAI) model; 

ii. North-West Waikato (Hamilton–Waikato–Waipā) amalgamation (Attachment 1); 
iii. Waikato-wide unitary authority. 

31. As the work progressed, three further scenarios were developed and tested to explore 
alternative ways of responding to metropolitan growth, scale, catchment management and 
Government expectations: 

i. West Waikato scenario (Attachment 2); 
ii. Metro Spatial Plan scenario (Attachment 3); and 

iii. Golden Triangle scenario. 

32. This meant six scenarios were assessed through the process. A multi-criteria assessment (MCA) 
was used to support judgement and enable discussion about trade-offs, recognising that no 
option would deliver perfectly against all criteria. The MCA scores were considered alongside 
community feedback, iwi and hapuu considerations, stakeholder views, regional alignment, 
deliverability, partner support and the extent to which each option could reasonably progress 
through Head Start. 
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33. Through multiple Elected Member Working Group meetings, elected member workshops, 
project team discussions, Mayoral Forum processes, Chief Executive discussions and Iwi Chairs 
Forum engagement, the six scenarios were progressively tested and refined. The report now 
presents three pathways for transparency, the North-West Waikato option, the West Waikato 
option, and the Backstop Reform Pathway. 

34. The final three pathways were retained because they best captured the key strategic choices 
emerging from the assessment process, a metro-focused unitary model, a catchment-based 
model, and a pathway that advocates for further work before supporting structural change. 

35. Of those three pathways, only the West Waikato option and the Backstop Reform Pathway are 
recommended as decision options. The North-West Waikato option remains important 
because it captures the core metropolitan growth rationale and Future Proof Partnership and 
preserves the good work undertaken to date. However, it does not currently have the partner 
support required to proceed as a complying Head Start proposal and is therefore not 
recommended for submission at this time.  

Discussion – Matapaki 
Assessment findings 

36. The multi-criteria assessment (MCA) assessment confirms that Hamilton’s central strategic 
issue remains the growing mismatch between the geography of growth and the geography of 
governance. A consistent consideration throughout the assessment has been whether reform 
options would genuinely simplify local government arrangements or create additional layers of 
complexity. Simplification has been treated as a core objective of the Government's reform 
programme and a key consideration in Council's assessment.  

37. The Metro Spatial Plan scenario achieved the highest MCA assessment score and remains the 
strongest technical expression of the Hamilton metropolitan growth system. However, its 
reliance on new boundaries, greater implementation complexity and limited partner support 
meant it was not considered a practical option for progression through the current Head Start 
process. 

38. The North-West Unitary (Hamilton–Waikato–Waipā) option performs strongly because it aligns 
with the core functional growth system recognised through the Future Proof partnership. The 
option uses existing council boundaries, addresses metropolitan growth challenges, and 
provides a practical platform for integrating planning, infrastructure and service delivery across 
the area where growth pressures are most significant. However, it would require further work 
on local representation, iwi and hapuu partnership arrangements, catchment considerations 
and the future delivery of regional council functions.  

39. Subsequent regional discussions have highlighted increasing recognition that any future 
governance arrangements will need to explicitly address the distinct growth, infrastructure, 
and service delivery challenges facing the metropolitan area, regardless of the wider structural 
model ultimately pursued. 

40. The West option performs strongly because it aligns more closely with natural catchments and 
environmental systems. It offers greater organisational scale and has gained traction amongst 
a number of councils and partners across the wider Waikato region. Importantly, it is currently 
the only reform proposal under consideration that appears capable of progressing as a 
complying Head Start proposal. However, the model is less directly focused on the 
metropolitan growth system and would require governance and operational arrangements 
that explicitly recognise both the unique growth pressures facing the metropolitan area and 
the distinct needs of rural communities.  
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41. The Backstop Reform Pathway remains a legitimate choice if Council concludes that further 
work is required before supporting a formal proposal. Under this approach, Council could 
advocate for a return to the Mayoral Forum approach of considering function before form, 
supported by independent facilitation and expert advice, additional time for engagement and 
analysis, and a more collaborative process to identify the outcomes, services and governance 
challenges that reform should address before determining a preferred structural model. 
Council could then clearly communicate its preferred principles, metro issues and 
opportunities to central government to help inform future reform decisions (Attachment 4). 

Summary of options 

Pathway Status Overall assessment  

Option 1: A proposal for a North-
West (Hamilton–Waikato District–
Waipā) unitary authority.  
 
Case Study attached 
  

Not recommended for submission 
 
Included for transparency and future 
reference. Not recommended 
because the proposal does not 
currently have sufficient partner 
support to proceed as a complying 
Head Start proposal  

Key Strength: Strong alignment with 
the Hamilton-metro growth system 
while using existing council 
boundaries.  
 
Key Challenge: Regional function 
and catchment complexity delivery 
across the entire region.  

Option 2: A proposal for a West 
Waikato Unitary Authority.  
 
Case Study attached  

Recommended decision option  Key Strength: Strong catchment and 
environmental rationale and 
currently the only proposal that 
appears capable of progressing as a 
complying Head Start proposal. 
 
Key Challenge: Less direct focus on 
metro growth and less clearly 
aligned communities of interest.  

Option 3: Support reform through 
the Government's Backstop Reform 
Pathway and submit a letter 
outlining metro views.  
 
Metro Views Paper attached  

Recommended decision option  Key Strength: Opportunity to clearly 
influence and shape future reform 
discussions while allowing further 
analysis and engagement. 
 
Key Challenge: Other councils may 
continue to shape reform proposals 
through Head Start, potentially 
limiting Hamilton's influence over 
future options. 

Key facts and figures  

42. The following indicators provide a high-level comparison of the relative scale of each option. 
They should not be interpreted as representing future rates impacts, transition costs, debt 
positions, financial sustainability or harmonisation outcomes, all of which would require 
detailed Phase 2 analysis.  

Measure  North-West Waikato  West/East Waikato Status quo - Hamilton  

Area  5,984km2  19,641km2 110km2  
Population  345k  435k 192k  
GDP  $26b  $31.17B $17b  
Filled jobs  173,300  204,300  114,900  

Average household income  $141,100  $137,500 $135,500  
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Strategic design considerations common to all options 

Metro and rural representation 

43. A key consideration under any future governance model is how both metropolitan and rural 
interests are recognised and represented. The metropolitan area has distinct growth, 
infrastructure, housing, transport and economic development pressures that require clear 
visibility in any future structure. At the same time, rural communities, townships and 
productive land-use areas have different priorities, including community resilience, 
environmental management, infrastructure affordability and primary sector productivity. Any 
option progressed through Head Start, or through a later Backstop process, would need to 
include governance and operational arrangements that are capable of recognising both the 
scale and complexity of metro growth, the urban voice, the importance of rural and local 
representation. 

44. Potential mechanisms could include tailored representation arrangements, wards, local 
boards, place-based committees, delegations or other structures that protect local voice while 
enabling decisions to be made at the right scale. This will be particularly important for any 
larger model where communities with different growth profiles, identities and service needs 
may be brought together within a single organisation. 

Regional functions 

45. Regardless of the preferred option, further work would be required on the future delivery of 
current regional council functions, including environmental management, biosecurity, civil 
defence, regional transport planning, river and catchment management, and other statutory 
responsibilities. These functions require specialist capability and sufficient organisational scale 
and should not be treated as implementation detail.  

46. Throughout the assessment, a consistent finding has been that many existing Waikato Regional 
Council functions continue to operate effectively at a regional scale and are generally aligned 
with natural systems and communities of interest. The primary driver for reform is therefore 
not dissatisfaction with regional council service delivery, but the need to ensure governance 
arrangements better reflect the Hamilton metropolitan growth system and support integrated 
planning, infrastructure, and decision-making across the metro area.  

Catchment and river systems 

47. Maintaining integrated catchment management and a whole-of-river approach will be 
important under all options, particularly given the significance of the Waikato River, Te Ture 
Whaimana, co-governance arrangements, iwi and hapuu relationships, and wider 
environmental responsibilities. 

48. The West option has a stronger catchment and environmental logic than a three-council model 
and may provide a more natural platform for organising some regional functions. However, 
even under that model, further work would be required to confirm boundaries, responsibilities 
and governance arrangements.  

49. Regional transport planning, including the Regional Land Transport Plan and Regional Public 
Transport Plan responsibilities, would also require clear allocation.  

Regional alignment 

50. Regional alignment remains important regardless of which pathway Council chooses. Hamilton 
City Council has participated in regional discussions throughout the Head Start process and will 
continue to work constructively with neighbouring councils, iwi and hapuu, central 
government and other partners. Supporting a particular option should not be seen as a 
rejection of wider regional collaboration, but rather as Council's view on the pathway most 
likely to address the issues facing Hamilton and the wider metropolitan community.  
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51. Partner support will remain an important factor in progressing any reform proposal. While 
different councils may support different pathways, continued collaboration will be required to 
refine options, test assumptions, resolve outstanding issues and develop arrangements that 
can work effectively across the wider Waikato.  

52. Any future reform process should recognise the strong interdependence between Hamilton, 
the metropolitan area and the wider Waikato region. Hamilton cannot flourish without the 
wider region, and the wider region cannot flourish without Hamilton. This principle remains 
important regardless of which pathway Council ultimately supports. 

53. Future governance arrangements should seek to strengthen regional collaboration while 
providing appropriate responses to challenges and priorities in both metropolitan and rural 
communities. 

Government policy and legislative settings 

54. Regardless of the governance model progressed, successful implementation will require 
enabling legislative and policy changes from central government. Structural reform alone will 
not address many of the financial, governance and representation challenges currently facing 
local government. 

55. Council has consistently advocated through previous submissions for a broader range of 
funding and financing tools and greater flexibility in governance arrangements. Matters that 
should be considered by Government as part of any future reform programme include: 

i. additional funding and financing tools that reduce reliance on rates, including consideration 
of returning GST collected on rates, sharing growth-generated tax revenue, and providing 
councils with access to alternative revenue streams; 

ii. enabling visitor accommodation levies or similar mechanisms in locations that experience 
significant visitor and event-related demand; 

iii. greater flexibility to fund growth and infrastructure, including improved mechanisms for 
growth funding and recovery of costs associated with infrastructure and development; 

iv. legislative flexibility around governance and representation arrangements, including local 
representation models, Maaori wards, mana whenua participation, and appointed Maaori 
representatives where councils and communities consider these appropriate; 

v. consideration of whether representation review requirements and electoral arrangements 
should be adapted or deferred during any transition period to provide stability while new 
governance arrangements are established; and 

vi. legislative mechanisms that support the protection of Treaty settlement arrangements, Te 
Ture Whaimana, co-governance arrangements and effective Maaori participation in decision-
making. 

Iwi and hapuu engagement 

56. Council’s engagement with iwi and hapuu involved a number of in-person and online hui, and 
targeted consultation with mandated representatives on behalf of mana whenua and 
maataawaka.  

57. The submissions received through the targeted consultation are provided in the attachments 
to this report (Attachment 5).  

58. Analysis of the submissions by Council’s Amorangi Maaori Unit revealed key considerations. 
The North-West Waikato option does not fully align with whole-of-river, whole-of-rohe or 
catchment systems. The submissions state further work is required in relation to iwi and hapuu 
engagement, river and catchment governance, and the allocation of regional council functions. 
These issues are fundamental to determining whether the model can operate effectively while 
maintaining responsibilities and relationships with Maaori that extend beyond the proposed 
unitary boundary. 
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59. Iwi partnership and Treaty settlement obligations are critical considerations for any future 
model. A North-West Waikato (Hamilton–Waikato–Waipā) model could simplify engagement 
on growth, infrastructure and development across the core metro area, but many iwi 
relationships, Treaty settlements, rohe, river systems and environmental responsibilities 
extend beyond the proposed boundary. Further work would be essential on Te Ture 
Whaimana, Waikato River and catchment governance, Treaty settlement obligations, co-
governance arrangements and enduring place-based relationships. 

60. This is particularly significant for Waikato-Tainui, which has also identified risks that changes to 
governance structures, funding arrangements and accountability mechanisms could 
undermine the practical effectiveness of existing Treaty settlement arrangements, even if the 
underlying legal agreements remain unchanged. 

61. While the Waikato-Tainui preference is for a whole of Waikato authority, a key outcome of this 
preference could be achieved (assuming multiple other models are progressed) if relationships 
with Waikato-Tainui took a whole of region approach. The feedback stated that taking a sub-
regional approach should recognise that long-term viability will depend on how the matters in 
above are addressed in subsequent phases. This would ensure the proposal is assessed against 
a broader set of considerations than growth, infrastructure and administrative efficiency alone.  

Community engagement 

62. Following direction from the Elected Member Working Group, Council undertook community 
consultation from 12 June to 5 July with the timeframes set to allow analysis of the 
submissions to be reported to the 23 July meeting of the Elected Member Working Group.  

63. To help shape Council’s Head Start proposal, feedback was sought on the 10 Hamilton City 
Council principles being used to assess potential models for amalgamation. The community 
was also invited to share their views on opportunities they saw or concerns they had about 
local government reform.  

64. A mix of traditional and digital channels were used to promote the consultation. The campaign 
reached 148,268 users on social media, and had 133,000 impressions delivered on the 
stuff.co.nz website. Antenno posts were received 8383 times. The consultation webpage was 
visited 17,683 times and 1042 people clicked on the feedback form. The consultation received 
548 submissions, of which 18 were presented on behalf of organisations.  

65. All of the responses received through the consultation are available online at 
https://hamilton.govt.nz/your-city/share-your-voice/published-submissions/simplifying-local-
government  

66. Consultation asked respondents to indicate on a 5-point scale, how important or unimportant 
each of Hamilton City Council’s 10 Head Start guiding principles are.  

67. Analysis of the feedback (Attachment 6) showed that respondents collectively ranked the 
principles in the following order according to mean score: 

1. Best long-term outcome 
2. Better for ratepayers 
3. Evidence-led  
4. Effective decision-making 
5. More engagement with local democracy  
6. Resilient region  
7. Address the challenges that come with working across boundaries  
8. Growth-ready, rural-aware system  
9. Strengthen our voice  
10. Statutory and iwi alignment  

https://hamilton.govt.nz/your-city/share-your-voice/published-submissions/simplifying-local-government
https://hamilton.govt.nz/your-city/share-your-voice/published-submissions/simplifying-local-government
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68. The question about amalgamation opportunities identified four key themes: coordination to 
support region-wide planning and growth; economic benefits; accommodate regional 
connection and growth; and stronger governance and influence.  

69. The question about amalgamation concerns identified five key themes: diminished 
representation, identity, and voice; financial risk and affordability; rural vs urban tension; more 
bureaucracy, less accountability; and implementation risks.  

70. Council acknowledges that the Head Start timeframe has constrained engagement. A future 
Phase 2 process, or any later Backstop process, would require substantially more detailed 
engagement with communities, businesses, households, iwi and hapuu, partner councils, 
stakeholders and central government, including consultation on governance arrangements, 
representation models, service delivery implications and potential rates impacts. 

Options – Koowhiringa   
71. For transparency, this report presents three pathways that emerged from the assessment 

process. However, only two are recommended as live decision options for Council: a West 
Waikato Unitary model and the Backstop Reform Pathway.  

72. Council's decision does not establish a new local government structure. Any proposal 
submitted through Head Start (by Hamilton City Council or others) would require support from 
other participating councils, assessment by central government, and progression through 
subsequent design and legislative phases before any structural change could occur.  

73. The multi-criteria assessment (MCA) demonstrates that there is no option that performs best 
across all criteria. Options that more directly address metropolitan growth challenges tend to 
create greater complexity in relation to catchment systems and regional functions, while 
options that better align with regional and environmental systems are less directly focused on 
the metro growth corridor.  

74. The Backstop Reform Pathway provides Council with an alternative mechanism to potentially 
influence future reform by clearly articulating its preferred outcomes, principles and 
considerations to Government, while also allowing further analysis, engagement and regional 
discussion. However, it reduces Council's ability to influence proposals advanced through the 
current Head Start process. The decision therefore requires Council to weigh competing 
benefits and disadvantages and determine which trade-offs it is prepared to accept. 

75. The options are set out below: 

Option  Name  Description  

Option 1 (Not 
recommended) 

North-West 
Waikato Unitary 
Authority 

A proposal to establish a single unitary authority across Hamilton City, 
Waikato District and Waipā District, integrating territorial and 
regional council functions across the core metropolitan growth area. 
This option also recognises that other communities of interest exist 
across the wider Waikato and may warrant consideration of 
additional unitary arrangements for the remaining districts. Partner 
support would need to be secured.  

Option 2 West Waikato Unitary 
Authority  

A proposal to establish a West Waikato Unitary Authority comprising 
Hamilton City, Waikato District, Waipā District, South Waikato 
District, Ōtorohanga District, Waitomo District and Taupō District, 
integrating territorial and regional council functions across a broader 
western Waikato geography. 

Option 3  Backstop Reform 
Pathway  

Do not submit a Head Start proposal and allow future reform to be 
considered through the Government Backstop process after 2028.  
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Option 1: North-West Waikato Unitary Authority – Hamilton, Waikato District and Waipā District 

76. The North-West Waikato option would create a Unitary Authority combining Hamilton City, 
Waikato District and Waipā District. It would integrate local and relevant regional council 
functions across the core Hamilton-Waikato-Waipā growth corridor, using existing council 
boundaries and providing one accountable platform for growth, infrastructure, planning, 
transport, environmental management, and local governance. This option also recognises that 
other communities of interest exist across the wider Waikato and may warrant consideration 
of additional unitary arrangements for the remaining districts. Partner support for this option 
would need to be secured. 

Advantages  Disadvantages and risks  
• Captures the core functional growth corridor and 

addresses metro issues.  
• Uses existing council boundaries, making 

implementation more straightforward than a 
purpose-built boundary.  

• Creates a credible sub-regional voice for 
investment, infrastructure and national policy 
settings.  

• Provides enough scale for specialist capability, 
procurement leverage and integrated planning 
while avoiding the complexity of a full regional 
unitary.  

• Requires transition planning across systems, staff, 
assets, debt, rating, policies and services.  

• Smaller rural and township communities may 
perceive reduced influence unless local voice is 
deliberately designed in.  

• Does not fully align with whole-of-river, whole-of-
rohe or catchment systems, requiring regional 
function arrangements.  

• Reliant on support from partner councils, 
iwi/Maaori partners, Government and affected 
communities.  

• Would require significant Phase 2 work before any 
final model could be confirmed.  

77. A North-West Waikato Unitary (Hamilton–Waikato–Waipā) aligns the core functional growth 
system recognised through the Future Proof partnership for nearly two decades. The three 
councils are closely connected through shared housing, employment, transport, infrastructure, 
community amenity and recreation provision and economic development patterns, making 
this a logical response to the area's growth pressures. The option also reflects the economic 
geography of the Hamilton metropolitan area, including the strategic role of Hamilton Airport, 
the Hamilton-to-Auckland (H2A) growth corridor, and the Waikato Expressway, which together 
support the movement of people, goods, services and investment across the wider sub-region. 
These connections reinforce the area's role as an integrated growth and economic system and 
strengthen the case for more aligned planning and decision-making across the corridor. 

78. However, the model would require significant further work before any final structure could be 
confirmed. Key considerations include governance design, local representation arrangements, 
Maaori representation, future allocation of regional council functions, water service 
arrangements, strategic asset ownership, boundary interfaces where catchments extend 
beyond territorial boundaries, and detailed financial analysis. The model would also need to 
demonstrate how it would continue to work effectively with the rest of the Waikato region on 
matters that extend beyond the proposed boundary, including catchment management, river 
systems, regional transport, economic development, iwi partnerships and other shared 
regional interests. Further work would be required to ensure appropriate governance and 
service delivery arrangements are in place so that regional collaboration is maintained while 
addressing the specific challenges of the metropolitan growth system. 

79. While technically strong, the proposal does not currently have sufficient support from affected 
councils to meet the requirements of a complying Head Start submission. 
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Option 2: West Waikato Unitary Authority 

80. This option would establish a West Waikato Unitary Authority by combining Hamilton City, 
Waikato District, Waipā District, South Waikato District, Ōtorohanga District, Waitomo District 
and Taupō District. It reflects a broader catchment-based approach that aligns more closely 
with natural systems and environmental connections across the western part of the region. 
The model has the potential to provide more integrated planning and decision-making for river 
and catchment management, environmental outcomes, natural hazards, and other issues that 
extend beyond territorial authority boundaries. 

81. Compared with a smaller three-council model, it provides a stronger platform for managing 
river systems, catchments, environmental pressures, regional transport networks and natural 
hazards through a more coordinated governance framework.  

82. A key challenge for this option is ensuring that Hamilton's metropolitan growth pressures 
receive sufficient focus within a broader western geography. Governance arrangements would 
need to appropriately balance metropolitan and rural interests while ensuring effective 
representation across a geographically larger authority. Further work would be required 
through Phase 2 on boundaries, representation arrangements, iwi partnership arrangements, 
transition planning, regional function delivery, water and other CCO structures, business case 
development, and partner alignment. 

83. In practical terms, Option 2 represents the only reform proposal currently under consideration 
that appears capable of progressing as a complying Head Start proposal while also addressing 
simplification objectives and providing a pathway for integrated delivery of regional functions. 
However, significant further design work would still be required before any final structure 
could be confirmed.  

Advantages  Disadvantages and risks  
• Strong environmental and catchment management 

rationale.  
• Simplifies local government in terms of fewer 

entities. 
• Provides larger entities with 

stronger organisational resilience and capacity.  
• Could create a stronger Western Waikato voice in 

national conversations.  
• Has broader regional traction than options based on 

other scenarios.   

• Less precisely aligned to the Hamilton 
metropolitan growth system. 

• Metropolitan growth priorities may be diluted 
within a broader western geography. 

• Metro community (and similarly the rural 
community) may not see this as a logical 
community of interest. 

• Combines communities with different growth 
profiles, service needs and local identities.  

• Requires significant transition effort and 
potentially further boundary design.  

• Evidence base is less developed.  
• May not have support from all councils proposed 

for inclusion. 

Option 3: Backstop Reform Pathway 

84. Under this option, Council would not support the submission of a Head Start reorganisation 
proposal. Instead, Council would provide a letter to central government setting out its 
preferred outcomes, principles and considerations for future local government reform in the 
Waikato. This would allow Council to place its position on the record and influence future 
reform discussions, including matters such as metropolitan growth, local representation, iwi 
and hapuu partnerships, regional council functions, catchment management and regional 
alignment. 
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85. A decision not to submit a Head Start proposal would not mean Council opposes local 
government reform. Council would acknowledge that change is needed and that current 
governance arrangements do not adequately reflect the way growth, infrastructure, transport, 
housing and economic activity operate across the Hamilton metropolitan area. 

 Advantages  Disadvantages and risks  
• Avoids committing to a proposal within 

compressed Head Start timeframes.  
• Potentially allows more time for detailed analysis, 

financial and business case development, iwi and 
hapuu engagement, community consultation and 
regional discussion.  

• Provides a transparent way to record Council’s 
views about the process. 

• Reduces immediate transition and implementation 
risk and cost. 

• Potentially allows independent facilitation. 
• Potentially allows functional analysis before form is 

determined. 

• Reduces Hamilton's ability to influence proposals 
advanced through the current Head Start process  

• May result in future options being shaped by 
decisions taken by other councils before the 
Government Backstop process begins.  

• Does not address existing cross-boundary growth, 
housing, infrastructure and transport challenges.  

• Risks Hamilton’s metropolitan priorities being 
under-recognised in a nationally led process.  

• May be perceived as Council stepping back from 
leadership on an issue it has long identified as 
important.  

• A letter that does not meet Head Start 
requirements may have limited practical 
influence.  

86. The letter would make clear that Hamilton City Council strongly supports reform and wants to 
remain actively involved in future reform discussions as a partner with Central Government, 
particularly for any option that includes Hamilton or materially affects the Hamilton 
metropolitan area. Council would seek to be at the table for the next phase of discussions with 
Government, iwi and hapuu, neighbouring councils, the community and other partners, 
including where Government chooses to progress an option that Hamilton has not submitted 
as its own proposal. 

87. The letter would also emphasise that the Hamilton metropolitan area should be a starting 
point for any future amalgamation or unitary authority discussions in the Waikato. Hamilton 
and the surrounding metro area are central to the region’s growth, infrastructure, economic 
activity, housing, transport and national productivity. Future reform should be designed with 
metro input, while also recognising the importance of rural communities, catchments, iwi and 
hapuu relationships, Treaty settlements and regional systems. 

88. Council would advocate for a return to the Mayoral Forum approach of considering function 
before form. This means first identifying the growth pressures, catchment issues and 
governance problems that need to be solved, before determining the most appropriate 
structural model. 

89. The letter would seek: 
i. confirmation that Hamilton City Council will be directly involved in any future discussions 

about reform options that include Hamilton or affect the Hamilton metropolitan area; 
ii. independent facilitation and expert support for the next phase of reform discussions; 

iii. sufficient time for meaningful engagement with communities, iwi and hapuu, neighbouring 
councils, businesses, stakeholders and partner agencies; 

iv. detailed business case development, financial modelling, rates impact analysis, transition 
planning and implementation planning before any final decision is made; 

v. explicit recognition of the Hamilton metropolitan area as a critical growth, infrastructure, 
housing, transport and economic system for both the Waikato and New Zealand; 

vi. a reform process that considers function before form, rather than starting with fixed 
structural models; 
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vii. protection of Treaty settlement arrangements, Te Ture Whaimana, Maaori representation, 
and effective iwi and hapuu participation; 

viii. further work on how regional council functions, catchment management, river systems, 
transport planning and environmental responsibilities would be delivered under any future 
model; and 

ix. consideration of the legislative and funding tools needed to make reform successful, 
including alternative funding tools and governance flexibility. 

90. The principal disadvantage of the Backstop Reform Pathway is that other Waikato councils may 
continue to progress reform proposals through the Head Start process while Hamilton chooses 
not to support a formal proposal. This creates a risk that future reform discussions become 
shaped by positions taken by others (including in the Waikato), potentially constraining 
Hamilton's influence over the range of options considered by Government. While Council 
would retain the ability to advocate for its preferred outcomes through a letter, it may have 
less direct influence over proposals being actively advanced through Head Start. 

Financial Considerations - Whaiwhakaaro Puutea  

91. Any reform arrangement will require significant financial work through Phase 2. Assets, 
liabilities, debt, rating systems, fees and charges, infrastructure funding and financing 
arrangements, development and infrastructure contributions, local and legacy funding 
arrangements, investment portfolios, contracts, service levels and capital programmes would 
need to be analysed and allocated as part of a detailed transition plan. A Head Start Proposal 
does not itself make those changes, nor does it predetermine the future treatment of any 
existing funding arrangements, community funds or investments. 

92. A comprehensive business case and financial assessment would be required before any final 
governance model could be confirmed. This would need to consider, as an example: 

i. rates systems, the potential harmonisation of rates over time and the distributional 
impacts on communities; 

ii. debt allocation and long-term financial sustainability; 
iii. transition and implementation costs; 
iv. alignment of funding tools, development contributions and financial strategies; 
v. future water service delivery arrangements, including IAWAI and Waikato Waters; 

vi. ownership, governance and funding arrangements for council-controlled organisations; 
vii. strategic assets and investments, including WEL Trust shareholdings, Hamilton Airport 

ownership interests and jointly owned assets; 
viii. allocation of assets, liabilities and contractual obligations; and 

ix. funding and delivery arrangements for regional council functions. 

93. At this stage, no detailed business case has been completed, and Council does not anticipate 
that reform would necessarily deliver significant immediate financial savings or operating 
efficiencies. The rationale for reform is primarily to simplify current local government 
structures. Simplification would improve governance alignment, decision-making, strategic 
planning, and the management of growth pressures. Any efficiency gains that may arise would 
need to be tested through detailed Phase 2 analysis and should not be assumed as a primary 
benefit of reform. 

94. Under any model, current rates, debt and asset comparisons are only partial indicators. A fair 
assessment would need to consider the full package of responsibilities, service obligations, 
assets, revenue tools, systems and transition costs, growth pressures and future investment 
requirements that would sit within a new entity. 
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95. The metrics available at this stage are useful for comparing scale, population, GDP, jobs, 
household income, and average rates. However, they do not provide a full picture of financial 
risk or affordability. They do not show differences in rating systems, rating incidence, asset 
condition, levels of service, unfunded capital programmes, renewal backlogs, reserve funds, 
strategic assets, legacy funding arrangements, debt profiles, growth obligations, or the cost of 
harmonising policies and services across councils. 

96. The Backstop Reform Pathway avoids immediate transition costs but does not remove long-
term financial risk. Rather, it defers the need for this analysis to a later stage of reform. 

97. There are two distinct categories of cost that Council does not yet have sufficient information 
to quantify. 

98. The first category is the cost of the next phase of work through mid-2027. If a proposal 
progresses, this phase will require further engagement with councils, iwi and hapuu, 
communities, central government and other partners, as well as detailed business case 
development, financial modelling, rates impact analysis, governance design, representation 
work, regional function analysis, and transition planning. 

99. The second category is the cost of implementation and transition if reform is ultimately 
agreed. These costs will be significant and depend heavily on the final model selected, the 
number of councils involved, the complexity of regional functions being transferred, the 
treatment of assets and debt, systems integration, staffing arrangements, harmonisation of 
rating systems, and whether a transition agency or similar implementation body is required. 

100. Comparable reform processes, including Auckland local government reform, Wellington reform 
estimates, and the establishment work associated with IAWAI, indicate that transition costs for 
structural local government reform can be material. However, at this stage Council would be 
guessing if it attempted to quantify the cost of any option. The more complex the proposal, 
and the more councils and functions involved, the higher the likely transition cost and 
implementation risk. 

101. Any such costs may ultimately need to be met through borrowing or recovered over time by 
the new entity, depending on the implementation model agreed with Government. This would 
need to be tested through detailed financial analysis before any final decision is made. 

Governance considerations 
102. Governance arrangements will require detailed design and consultation under any future 

model. This includes local representation, ward structures, community boards, local area 
decision-making, Maaori representation, and mechanisms to ensure both metropolitan and 
rural communities retain an effective voice. 

103. Council's preliminary view is that any future governance model should build on existing 
strengths in partnership with iwi and Maaori. This includes retaining dedicated Maaori 
representation and ensuring governance arrangements support effective participation in 
decision-making, reflecting the importance of Te Tiriti relationships. 

Conclusion  
104. The Council is being asked to choose between two pathways: submitting a West Waikato 

Unitary Authority Proposal through the Head Start process, or pursuing the Backstop Reform 
Pathway through a letter to Government outlining Council's preferred outcomes, principles 
and considerations for future local government reform in the Waikato. 

105. If a West Waikato proposal is submitted, it should be regarded as the beginning of a longer 
process rather than a final model. Should the proposal progress to Phase 2, significant further 
analysis, engagement, financial assessment and detailed design work would be required before 
any final arrangements are determined. 
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106. Council will seek a Phase 2 process that includes clearly defined decision points or "off-ramps", 
enabling participating councils to reconsider, amend or withdraw their support for a preferred 
pathway if further analysis, engagement or business case work demonstrates that the option is 
not viable or does not deliver the anticipated benefits. 

107. Conversely, the Backstop Reform Pathway potentially enables Council to continue shaping 
future reform discussions, undertake further analysis and engagement, and advocate for its 
preferred outcomes and reform principles. However, it reduces Council's ability to influence 
proposals advanced through the current Head Start process. 

108. Council's decision ultimately requires a judgement about which pathway is most likely to 
deliver the best long-term outcomes for Hamilton and the wider metropolitan community, 
taking into account both the opportunities presented by the current Head Start process and 
the potential benefits of further analysis, engagement and regional discussion. 

Legal Considerations - Whaiwhakaaro-aa-ture 

109. The Head Start programme provides a voluntary pathway for councils to submit proposals for 
local government reorganisation. Submission of a proposal does not establish a new council, 
alter boundaries, transfer functions or change Hamilton City Council's existing legal 
responsibilities. Any future reorganisation would be subject to Government decisions, 
statutory processes and detailed implementation arrangements. 

110. The two options are considered legally feasible in principle, as they are based on either the 
amalgamation of existing territorial authorities and the transfer or allocation of relevant 
regional council functions, or not submitting a proposal. However, if a proposal progresses to 
Phase 2, substantial further work would be required to engage with our communities, 
determine governance and representation arrangements, statutory decision-making, transfer 
of assets and liabilities, rating powers, Treaty settlement obligations, iwi partnership 
arrangements, water services, resource management reform, and the future delivery of 
regional council functions. 

111. If Council chooses the Backstop Reform Pathway, Council would not seek Government 
consideration of a substantive Head Start proposal at this time. A letter would be provided to 
Government setting out Council's preferred reform outcomes, principles and considerations, 
but it would not create a formal reorganisation process unless Government chooses to pursue 
further reform through a later process. 

112. Head Start remains a Government policy initiative rather than a legislated reform programme. 
Any proposal progressed through Head Start would require subsequent Government approval 
and enabling legislation before implementation could occur. The next phase of the process 
remains subject to Cabinet decisions, and there is uncertainty regarding the scope, timing and 
implementation of both Head Start and any future Backstop process. Given the timeframe 
involved, there is also uncertainty as to whether future governments would continue, amend 
or replace the current reform programme. Accordingly, any proposal should be regarded as an 
initial step in a longer process that remains dependent on future Government decisions, 
legislative change and ongoing political support. 

113. Council's decision-making should continue to reflect the requirements of the Local 
Government Act 2002, including long-term decision-making, community wellbeing, significance 
and engagement, and transparent consideration of reasonably practicable options. 

Risks – Tuuraru  
114. The decision before Council involves a number of uncertainties that are common across all 

pathways. While the assessment provides a useful basis for comparison, further analysis, 
engagement and detailed design work would be required before any future governance model 
could be confirmed 
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Risk area Key consideration 
Evidence and 
outcomes 

There is currently insufficient evidence to determine whether any reform 
option would deliver better outcomes for Hamilton and the wider Waikato 
communities than the status quo. While each option presents potential 
benefits, the extent to which these would outweigh transition costs, 
disruption and implementation complexity remains uncertain. 

Financial and 
implementation 
uncertainty 

No detailed business case or comprehensive financial analysis has been 
completed. Transition costs, rates impacts, debt allocation, asset 
treatment, infrastructure funding implications, harmonisation costs and 
long-term financial outcomes remain unknown. 

Community support 
and representation 

Community engagement to date has been limited and has not tested 
specific governance structures. Council does not yet have a complete 
understanding of the views of communities, businesses, iwi and hapuu, 
neighbouring councils and other stakeholders. There is also a risk that 
larger governance structures could reduce perceived local influence if 
representation arrangements are not carefully designed. 

Government and 
regional alignment 

There is no guarantee that a Head Start proposal will be selected by 
Government for further development. In addition, based on the 
information at the time of writing this report, there is unlikely to be an 
agreed regional position, creating uncertainty regarding partner 
participation, proposal compliance and future regional alignment. 

Iwi, Treaty and 
catchment 
considerations 

None of the options align perfectly with whole-of-river, whole-of-rohe or 
catchment systems. Further design and engagement would be required to 
understand implications for Treaty settlements, co-governance 
arrangements, river management responsibilities and iwi and hapuu 
relationships. 

Organisational 
capacity and 
influence 

Progressing reform would require significant organisational resources 
alongside business-as-usual activities and other major reforms. Conversely, 
if Council chooses the Backstop Reform Pathway, there is a risk future 
reform proposals are shaped by others, reducing Hamilton's direct 
influence over future governance arrangements. 

Strategic Considerations - Whaiwhakaaro-aa- rautaki  
115. Everything Council does is aimed at improving the wellbeing of Hamiltonians. The options align 

with Council’s objective of improving wellbeing by seeking governance arrangements that 
better reflect how the city and surrounding growth corridor function.  

116. Future changes to the form of local government may support sensible, cost-effective 
infrastructure by bringing growth planning, infrastructure sequencing and investment 
decisions into one governance structure. Reform supports growing with balance by providing a 
stronger platform for planning across the Hamilton-metro growth corridor. It also supports a 
transparent and efficient organisation by reducing duplication and creating clearer 
accountability for decisions that currently cross council boundaries.  

117. The decision has high significance under Council’s Significance and Engagement Policy because 
it relates to the future structure of local government, affects communities across 
multiple districts and has long-term implications for governance, service 
delivery, representation and community wellbeing. Further engagement would be essential if 
any proposal progresses to Phase 2.  

118. The process is relevant to He Pou Manawa Ora because any future governance model must 
protect and strengthen relationships with iwi and hapuu, recognise Treaty settlement 
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obligations, support prosperity and environmental restoration, and maintain place-based 
partnerships alongside strategic regional arrangements.  

119. No emissions or climate adaptation assessment is required for the act of submitting an outline 
Head Start proposal. However, any future detailed proposal should consider climate 
adaptation, emissions impacts, resilience, catchment management, infrastructure planning and 
the ability of governance arrangements to support low-carbon and climate-resilient growth. 

120. The proposed recommendation will align with Council key documents, such as: 

The Mayor’s Plan 
2025 - 2025 

Making a decision on Head Start aligns with the priorities of the Mayor’s Plan 
by considering whether current governance arrangements remain fit for 
purpose to support Hamilton’s long-term growth and prosperity. The 
assessment has focused on opportunities to improve the alignment of growth 
planning, infrastructure investment, transport, housing and economic 
development across the wider Hamilton metropolitan area, supporting the 
Mayor’s priorities of sensible, cost-effective infrastructure, growing with 
balance, financial responsibility and maintaining an efficient and effective 
organisation. Regardless of the option ultimately selected, the process has 
provided an opportunity for Council to consider how governance 
arrangements can better support the delivery of services, infrastructure and 
investment outcomes that benefit Hamiltonians now and into the future. 

Significance and 
Engagement Policy  

Staff have considered the key considerations under the Significance and 
Engagement Policy and have assessed that the recommendation(s) in this 
report has/have a high level of significance. 

He Pou Manawa Ora 
- Pillars of Wellbeing 
 

Any option that is considered must protect Treaty settlements, support the 
implementation of Te Ture Whaimana, and strengthen rather than diminish 
the practical exercise of mana whakahaere.  Identifying that there is a real risk 
that existing settlement arrangements could become less effective if 
governance structures, decision-making processes, funding arrangements or 
accountability mechanisms are substantially altered, even where the 
underlying legal instruments remain in place. 
In Stage 2 of this process, detailed design should test: 

• How Treaty settlements and existing co-governance arrangements 
would continue to operate in practice 

• How Te Ture Whaimana, Waikato River responsibilities and whole-of-
catchment outcomes would be protected 

• How iwi, mana whenua and maataawaka would participate in 
designing the future arrangements, rather than only responding to a 
settled proposal 

• How differences in population, rates base and fiscal capacity between 
any new entity would be managed; and 

• Whether a region-wide Treaty, Mana Whenua and Catchment Board 
or another equally effective mechanism is needed for functions that 
cannot be safely divided. 

Our Climate Future 
Te Pae Tawhiti o  
Kirikiriroa 

 

Staff have assessed this option against the Climate Change Policy for both 
emissions and climate change adaptation.  

Staff have determined no adaptation assessment and emissions 
assessment is required. 

 

https://hamilton.govt.nz/assets/Uploads/Documents/The-Mayors-Plan-2025-2028.pdf
https://hamilton.govt.nz/assets/Uploads/Documents/The-Mayors-Plan-2025-2028.pdf
https://storage.googleapis.com/hccproduction-web-assets/public/Uploads/Documents/Policies/Significance-and-Engagement-Policy-13-Dec-2023.pdf
https://storage.googleapis.com/hccproduction-web-assets/public/Uploads/Documents/Policies/Significance-and-Engagement-Policy-13-Dec-2023.pdf
https://storage.googleapis.com/hccproduction-web-assets/public/Uploads/Documents/Strategies/He-Pou-Manawa-Ora-Pillars-of-Wellbeing-amended-final.pdf
https://storage.googleapis.com/hccproduction-web-assets/public/Uploads/Documents/Strategies/He-Pou-Manawa-Ora-Pillars-of-Wellbeing-amended-final.pdf
https://hamilton.govt.nz/strategies-plans-and-projects/strategies/climate-change-strategy/
https://storage.googleapis.com/hccproduction-web-assets/public/Uploads/Documents/Policies/Climate-Change-Project-Climate-Change-Policy-FINAL-Adopted-30-June-2022.PDF
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Attachments - Ngaa taapirihanga 
Attachment 1 - Hamilton Waikato Waipa (North West) - Head Start Case Study - Council Report 

Attachment 2 - West Waikato Unitary Authority - Head Start Case Study - Council Report 

Attachment 3 - Metro Spatial Plan Scenario - Head Start Cast Study - Council Report 

Attachment 4 - Metro Area Challenges Opportunities and Important Considerations 

Attachment 5 - Head Start Submission from Mana Whenua 

Attachment 6 - Head Start Consultation Insights Report - July 2026 

Attachment 7 – West Waikato Head Start Proposal [To be circulated under separate cover] 
  



Hamilton/Waikato/Waipa Scenario  
Case Study for Elected Members  

 

Case for Change 

The Waikato is a region of naƟonal significance, encompassing one of New Zealand’s fastest-growing 
metropolitan areas alongside producƟve rural districts, provincial centres, naƟonally significant 
environmental assets, major transport corridors, energy generaƟon, and diverse communiƟes with 
disƟnct idenƟƟes and aspiraƟons. 

While the region is economically, socially and environmentally interconnected, the challenges facing 
its metropolitan and wider regional communiƟes are increasingly different in scale, complexity and 
focus. The Hamilton metropolitan area is managing rapid populaƟon growth, housing demand, 
transport pressures, infrastructure investment requirements and the need for coordinated urban 
development across council boundaries. At the same Ɵme, many parts of the wider Waikato are 
focused on issues such as environmental stewardship, producƟve land use, catchment management, 
rural service delivery, provincial resilience and supporƟng dispersed communiƟes. Both are criƟcal to 
the Waikato’s future prosperity, but they may benefit from governance arrangements that are more 
closely aligned to their respecƟve needs and prioriƟes. 

 

IntroducƟon 

This case study explores a future governance scenario that would establish a single unitary authority 
covering Hamilton City, Waikato District and Waipā District. 

The purpose of this analysis is to examine how this scenario aligns with both the Government's Head 
Start objecƟves and Hamilton City Council's evaluaƟon criteria, providing an evidence base to inform 
elected members' consideraƟon of governance reform opƟons. The assessment is intended to 
support elected members in determining whether this model should be recommended as a 
preferred scenario for further development and engagement. 

This scenario reflects the reality that Hamilton, Waikato District and Waipā District already operate 
as a highly interconnected metropolitan growth area, with strong connecƟons extending north 
toward Auckland and across the wider Hamilton growth corridor. It builds on decades of 
collaboraƟon through Future Proof, the Metro SpaƟal Plan, the Upper North Island growth corridor 
work and shared infrastructure planning. PopulaƟon growth, commuƟng paƩerns, housing markets 
and infrastructure systems increasingly funcƟon as one integrated system. 

The model's key strength is that it captures the wider metropolitan growth system within a single 
governance enƟty while avoiding the scale and complexity of a Waikato-wide unitary authority. It 
provides one decision-making plaƞorm for growth management, infrastructure investment, housing 
supply, transport integraƟon and economic development across the core growth corridor. 

However, the model would require significant organisaƟonal integraƟon, substanƟal transiƟon 
investment and careful design to ensure smaller communiƟes retain a meaningful voice. It would 



also require consideraƟon of how the balance of the Waikato region is governed and how funcƟons 
operaƟng beyond the boundaries of the new authority would be managed.  Of significant 
importance are the regional council funcƟons related to environmental management – these will 
require consideraƟon to ensure that catchment management and other environmental funcƟons are 
delivered at the appropriate scale.  

 

Overview 

This scenario assumes the establishment of a single unitary authority incorporaƟng Hamilton City 
Council, Waikato District Council and Waipā District Council. 

The new authority would combine the responsibiliƟes currently exercised by the three territorial 
authoriƟes alongside relevant regional council funcƟons, creaƟng one organisaƟon responsible for 
planning, infrastructure, regulatory services, environmental management, transport coordinaƟon, 
growth management and local governance across the combined area.  

This scenario is not premised on regional council funcƟons being ineffecƟve. Many regional funcƟons 
are currently delivered well. The primary challenge being addressed is fragmentaƟon of metropolitan 
growth, infrastructure, transport and land-use decision-making across mulƟple territorial authoriƟes. 

The model is based on exisƟng council boundaries and recognises that the majority of the region's 
populaƟon growth, urban development, economic acƟvity and infrastructure investment occurs 
within the Hamilton-Waipā-Waikato growth corridor. 

 

Strategic RaƟonale 

The core raƟonale for this model is that governance should align with the scale and geography of the 
issues being managed. 

The Hamilton metropolitan area already funcƟons as a shared economic and social system. Residents 
regularly live, work, study and travel across council boundaries. Housing supply, transport 
investment, economic development and infrastructure planning increasingly require decisions to be 
made across the enƟre growth corridor rather than within individual council boundaries. 

A three-council unitary authority would bring most metropolitan growth pressures, infrastructure 
planning and development decisions into a single organisaƟon. This would reduce reliance on 
separate councils implemenƟng shared strategies and create a single accountable decision-maker for 
the area's future growth. 

Unlike a full Waikato-wide unitary authority, this model maintains a strong focus on the region's 
primary growth system. While the Metro SpaƟal Plan scenario provides the strongest technical 
alignment to the metropolitan area, this opƟon captures much of the same funcƟonal geography 
using exisƟng council boundaries, reducing design complexity and creaƟng a more straighƞorward 
pathway for implementaƟon. 





























National and investor 
influence 

Ability to shape central government and major 
investment decisions 

Creates a credible sub-regional voice with enough scale to advocate for central 
government investment, infrastructure funding and reform seƫngs. It is strong, 
especially in relaƟon to growth issues. 

4 

Strengthens our voice Average of sub-scores   4 

        

Strengthens our 
democratic system 

      

Democratic engagement 
and accountability 

Does the model support strong public 
parƟcipaƟon, transparency, and 
accountability? 

DemocraƟc accountability remains workable, but success depends on careful 
ward design, local boards or commiƩees, transparent delegaƟon and accessible 
engagement processes. 

3 

Strengthens our 
democratic system 

Average of sub-scores   3 

        

Resilient region       

Economic resilience and 
network performance 

Does the model strengthen economic 
performance and ability to respond to shocks? 

Improves economic resilience by coordinaƟng investment, infrastructure, labour 
market growth and transport networks across the funcƟonal metro economy. 

4 

Environmental and 
catchment resilience 

Does the model support integrated 
management of natural systems (water, land, 
hazards, environment)? 

Stronger than the status quo because natural systems, hazards, growth and 
infrastructure can be considered together across the core metro geography. It is 
not a perfect catchment-based model. 

3 

Geographic/system viability Does the model result in viable, balanced 
outcomes across all areas (no communiƟes 
leŌ behind)? 

The combined area is likely to be viable and balanced, provided representaƟon 
and investment seƫngs manage differences between urban, rural and township 
communiƟes. Depends on makeup of rest of region. 

3 

Resilient region Average of sub-scores   3.333333 

        

Iwi alignment       

Partnership coherence Does the structure reduce fragmentaƟon for 
iwi across shared issues? 

Reduces fragmentaƟon for iwi/Māori partners across the main Hamilton growth 
area and creates a more coherent engagement plaƞorm for shared strategic 
issues.  Does not deliver on 'whole of river' approach. 

3 



Ability to sustain place-
based partnerships 

Can the model sƟll support local, enduring 
relaƟonships rather than only strategic 
interfaces 

Can support local and strategic relaƟonships if designed deliberately, including 
local forums, rohe-sensiƟve arrangements and resourcing for enduring 
partnerships. 

3 

Iwi alignment Average of sub-scores   3 

        

Evidence-led       

Strength of evidence base How much relevant evidence exists? Good evidence exists through Future Proof, growth data, commuƟng paƩerns, 
housing markets, infrastructure planning and exisƟng collaboraƟon across the 
metro area. 

4 

Transferability of evidence How applicable is that evidence to this 
scenario and geography? 

The evidence is largely transferable because the geography broadly matches the 
funcƟonal growth system. Some adaptaƟon is sƟll needed because the model 
uses full exisƟng district boundaries rather than a purpose-built metro boundary 

4 

Confidence in assumptions How much confidence is there that the 
expected outcomes will actually be realised? 

Confidence is high for planning, growth and infrastructure outcomes, but 
delivery sƟll depends on transiƟon quality, poliƟcal support, representaƟon 
design and realised efficiency gains. 

4 

Evidence-led Average of sub-scores   4 

HCC Criteria Average     3.7 
        

Overall Average:     3.7 
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West Waikato Unitary Authority Scenario 
Case Study for Elected Members  

 

 

Case for Change 

The Waikato is a region of naƟonal significance, encompassing one of New Zealand’s fastest-growing 
metropolitan areas alongside producƟve rural districts, provincial centres, naƟonally significant 
environmental assets, major transport corridors, energy generaƟon, and diverse communiƟes with 
disƟnct idenƟƟes and aspiraƟons. 

While the region is economically, socially and environmentally interconnected, the challenges facing 
its metropolitan and wider regional communiƟes are increasingly different in scale, complexity and 
focus. The Hamilton metropolitan area is managing rapid populaƟon growth, housing demand, 
transport pressures, infrastructure investment requirements and the need for coordinated urban 
development across council boundaries. At the same Ɵme, many parts of the wider Waikato are 
focused on issues such as environmental stewardship, producƟve land use, catchment management, 
rural service delivery, provincial resilience and supporƟng dispersed communiƟes. Both are criƟcal to 
the Waikato’s future prosperity, but they may benefit from governance arrangements that are more 
closely aligned to their respecƟve needs and prioriƟes. 

IntroducƟon 

This case study explores a future governance scenario that would establish a West Waikato Unitary 
Authority comprising Hamilton City, Waikato District, Waipā District, South Waikato District, 
Ōtorohanga District, Waitomo District and Taupō District. The scenario would bring together 
territorial and regional council funcƟons within a single authority across a large western Waikato 
geography, while recognising that final boundaries, partner support, iwi and hapū interests, financial 
impacts and transiƟon arrangements would require further detailed tesƟng through any future Head 
Start process. 

The purpose of this analysis is to examine in more detail how this scenario aligns with both the 
Government's Head Start objecƟves and Hamilton City Council's evaluaƟon criteria, providing a 
robust evidence base to inform elected members' consideraƟon of governance reform opƟons. The 
assessment is intended to support elected members in determining whether this model should be 
progressed for further consideraƟon as a preferred scenario for a Head Start Proposal. 

The West Waikato Unitary Scenario recognises that the Waikato region contains two broad sub-
regional systems based on catchments.  This model would consolidate exisƟng Western councils into 
a unitary authority aligned to the geographic and environmental characterisƟcs of the area. This 
approach seeks to balance the benefits of scale and integraƟon with the need to maintain 
responsiveness to local communiƟes. 

A key strength of the scenario is that it significantly simplifies local government across the Waikato 
while avoiding the scale and complexity of a single region-wide unitary authority. By integraƟng 
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regional and territorial funcƟons within a larger organisaƟon, it may provide clearer accountability, 
improved coordinaƟon and potenƟally more efficient service delivery.  

This scenario would require the disestablishment of mulƟple exisƟng councils and the creaƟon of a 
new unitary authority, resulƟng in significant transiƟon complexity, costs and organisaƟonal change. 
Careful design would also be required to ensure that local communiƟes retain a strong voice and that 
coordinaƟon mechanisms remain in place for issues that conƟnue to operate at a Waikato-wide 
scale. 

 

Overview 

This scenario assumes the establishment of a West Waikato Unitary Authority across Hamilton City, 
Waikato District, Waipā District, South Waikato District, Ōtorohanga District, Waitomo District and 
Taupō District. The authority would bring together the region’s largest metropolitan centre, 
surrounding growth corridors, rural and provincial communiƟes, tourism areas, energy assets and 
significant river and catchment systems.  

The West Waikato Unitary Authority would provide a single governance and delivery plaƞorm for 
managing populaƟon growth, infrastructure investment, housing supply, transport networks, 
economic development, environmental management, regional funcƟons and land use planning 
across a large and diverse western geography.  

A key strength of the scenario is that it significantly simplifies local government arrangements and 
provides greater organisaƟonal scale than a smaller (or status quo) model. It also offers a stronger 
plaƞorm for integraƟng regional and territorial funcƟons. However, the model is less precisely 
aligned to the Hamilton metropolitan growth system and would require deliberate governance 
arrangements to ensure metropolitan prioriƟes, rural voice, iwi partnership and local representaƟon 
are all protected.  

 

Strategic RaƟonale 

The core raƟonale for this model is that governance arrangements should beƩer align with the 
systems that shape the western Waikato: metropolitan growth, river and catchment systems, 
infrastructure networks, transport corridors, producƟve rural land, tourism, energy and 
environmental resilience. It recognises that the Waikato is large and diverse, and that different issues 
do not all occur at one scale.  

The West Waikato model responds to this by creaƟng a larger organisaƟon with sufficient scale to 
integrate regional and territorial funcƟons, while also providing a pracƟcal pathway that may be 
capable of progressing through Head Start. It seeks to capture the benefits of simplificaƟon, 
clearer accountability and coordinated planning without requiring a single organisaƟon covering the 
enƟre Waikato region.  

While the Metro SpaƟal Plan geography remains the strongest technical expression of the Hamilton 
growth system, this scenario seeks to balance metropolitan growth consideraƟons with wider 
catchment, environmental and regional system outcomes. It therefore places greater emphasis on 
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regional integraƟon, natural systems and long-term environmental resilience than a purely 
metropolitan-focused model. 

The West Waikato Unitary Authority would bring together communiƟes linked through populaƟon 
growth, housing markets, transport movements, employment paƩerns, infrastructure investment, 
river systems, tourism, energy and environmental systems. A single authority could provide one 
accountable decision-maker for growth management, infrastructure delivery, transport planning, 
economic development, environmental management and regional funcƟons across the western 
Waikato.  
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Facts and Figures 

 

   1
 

 

Land area: 9,641 km² 
PopulaƟon esƟmate: (2023): 435k  
GDP: 31bn  
Filled Jobs: 204,300 
Household Income: $137,500 
 

 
1 Does not add to 100% - other sectors making up less than 4% are not included 
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Assessment against criteria and principles 

Govt. Criterion Score Notes 

Deliverability 3.5 The West Waikato proposal offers a coherent long-term structure 
by consolidaƟng mulƟple councils and integraƟng relevant regional 
council funcƟons. It appears more capable of progressing through Head 
Start than other proposals because it has broader regional tracƟon, but 
implementaƟon would require partner support, boundary 
confirmaƟon, transiƟon planning and significant Phase 2 design.  

Supports New 
Planning 
System 

3 Catchment-based unitaries provide a strong planning geography for 
environmental management and integrated resource planning. 
However, combining metro growth pressures with predominantly rural 
areas, alongside the need to redesign boundaries, establish new 
enƟƟes and potenƟally rework exisƟng regional planning arrangements, 
may reduce planning focus during transiƟon and create some 
inconsistency between eastern and western approaches. 

Simplifies Local 
Governance 

3.5 Consolidates councils into a small number of enƟƟes, removing most 
duplicaƟon and delivering a much simpler system. Accountability is 
clearer within each enƟty, although catchment boundaries may be less 
intuiƟve for some communiƟes and service areas. 

Economies of 
Scale 

3.667 Some standardisaƟon and efficiency gains would be achieved within the 
west enƟty, supported by a significant reducƟon in the number of 
councils and stronger investment coordinaƟon. Specialist capability 
would deepen across most council funcƟons, although environmental 
experƟse would be split between mulƟple catchment-based authoriƟes. 

Maintains Local 
Voice 

2.5 Some communiƟes would align well with catchment boundaries, but 
others may find the new arrangements less reflecƟve of their 
communiƟes of interest. RepresentaƟon remains possible, although 
boundary changes could make local influence and access feel less direct 
for some residents. 
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HCC Principles Score Notes 

Addresses 
Metro Issues 

4 The West unitary authority would bring Hamilton, Waikato, Waipā, 
Otorohanga, Waitomo, South Waikato and Taupo into a single 
organisaƟon, enabling integrated planning across much of the Hamilton 
Metro’s funcƟonal economic and growth area. While not as precisely 
aligned as a dedicated metro authority, it captures the key urban 
growth corridors and many of the cross-boundary issues that currently 
constrain planning and infrastructure delivery. 

Growth-Ready, 
Rural Aware 

3.667 Addresses growth pressures effecƟvely while aligning with funcƟonal 
communiƟes, covering the full growth area and key catchments. 
Community alignment is generally strong, although gaps remain where 
metro and rural interests are combined, parƟcularly in the west. 

BeƩer for 
Ratepayers 

3 Boundary redesign and the creaƟon of new enƟƟes would result in 
significant transiƟon and harmonisaƟon costs, although these would 
likely be lower than a full regional consolidaƟon. Over Ɵme, targeted 
efficiencies and beƩer alignment of infrastructure could improve value 
for ratepayers, but affordability pressures would remain. 

Best Long-Term 
Outcome 

4 The model addresses many of the structural weaknesses in the current 
system by reducing fragmentaƟon and creaƟng larger, more capable 
organisaƟons. It creates a durable framework capable of adapƟng to 
future growth and reducing the likelihood of further major reform in 
the medium term. 

BeƩer Decision-
Making 

3.5 Subsidiarity is mixed, with some decisions benefiƟng from stronger 
alignment to catchments while others may feel further removed from 
local communiƟes. The model is strongest where land use, hazards and 
infrastructure need to be managed together within natural systems, 
enabling more integrated and effecƟve decision-making. 

Strengthens 
Our Voice 

3 A large unitary authority would potenƟally have significantly greater 
scale, influence and advocacy capability than the current collecƟon of 
councils.  

Strengthens 
Our DemocraƟc 
System 

3 Engagement can remain workable, but democraƟc clarity depends 
heavily on whether communiƟes accept the catchment-based 
boundaries. 

Resilient region 4.33 Improves economic performance through beƩer coordinaƟon of 
investment, infrastructure and growth, while strengthening resilience 
to economic and environmental shocks. This opƟon provides the 
strongest alignment to natural systems and catchments, supporƟng 
long-term environmental outcomes and ensuring all parts of the region 
remain viable through well-designed boundaries. 

Iwi alignment 4 Catchment-based governance can provide a coherent framework for 
whole-of-system planning and support strong place-based relaƟonships 
with iwi where catchments and rohe align. However, overlapping iwi 
interests would sƟll require careful partnership arrangements, and 
alignment would vary across different parts of the region. 
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Evidence-led 3 The environmental raƟonale is well supported by evidence, parƟcularly 
where governance is aligned to catchments and natural systems. 
However, evidence for wider governance, service delivery and 
community outcomes is less developed, meaning overall confidence is 
moderate despite the strength of the environmental case. 

OVERALL 
AVERAGE: 

3.28 
 

 

 

Public ConsultaƟon Results 

The matrix scoring should be considered alongside the results of public consultaƟon, parƟcularly 
where consultaƟon provides insight into the principles most important to the community. Feedback 
idenƟfied achieving the best long-term outcome and taking an evidence-led approach as the highest 
prioriƟes, suggesƟng these criteria warrant greater weighƟng when interpreƟng the results. While 
the matrix provides a structured assessment of each scenario against agreed criteria, consultaƟon 
helps indicate which criteria maƩer most to the community and therefore should play a more 
influenƟal role in the overall evaluaƟon and recommendaƟons. 

Iwi 
Iwi partnership and Treaty seƩlement obligaƟons are a criƟcal consideraƟon for any scenario. Any 
future governance model would need to protect and strengthen exisƟng seƩlement arrangements, 
support meaningful iwi parƟcipaƟon in governance and decision-making, and provide clear and 
consistent pathways for engagement across the local government system. 

The Waikato River and its connected catchments would also need to conƟnue to be managed as an 
integrated system. While the model creates two separate unitary authoriƟes, effecƟve coordinaƟon 
would remain essenƟal for maƩers such as river management, catchment planning, environmental 
stewardship, transport corridors, economic development and emergency management. 

A key consideraƟon will be ensuring the model does not create unnecessary complexity for iwi by 
requiring engagement with mulƟple enƟƟes on issues that cross governance boundaries. Clear 
protocols, shared approaches and, where appropriate, joint governance arrangements would be 
important to maintain a cohesive regional system and support integrated decision-making across the 
Waikato 

Overall, the West Waikato Unitary model has the potenƟal to support stronger iwi partnerships by 
aligning governance more closely with natural systems and catchments, creaƟng opportuniƟes for 
more integrated environmental stewardship. However, because many iwi interests, rohe and Treaty 
seƩlement relaƟonships span both enƟƟes, carefully designed partnership arrangements and 
coordinated engagement mechanisms would be required to avoid duplicaƟon and ensure consistent, 
effecƟve relaƟonships across the Waikato.2 

Key Trade-Off 

Overall, this scenario is more transformaƟonal than incremental reform, delivering substanƟal 
simplificaƟon through the creaƟon of two unitary authoriƟes while maintaining a stronger 
connecƟon to natural catchments than a single regional model. Its strategic strength is that it 
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combines growth, infrastructure, environmental and service delivery funcƟons within larger enƟƟes, 
creaƟng opportuniƟes for more integrated decision-making and beƩer alignment between land use, 
infrastructure and economic development.   

The key trade-off is between the benefits of catchment-based integraƟon and the challenge of 
balancing diverse communiƟes within each enƟty. The model could improve environmental 
outcomes, strategic planning, accountability and organisaƟonal capability, but would require careful 
design to manage transiƟon costs, representaƟon, local voice, iwi partnerships, asset and debt 
allocaƟon, and the differing needs of metropolitan, provincial and rural communiƟes. 

FuncƟons 

A key consideraƟon for this model is ensuring that funcƟons (including those currently carried out by 
the Regional Council) are organised in a way that maximises the benefits of a west structure while 
delivering funcƟons at an appropriate scale. Bringing planning, infrastructure, regulatory, transport 
and environmental responsibiliƟes together within a larger unitary authority would potenƟally 
enable more coordinated decision-making and reduce the fragmentaƟon that exists under the 
current system. 

Catchment management and wider environmental funcƟons require careful consideraƟon under this 
scenario. By aligning governance more closely with natural systems, the model creates opportuniƟes 
for more integrated management of rivers, water quality, flood protecƟon, natural hazards and 
environmental restoraƟon. However, environmental systems and communiƟes do not always align 
perfectly with administraƟve boundaries, meaning collaboraƟon between other unitary authoriƟes 
would sƟll be required for shared issues, major infrastructure, transport connecƟons, economic 
development and iwi partnership arrangements that extend across both enƟƟes. 

Financial Commentary 

The financial case for this opƟon is not yet proven. A Head Start proposal would 
not determine future rates, debt, assets, service levels, 
funding arrangements or harmonisaƟon impacts. Those quesƟons would need to be worked through 
in a comprehensive business case and transiƟon plan before any final model could be confirmed.  

The most credible financial framing is that the West Waikato model may create long-term value 
through beƩer governance alignment, stronger strategic planning, more integrated infrastructure 
decisions, improved regional-funcƟon capability and reduced duplicaƟon. Any operaƟng savings, 
affordability benefits or rates impacts would need to be tested rather than assumed.  

Further work would be required on rates harmonisaƟon, debt allocaƟon, transiƟon costs, 
development contribuƟons, water service delivery arrangements, CCOs and strategic assets, 
including WEL Networks shareholdings, Hamilton Airport interests, legacy funding arrangements and 
the funding and delivery of regional council funcƟons. 

What’s required from government to make this model work 

 A Phase 2 process that allows genuine refinement, not simply confirmaƟon of the outline 
proposal as submiƩed.  

 Independent facilitaƟon and expert support to work through funcƟons, boundaries, governance 
design, iwi and hapū partnership arrangements, financial modelling and implementaƟon 
planning.  
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 Enabling legislaƟon and transiƟon arrangements that protect Treaty seƩlements, Te 
Ture Whaimana, Māori representaƟon, local voice and exisƟng co-governance arrangements.  

 Funding and financing tools that address wider local government pressures, including 
alternaƟves to relying primarily on rates.  
 

Other ConsideraƟons 

 Governance arrangements, including local representaƟon, ward structures, community boards, 
Māori representaƟon and place-based decision-making.  

 Water enƟƟes and the relaƟonship with IAWAI, Waikato Waters and any future water service 
delivery structure.  

 Council-controlled organisaƟons, strategic assets, WEL Networks shareholdings, Hamilton Airport 
interests and jointly owned assets.  

 Regional and sub-regional structures needed for river management, catchments, regional 
transport, emergency management, economic development and iwi partnership.  

 ImplementaƟon sequencing, including systems, staff, policies, bylaws, service levels, 
assets, liabiliƟes and transiƟon governance.  
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3 

 
3Indicative benefits: Local voice depends on governance design (local boards one option only), eƯiciencies and cost savings depend on org design and timeframes 
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4

 
4 Indicative only – potential benefits 
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Appendix 1: Initial MCA Evaluation: Basis for discussion and comparison between scenarios 

Criterion   West   
Criterion Sub-criterion Notes S6 score 
Deliverability       
Political and legal pathway How likely is an implementable 

mandate/pathway? 
Catchment-based unitaries are possible, but the political and legal pathway is 
weakened by needing to merge multiple councils (5 + reg council functions). 

3 

Boundary and design 
complexity 

How hard is the territory/governance 
design itself? 

This requires redesigning boundaries around catchments, which is 
conceptually strong and requires combining mulitple councils and regional 
functions 

4 

Systems and workforce 
transition 

How hard is the organisaƟonal integraƟon? New entities would require significant systems and people integration across 
councils that do not currently operate together, however assumed 
manageable. 

3 

Partner dependency How dependent is success on support 
from mulƟple willing parƟes? 

Delivery depends on councils accepting new catchment-based alignments, 
which creates a substantial dependence on external agreement. Emerging 
support from a number of councils. 

4 

Deliverability total Average of sub-scores   3.5 

        
Supports new planning 
system 

    
  

Plan geography Is the scenario at a workable spaƟal scale 
for a coherent plan 

Catchments are a strong planning geography for environmental systems. 
However merges growth and metro issues with rural areas experiencing 
population decline. 

3 

Transition protects planning 
capacity 

Can BAU planning and reform planning 
both happen at once 

Boundary redesign and new entity design may absorb planning capacity and 
make two-track delivery difficult – may require changes to FutureProof 
structures impacting regional spatial plan process. 

3 

Implementation consistency Can the model deliver the same planning 
intent consistently across the whole area 

Consistency could be strong within each catchment-based unit, but would still 
vary between west and other entities. 

3 

Supports new planning 
system total 

Average of sub-scores   3 

        
Simplifies local governance       
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Number of governance 
layers/entities 

Fewer enƟƟes; reduced duplicaƟon; 
simpler accountability than status quo. 

Clear consolidaƟon into a small number of enƟƟes, with most duplicaƟon 
removed and a significantly simpler overall structure. 
 

4 

Role accountability and 
clarity 

Is it clear who is responsible for what, with 
minimal overlap and confusion? 

Accountability could be clear within each entity, but the catchment logic may 
still be less intuitive for some communities and services. 

3 

Simplifies local governance 
total 

Average of sub-scores   3.5 

        
Economies of scale       
Operating efficiency Can corporate, regulatory and customer 

funcƟons genuinely be standardised.  
Some standardisation would be possible within the new entity, but the 
efficiencies would be more targeted than whole-of-region. 

4 

Capital and procurement 
leverage 

Does the model create beƩer buying 
power and capital programme 
coordinaƟon 

There would be useful leverage due to significant decrease in number of 
councils investment, but less broad procurement power than a full regional 
model. 

4 

Specialist capability at scale Does the model support deeper specialist 
capability that smaller councils struggle to 
maintain 

Catchment-based entity would improve specialist depth across most district 
council functions – however would split environmental specialist capability. 

3 

Economies of scale total Average of sub-scores   3.6667 

        
Maintains local voice       
Representation fairness Are communiƟes of interest (urban, rural, 

localiƟes) fairly represented in the 
governance structure? 

Some communities would align well with catchments, but others could find 
the new boundaries less representative of their interests. 

3 

Local influence and access Do communiƟes have a real ability to 
influence decisions and access decision-
makers? 

Some catchment communities may gain influence, but others would likely 
experience less intuitive and less direct access after boundary shifts. 

2 

Maintains local voice total Average of sub-scores   2.5 
Govt Criteria Average     3.2857143 
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Addresses metro issues     

  
Cross-boundary growth Responds to cross-boundary challenges 

(including fast-track) and the reality of a 
connected metro area 

Clear response to cross-boundary growth issues in the metro area, however 
also includes areas not subject to the same challenges. 
 

4 

Addresses metro issues Average of sub-scores   4 

        
Growth-ready, rural aware       
Population growth Enables Hamilton to respond to rapid 

populaƟon growth 
Enables effecƟve response to growth, however also includes areas not subject 
to populaƟon growth. 

4 

Infrastructure catchments Aligns infrastructure and services with how 
communiƟes funcƟon 

Good alignment to funcƟonal communiƟes – covers enƟre growth area.  Also 
aligned for water catchments. 
 

4 

Rural interests Recognises and provides for rural 
communiƟes and interests 

Some recogniƟon; gaps remain (with combinaƟon of rural and metro) 
 

3 

Growth-ready, rural aware Average of sub-scores   3.6666667 
 

        
Better for ratepayers       
Transition cost burden What does it cost to get there? Boundary redesign and new entity setup would create a significant transition 

bill.  Significant harmonisation costs anticipated. 
2 

Long-run operating 
affordability 

Once implemented, what it the likely rates 
trajectory? 

Targeted efficiencies may help affordability in some services.  Cost pressures 
will remain. 

3 

Ratepayer value Does the scenario improve service 
outcomes or infrastructure Ɵming for what 
people pay? 

Ratepayer value improves where better environmental and infrastructure 
alignment avoids poor investment and improves resilience outcomes. 

4 

Better for ratepayers Average of sub-scores   3 
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Best long-term outcome       
Future adaptability Can the model cope with future growth, 

reform or shocks without another 
restructure   

This is durable if the long-term organising logic is environmental resilience. 4 

Best long-term outcome Average of sub-scores   4 

        
Better decision-making       
Subsidiarity Maintains subsidiarity, ensuring decisions 

are made as close as possible to 
communiƟes where appropriate (decision-
making) 

Subsidiarity is mixed: some catchment-aligned decisions improve, but other 
community decisions may feel further away. 

3 

Ability to make integrated 
trade-offs 

Can the model make coherent, joined-up 
decisions across landuse, infrastructure, 
environment and funding  

This is strong where integrated trade-offs are about land, water, hazards and 
infrastructure within natural systems. 

4 

Better decision-making Average of sub-scores   3.5 

        
Strengthens our voice     

  
National and investor 
influence 

Ability to shape central government and 
major investment decisions 

Large unitary authority would have significantly greater scale, influence and 
advocacy capability than the current collecƟon of councils.  

4 

Strengthens our voice Average of sub-scores   3 

        

Strengthens our 
democratic system 

    
  

Democratic engagement 
and accountability 

Does the model support strong public 
parƟcipaƟon, transparency, and 
accountability? 

Engagement can remain workable, but democratic clarity depends heavily on 
whether communities accept the catchment-based boundaries. 

3 
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Strengthens our 
democratic system 

Average of sub-scores   3 

        

Resilient region       

Economic resilience and 
network performance 

Does the model strengthen economic 
performance and ability to respond to 
shocks? 

Improves economic performance through beƩer coordinaƟon of investment, 
infrastructure and growth, strengthening resilience to disrupƟons. 
 

4 

Environmental and 
catchment resilience 

Does the model support integrated 
management of natural systems (water, 
land, hazards, environment)? 

This is the strongest option for environmental and catchment resilience 
because governance is explicitly aligned to natural systems. 

5 

Geographic/system viability Does the model result in viable, balanced 
outcomes across all areas (no communiƟes 
leŌ behind)? 

If boundaries are well designed, entity can be viable and the model avoids 
leaving parts of the region structurally stranded. 

4 

Resilient region Average of sub-scores   4.333 

        
Iwi alignment       
Partnership coherence Does the structure reduce fragmentaƟon 

for iwi across shared issues? 
Catchment logic may align well with whole-of-system approaches, giving a 
coherent frame for some iwi relationships if designed carefully. 

4 

Ability to sustain place-
based partnerships 

Can the model sƟll support local, enduring 
relaƟonships rather than only strategic 
interfaces 

This can support strong place-based relationships where catchments and iwi 
preferences align, although overlapping rohe still need careful handling. 

4 

Iwi alignment Average of sub-scores   4 

        
Evidence-led       
Strength of evidence base How much relevant evidence exists? The evidence for environmental integration is good, but evidence for broader 

governance and service outcomes is more limited. 
3 

Transferability of evidence How applicable is that evidence to this 
scenario and geography? 

Catchment-management evidence transfers reasonably well for 
environmental questions, but less so for the full governance model. 

3 
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Confidence in assumptions How much confidence is there that the 
expected outcomes will actually be 
realised? 

Confidence is moderate because the environmental logic is strong, but 
governance and community-response assumptions remain more uncertain. 

3 

Evidence-led Average of sub-scores   3 

HCC Criteria Average     3.6 
        
Overall Average:     3.28 

 

 

 



  
 

Metro Spatial Plan Scenario  
Case Study for Elected Members  

 

Case for Change 

The Waikato is a region of naƟonal significance, encompassing one of New Zealand’s fastest-growing 
metropolitan areas alongside producƟve rural districts, provincial centres, naƟonally significant 
environmental assets, major transport corridors, energy generaƟon, and diverse communiƟes with 
disƟnct idenƟƟes and aspiraƟons. 

While the region is economically, socially and environmentally interconnected, the challenges facing 
its metropolitan and wider regional communiƟes are increasingly different in scale, complexity and 
focus. The Hamilton metropolitan area is managing rapid populaƟon growth, housing demand, 
transport pressures, infrastructure investment requirements and the need for coordinated urban 
development across council boundaries. At the same Ɵme, many parts of the wider Waikato are 
focused on issues such as environmental stewardship, producƟve land use, catchment management, 
rural service delivery, provincial resilience and supporƟng dispersed communiƟes. Both are criƟcal to 
the Waikato’s future prosperity, but they may benefit from governance arrangements that are more 
closely aligned to their respecƟve needs and prioriƟes. 

 

IntroducƟon 

This case study explores the future governance scenario that would establish a unitary authority 
across the Metro SpaƟal Plan area, alongside a separate unitary authority covering the remainder of 
the Waikato region.  

The purpose of this analysis is to examine in more detail how this scenario aligns with both the 
Government's Head Start objecƟves and Hamilton City Council's evaluaƟon criteria, providing an 
evidence base to inform elected members' consideraƟon of governance reform opƟons. The 
assessment is intended to support elected members in determining whether this model should be 
recommended as a preferred scenario for further development and engagement. 

The Metro Scenario reflects the reality that the Waikato contains both a highly interconnected 
metropolitan system and a wider network of provincial, rural and environmental communiƟes, each 
with disƟnct needs, prioriƟes and growth pressures. It builds on decades of collaboraƟon through 
Future Proof and the Metro SpaƟal Plan, which have consistently demonstrated that Hamilton and 
parts of Waikato and Waipā Districts operate as a single funcƟonal economic, social and housing 
market. At the same Ɵme, it recognises that many of the challenges facing the wider Waikato are 
different in nature and may be beƩer addressed through governance arrangements designed around 
those communiƟes and geographies. 

The scenario’s key strength is that it creates governance arrangements that more closely reflect the 
region's disƟnct communiƟes of interest. It would provide a dedicated metropolitan enƟty focused 
on the opportuniƟes and challenges of growth management, housing, transport and infrastructure 
coordinaƟon, while enabling the remainder of the Waikato to consolidate around its own shared 



  
 

rural and provincial prioriƟes. It also builds on a substanƟal body of exisƟng planning evidence and 
established paƩerns of collaboraƟon.  

While the Metro SpaƟal Plan geography provides the strongest technical alignment to the Hamilton 
growth system, it would require the creaƟon of new boundaries across exisƟng districts. This 
introduces a higher degree of implementaƟon complexity, transiƟon cost and poliƟcal challenge than 
opƟons that use exisƟng council boundaries. 

It would also require clear mechanisms to manage issues that conƟnue to cross the boundary 
between the metropolitan and wider Waikato systems. 

 

Overview 

This scenario assumes the establishment of two new unitary authoriƟes for the Waikato: a Metro 
Unitary Authority based on the Metro SpaƟal Plan area, and a single Wider Waikato Unitary 
Authority for the balance of the region. 

The model recognises that the Waikato operates as an interconnected region, but that different 
issues occur at different scales. The Metro SpaƟal Plan area funcƟons as a shared housing, labour, 
transport, infrastructure and economic system. A Metro Unitary would bring local and (most) 
regional funcƟons together for this growth area, providing one governance and delivery plaƞorm for 
urban growth, infrastructure sequencing, transport integraƟon, economic development and land use 
planning. 

While this provides the strongest alignment to the funcƟonal metropolitan area, it would require the 
creaƟon of new boundaries and governance arrangements rather than building from exisƟng council 
boundaries. 

The Wider Waikato Unitary would provide integrated governance for the region’s provincial, rural, 
and coastal communiƟes. It would consolidate district and regional funcƟons across the balance of 
the region, supporƟng catchment management, producƟve land use, local infrastructure, natural 
hazards, biosecurity, environmental regulaƟon, regional services and local community outcomes.  It 
is anƟcipated that the Metro Unitary may contract the Wider Waikato Unitary to undertake Regional 
Council environmental funcƟons on its behalf. 

 

Strategic RaƟonale 

The core raƟonale for this model is that governance should align with the scale and nature of the 
issues being managed. For the metro area, growth pressures are already crossing exisƟng council 
boundaries. Housing supply, transport networks, employment paƩerns, infrastructure investment 
and urban development are funcƟoning as one system but are currently governed through mulƟple 
organisaƟons. 

A Metro Unitary would also reduce reliance on separate councils interpreƟng and implemenƟng a 
shared spaƟal plan in different ways. It would create one accountable decision-maker for 
metropolitan growth and infrastructure, reducing the risk of inconsistent delivery or re-
fragmentaƟon over Ɵme. 



  
 

This scenario is not premised on regional council funcƟons being ineffecƟve. Many regional funcƟons 
are currently delivered well. The primary challenge being addressed is fragmentaƟon of metropolitan 
growth, infrastructure, transport and land-use decision-making across mulƟple territorial authoriƟes. 

For the wider Waikato, the model provides a consolidated plaƞorm for regional, environmental, rural 
and provincial prioriƟes. It allows governance arrangements to be designed around the realiƟes of 
the wider region, including environmental stewardship, rural producƟvity, coastal management, 
provincial economic development, local resilience and strong place-based idenƟty. 



  
 

Facts and Figures 

   1 

Land area: 765km2 (7x status quo) 

PopulaƟon esƟmate: (2023): 271k (5.1% NZ) 

GDP: 22bn (5.1% of NZ) 

Filled Jobs: 151,100 (5.5% NZ) 

Household Income: $138,200 
 

 

 
1 Does not add to 100% - other sectors making up less than 4% are not included 



  
 

Summary Assessment against Government Criteria and HCC Principles 

Govt. Criterion Score Notes 

Deliverability 2.75 The Metro Council model is achievable but significantly more complex 
than aligning exisƟng district boundaries, requiring the creaƟon of new 
boundaries and the division of assets, debt, rates, systems, and 
organisaƟons. While the concept is coherent and evidence-based, it 
depends on substanƟal organisaƟonal integraƟon and ongoing support 
from mulƟple councils, with current partner support for the model 
remaining limited. 

Supports New 
Planning 
System 

5 This is where the scenario performs best. A purpose-built metro 
authority would be designed specifically around Hamilton Metro’s 
growth challenges, delivering faster and more responsive planning for 
housing, infrastructure and urban development across a coherent 
metropolitan area. By aligning boundaries with the real metro 
community of interest and enabling the rest of the region to be 
consolidated around its own shared rural and provincial planning 
challenges, it provides strong strategic fit. 

Simplifies Local 
Governance 

3 Combining the Metro SpaƟal Plan area into a single council, alongside a 
second unitary council for the rest of the region, would significantly 
simplify the current structure while recognising the disƟnct needs of 
metro and regional communiƟes. ResponsibiliƟes can be clearly 
allocated between the two enƟƟes, but accountability for region-wide 
outcomes would sƟll be shared across separate unitary councils. 

Economies of 
Scale 

3 Metro consolidaƟon would enable greater standardisaƟon, shared 
services and coordinated investment across both the metro area and 
the consolidated rural council, although dividing exisƟng councils adds 
implementaƟon complexity. The model also supports stronger 
specialist capability by allowing each unitary council to focus its 
resources on the disƟnct planning, infrastructure and service delivery 
needs of its communiƟes. 

Maintains Local 
Voice 

5 This model provides a clear disƟncƟon between metropolitan and rural 
communiƟes of interest, helping ensure representaƟon and decision-
making remain closely aligned to the people and places they serve. The 
separaƟon of metro and rural governance also gives communiƟes more 
direct access to decision-makers focused on their specific needs and 
prioriƟes. 

 



  
 

HCC Principles Score Notes 

Addresses 
Metro Issues 

5 This model provides the strongest alignment with the funcƟonal 
Hamilton metropolitan area, bringing together the key urban centres, 
growth corridors and peri-urban areas where housing, infrastructure 
and growth pressures are most acute (however, achieving this 
alignment would require significant boundary redesign and transiƟon 
effort that would not be required under exisƟng-boundary opƟons). It 
enables integrated planning across the urban-rural interface while 
maintaining a clear metropolitan focus, ensuring urban prioriƟes 
remain central to decision-making rather than compeƟng with wider 
regional interests. 

Growth-Ready, 
Rural Aware 

4.333 Purpose-built metro boundaries provide a strong planning scale for 
Hamilton Metro’s growth challenges, capturing the funcƟonal housing, 
labour and infrastructure market without being constrained by 
historical council boundaries. The model creates a strong metropolitan 
focus and clearer urban-rural planning responsibiliƟes, allowing urban 
growth, housing and transport prioriƟes to be addressed in a dedicated 
enƟty while rural areas are served through governance arrangements 
beƩer aligned to their needs. 

BeƩer for 
Ratepayers 

3.333 This model would involve significant transiƟon costs and complexity, 
parƟcularly from spliƫng exisƟng councils, reallocaƟng assets and debt, 
and establishing new raƟng and governance arrangements. While 
affordability improvements are likely to be modest, the model offers 
stronger long-term value through beƩer service outcomes, more 
coordinated infrastructure delivery, and the benefits of consolidaƟng 
the metropolitan growth area into a single organisaƟon. 

Best Long-Term 
Outcome 

4 This model addresses most of the underlying structural challenges in 
the current local government system, creaƟng a durable arrangement 
that is likely to remain fit for purpose as the region grows and evolves. 
Once implemented, only incremental refinements are likely to be 
required, reducing the need for further major governance reform. 

BeƩer Decision-
Making 

4.5 This model preserves subsidiarity by keeping decision-making within 
communiƟes of interest. At the same Ɵme, key funcƟons can be 
planned and delivered in an integrated way, supporƟng more 
coordinated infrastructure investment, land-use planning and policy 
alignment across the metro area. 

Strengthens 
Our Voice 

4 This model creates a strong and coordinated voice for the metro area, 
improving the ability to influence government policy and deliver on 
government prioriƟes, secure investment, and advocate effecƟvely for 
shared prioriƟes. Speaking with greater scale and clarity strengthens 
the region’s posiƟon when compeƟng for funding, infrastructure 
commitments and naƟonal aƩenƟon. 



  
 

Strengthens 
Our DemocraƟc 
System 

4 Councils created around communiƟes of interest remain visible and 
accessible to their communiƟes, helping maintain strong public 
parƟcipaƟon, local accountability and transparency in decision-making. 
This assumes board structures (or similar) within the unitary 
authoriƟes. 

Resilient Region 4 This model supports stronger economic performance through more 
coordinated investment, infrastructure planning and growth 
management, improving the region’s ability to respond to future 
pressures and opportuniƟes. It also consolidates the wider rural area 
enabling more integrated management of these areas. 

Iwi Alignment 3 Engagement with iwi would be simplified in parts of the system through 
fewer larger enƟƟes, reducing duplicaƟon and creaƟng clearer points of 
contact. However, some fragmentaƟon would remain, meaning 
partnership arrangements could vary across different areas and result 
in less consistent engagement and decision-making than a single 
model. 

Evidence-Led 4.67 This opƟon is grounded in a strong evidence base, building on 
established metro planning work and real-world collaboraƟon already 
underway across the Hamilton metropolitan area. Confidence in 
delivery is high because the model aligns with exisƟng growth paƩerns, 
planning evidence and partnership arrangements, reducing 
implementaƟon risk while supporƟng a clear case for change. 

OVERALL 
AVERAGE: 

3.85 
 

 

 

This assessment confirms that the Metro SpaƟal Plan scenario remains the strongest technical 
expression of the Hamilton growth system. However, the benefits of this alignment need to be 
weighed against the greater implementaƟon complexity, transiƟon effort and partner support 
required when compared with opƟons based on exisƟng council boundaries. 

 

Public ConsultaƟon Results 

The matrix scoring should be considered alongside the results of public consultaƟon, parƟcularly 
where consultaƟon provides insight into the principles most important to the community. Feedback 
idenƟfied achieving the best long-term outcome and taking an evidence-led approach as the highest 
prioriƟes, suggesƟng these criteria warrant greater weighƟng when interpreƟng the results. While 
the matrix provides a structured assessment of each scenario against agreed criteria, consultaƟon 
helps indicate which criteria maƩer most to the community and therefore should play a more 
influenƟal role in the overall evaluaƟon and recommendaƟons. 

 

 

 



  
 

Iwi 
Iwi partnership and Treaty seƩlement obligaƟons are a criƟcal consideraƟon for any scenario. Any 
future governance model would need to protect and strengthen exisƟng seƩlement arrangements, 
support meaningful iwi parƟcipaƟon in governance and decision-making, and provide clear and 
consistent pathways for engagement across the local government system. 

The Waikato River and its connected catchments would also need to conƟnue to be managed as an 
integrated system. While the model creates separate metropolitan and wider Waikato unitary 
authoriƟes, effecƟve coordinaƟon (or shared services arrangements) would remain essenƟal for 
maƩers such as river management, catchment planning, environmental stewardship, transport 
corridors, economic development and emergency management. 

A key consideraƟon will be ensuring the model does not create unnecessary complexity for iwi by 
requiring engagement with mulƟple enƟƟes on issues that cross governance boundaries. Clear 
protocols, shared approaches and, where appropriate, joint governance arrangements would be 
important to maintain a cohesive regional system and support integrated decision-making across the 
Waikato 

Overall, the metro scenario has the potenƟal to strengthen iwi partnerships by aligning governance 
more closely with the communiƟes, growth pressures and strategic issues affecƟng the Hamilton 
metropolitan area. However, because iwi interests, seƩlement arrangements and environmental 
systems oŌen extend beyond metropolitan boundaries, strong cross-boundary governance and 
coordinated engagement mechanisms would be essenƟal to avoid fragmentaƟon and maintain 
integrated decision-making across the wider Waikato.2 

 

Key Trade-Off 

Overall, this scenario is more ambiƟous than progressing amalgamaƟon along exisƟng boundaries, 
but more targeted than a single Waikato-wide, or east/west unitary authoriƟes. Its strategic strength 
is that it aligns governance with the scale of the issues being managed: metropolitan growth in one 
integrated authority, and wider regional, environmental, rural and provincial prioriƟes in another. 

The key trade-off is between long-term structural alignment and short-term transiƟon complexity. 
The model could provide clearer accountability, stronger planning integraƟon, beƩer infrastructure 
coordinaƟon and more durable decision-making. However, it would require careful design to manage 
transiƟon costs, representaƟon, local voice, iwi partnership arrangements, asset and debt allocaƟon, 
and cross-boundary collaboraƟon.  

 
2 More information to come post-Iwi Chairs meeting on 20 July 2026 



  
 

FuncƟons 

A key consideraƟon for this model is ensuring that funcƟons, including those currently delivered by 
Waikato Regional Council, are organised at the most appropriate scale. MaƩers such as catchment 
management, flood protecƟon, strategic transport, natural hazards, biosecurity, environmental 
monitoring, economic development and infrastructure sequencing would require clear allocaƟon of 
responsibiliƟes and, where appropriate, formal mechanisms for collaboraƟon and joint decision-
making. The effecƟveness of the model will depend on whether these arrangements can provide the 
necessary coordinaƟon while maintaining clear accountability. 

The Waikato River and its connected catchments are a parƟcularly important consideraƟon. The river 
system links communiƟes across the metropolitan area and wider region, and its health and 
management transcend local government boundaries. Any future governance arrangement would 
need to support integrated catchment management, whole-of-river thinking and coordinated 
decision-making to ensure environmental, cultural, social and economic outcomes are achieved 
across the enƟre system. 

 

Financial Commentary 

The financial case for this opƟon is not yet proven. A Head Start proposal would not determine 
future rates, debt, assets, service levels, funding arrangements or harmonisaƟon impacts. These 
maƩers would need to be assessed through a detailed business case and transiƟon process before 
any final governance model could be confirmed. 

The most credible financial framing is that the Metro SpaƟal Plan model may create long-term value 
through stronger alignment between growth, infrastructure and land-use decisions across the 
metropolitan area. However, the creaƟon of new boundaries, allocaƟon of assets and liabiliƟes, and 
disaggregaƟon of exisƟng councils would introduce significant transiƟon complexity and cost. 

Further work would be required on rates harmonisaƟon, debt allocaƟon, transiƟon costs, 
development contribuƟons, water service delivery, CCOs, shared assets, Hamilton Airport interests, 
WEL Networks shareholdings and the allocaƟon of regional council funcƟons. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  
 

What’s required from government to make this model work 

 ConfirmaƟon of Head Start expectaƟons and assessment criteria, including the flexibility 
available for boundary refinement and partner parƟcipaƟon. 

 A Phase 2 process that allows genuine refinement, not simply confirmaƟon of the outline 
proposal as submiƩed. 

 Independent facilitaƟon and expert support to work through funcƟons, boundaries, 
governance design, iwi and hapū partnership arrangements, financial modelling and 
implementaƟon planning. 

 Enabling legislaƟon and transiƟon arrangements that protect Treaty seƩlements, Te Ture 
Whaimana, Māori representaƟon, local voice and exisƟng co-governance arrangements. 

 Funding and financing tools that address wider local government pressures, including 
alternaƟves to relying primarily on rates. 

 Flexibility around governance and representaƟon arrangements, including wards, local 
boards, community boards, Māori representaƟon and place-based decision-making 
mechanisms. 

 
 
Other ConsideraƟons 

 Governance arrangements, including local representaƟon, ward structures, community 
boards, Māori representaƟon and place-based decision-making.  

 Water enƟƟes and the relaƟonship with IAWAI, Waikato Waters and any future water service 
delivery structure.  

 Council-controlled organisaƟons, strategic assets, WEL Networks shareholdings, Hamilton 
Airport interests and jointly owned assets.  

 Regional and sub-regional structures needed for river management, catchments, regional 
transport, emergency management, economic development and iwi partnership.  

 ImplementaƟon sequencing, including systems, staff, policies, bylaws, service levels, 
assets, liabiliƟes and transiƟon governance.  



  
 

3

 
3 Indicative only – potential benefits 



  
 

 



  
 

Appendix 1: Initial MCA Evaluation: Basis for discussion and comparison between scenarios 

Criterion   Metro Spatial Plan   

Criterion Sub-criterion Notes Score 

Deliverability       

Political and legal pathway How likely is an implementable 
mandate/pathway? 

A metro council is achievable but would have an additional level of complexity to 
divide existing districts – involves debt/rates/assets etc. 

3 

Boundary and design 
complexity 

How hard is the territory/governance design 
itself? 

The design is coherent and evidence based, but more complex than combining 
existing districts because it must identify new boundaries, split systems and 
create new governance arrangements. 

3 

Systems and workforce 
transition 

How hard is the organisaƟonal integraƟon? Three-way integration would be complex and would potentially create more 
challenges due to needing to divide existing organisations. 

2 

Partner dependency How dependent is success on support from 
mulƟple willing parƟes? 

The model relies on two unitary councils operating across the region and buy-in 
from partners to the proposed model (currently this is not a preferred option for 
other councils) although there is general commitment to work together as a 
region if selected for the next phase. 

3 

Deliverability total Average of sub-scores   2.75 

        

Supports new planning 
system 

      

Plan geography Is the scenario at a workable spatial scale for a 
coherent plan 

Great responsiveness through purpose-built metro entity. This scenario creates a 
dedicated metropolitan planning authority with boundaries designed specifically 
for Hamilton's growth management needs. Unlike inherited council structures, 
the metro entity can be designed from the outset for planning agility – with 
governance, resourcing, and decision-making processes focused on urban 
growth challenges. Responsiveness to housing supply, intensification, and 
infrastructure timing would be enhanced because planning processes serve a 
coherent metro geography without the complexity of balancing fundamentally 
different rural and urban priorities within a single organisation.  

Unlike scenarios that inherit existing council boundaries with their mismatches, 
this approach can design boundaries specifically to capture the functional metro 
community. Areas like Pokeno that are functionally connected to Auckland 

5 



  
 

rather than the metro system can remain outside, while the metro entity serves 
communities that genuinely share metropolitan interests. This purpose-built 
geography means planning serves a coherent community of interest without the 
compromises of inherited boundaries. 

Transition protects planning 
capacity 

Can BAU planning and reform planning both 
happen at once 

This has the least disruption to BAU planning because existing collaborative 
structures continue to operate through Future Proof (already setting up for 
regional spatial planning). The purpose-built nature allows the entity to be 
structured for the planning task at hand. 

5 

Implementation consistency Can the model deliver the same planning 
intent consistently across the whole area 

Strong community of interest alignment through metro boundary design. This 
scenario creates a dedicated planning enƟty with boundaries that can be drawn 
to reflect the actual funcƟonal metro community – and the same for the rural 
communiƟes.  

5 

Supports new planning 
system total 

Average of sub-scores   5 

        

Simplifies local governance       

Number of governance 
layers/entities 

Fewer enƟƟes; reduced duplicaƟon; simpler 
accountability than status quo. 

Three (part) councils become one, producing some simplification. Remainder of 
the region becomes a single council, providing additional simplification. 

3 

Role accountability and 
clarity 

Is it clear who is responsible for what, with 
minimal overlap and confusion? 

Roles can be defined, but accountability is still shared across 2 separate unitary 
councils. 

3 

Simplifies local governance 
total 

Average of sub-scores   3 

        

Economies of scale       

Operating efficiency Can corporate, regulatory and customer 
funcƟons genuinely be standardised.  

Metro consolidation would allow some standardisation – complexity in dividing 
existing councils. 

3 

Capital and procurement 
leverage 

Does the model create beƩer buying power 
and capital programme coordinaƟon 

Joint procurement and capital alignment are possible, creates opportunities 
across metro area, and also across consolidated rural area. 

3 

Specialist capability at scale Does the model support deeper specialist 
capability that smaller councils struggle to 
maintain 

Capability is distributed across 2 councils, so opportunities for deeper metro 
specialist capability, and rural capability. 

3 



  
 

Economies of scale total Average of sub-scores   3 
 

        

Maintains local voice       

Representation fairness Are communiƟes of interest (urban, rural, 
localiƟes) fairly represented in the governance 
structure? 

Yes, clear delineation between metro and rural interests so this best preserves 
fair representation for established communities of interest. 

5 

Local influence and access Do communiƟes have a real ability to 
influence decisions and access decision-
makers? 

This creates clear metro and rural delineation which enables clear access to 
decision-makers relevant to local/shared issues.  

5 

Maintains local voice total Average of sub-scores   5.0 

Govt Criteria Average      3.642 
 

        

        

Addresses metro issues       

Cross-boundary growth Responds to cross-boundary challenges 
(including fast-track) and the reality of a 
connected metro area 

Strongest metro urban focus. This scenario most closely reflects the functional 
Hamilton metropolitan area, capturing the primary urban centres and growth 
corridors where urban intensification, housing supply, and infrastructure 
coordination are critical. Unlike a full regional approach, this maintains clear 
focus on metropolitan challenges without dilution from distant rural and 
provincial interests. The inclusion of peri-urban and rural areas surrounding the 
urban centres creates an opportunity for integrated planning across the urban-
rural interface – enabling coordinated management of growth boundaries, 
infrastructure servicing, and land use transitions. This geography strikes an 
appropriate balance: large enough to capture the functional metro system and 
plan holistically for growth, yet focused enough that urban priorities remain 
central to decision-making rather than being one voice among many competing 
regional interests. 

5 

Addresses metro issues Average of sub-scores   5.0 

        



  
 

Growth-ready, rural aware       

Population growth Enables Hamilton to respond to rapid 
populaƟon growth 

Excellent scale through purpose-built boundaries. The Metro Spatial Plan 
geography is specifically designed to match Hamilton's growth dynamics, 
capturing the functional housing and labour market without inheriting 
mismatched areas. Unlike scenarios based on existing council boundaries, this 
approach can draw boundaries precisely where growth management decisions 
matter most. The purpose-built nature means scale is optimised for the planning 
challenge rather than constrained by historical administrative arrangements. 

4 

Infrastructure catchments Aligns infrastructure and services with how 
communiƟes funcƟon 

It aligns well at the metro level, although implementation remains distributed 
across two councils for certain services/functions. 

4 

Rural interests Recognises and provides for rural 
communiƟes and interests 

Strong urban focus with metro-aligned boundaries. This scenario transfers the 
functionally metropolitan areas into a dedicated planning entity, meaning 
Hamilton's urban priorities are not competing with distant rural interests that 
would remain with their original councils. The geography captures the urban and 
peri-urban areas most connected to Hamilton's economy and housing market, 
enabling planning to focus on intensification, housing supply, and metropolitan 
transport without dilution from unrelated rural constituencies. Rural areas 
beyond the metro boundary remain with councils better suited to address their 
specific needs, while the metro entity can concentrate on urban growth 
management. This clean separation of urban and rural planning responsibilities 
reduces the internal tension that arises when a single entity must balance 
fundamentally different development priorities. 

5 

Growth-ready, rural aware Average of sub-scores   4.333333 
 

        

Better for ratepayers       

Transition cost burden What does it cost to get there? Three-way transition costs will be significant due to the need to split existing 
councils.  High complexity likely drives significant costs (e.g. asset valuation, debt 
splitting, rating etc). 

2 

Long-run operating 
affordability 

Once implemented, what it the likely rates 
trajectory? 

Broadly maintains current affordability trajectory, or delivers modest 
improvements over Ɵme, offset by ongoing cost pressures. 

3 



  
 

Ratepayer value Does the scenario improve service outcomes 
or infrastructure Ɵming for what people pay? 

Significant improvement in outcomes. Ratepayers experience beƩer services, 
faster or more coordinated infrastructure delivery, and clearer benefits relaƟve 
to cost due to consolidaƟon of metro growth area.  

5 

Better for ratepayers Average of sub-scores   3.333333 

  
  

      

Best long-term outcome       

Future adaptability Can the model cope with future growth, 
reform or shocks without another restructure   

Addresses most structural and system challenges, with a model that is likely to 
remain fit for purpose over Ɵme. 
Only minor adjustments or refinements are expected rather than major reform. 

4 

Best long-term outcome Average of sub-scores   4 

        

Better decision-making       

Subsidiarity Maintains subsidiarity, ensuring decisions are 
made as close as possible to communiƟes 
where appropriate (decision-making) 

This best preserves subsidiarity because existing councils continue to make 
decisions close to their communities. 

5 

Ability to make integrated 
trade-offs 

Can the model make coherent, joined-up 
decisions across landuse, infrastructure, 
environment and funding  

Decisions are largely integrated across key funcƟons, enabling coordinated 
planning, infrastructure investment and policy alignment. 
 

4 

Better decision-making Average of sub-scores   4.5 

        

Strengthens our voice       

National and investor 
influence 

Ability to shape central government and major 
investment decisions 

A strong and coordinated voice, with clear ability to influence government policy, 
secure funding, and advocate for regional/metro prioriƟes. 

4 

Strengthens our voice Average of sub-scores   4 

        



  
 

Strengthens our 
democratic system 

      

Democratic engagement 
and accountability 

Does the model support strong public 
parƟcipaƟon, transparency, and 
accountability? 

Local councils remain visible and accessible, so public participation and 
transparency are easier to sustain. 

4 

Strengthens our 
democratic system 

Average of sub-scores   4 

        

Resilient region       

Economic resilience and 
network performance 

Does the model strengthen economic 
performance and ability to respond to shocks? 

Improves economic performance through beƩer coordinaƟon of investment, 
infrastructure and growth, strengthening resilience to disrupƟons. 

4 

Environmental and 
catchment resilience 

Does the model support integrated 
management of natural systems (water, land, 
hazards, environment)? 

Strong alignment with natural systems, enabling coherent management of water, 
land use and hazards across most areas (with the model of shared services 
between councils). 
 

4 

Geographic/system viability Does the model result in viable, balanced 
outcomes across all areas (no communiƟes 
leŌ behind)? 

Delivers viable and broadly equitable outcomes across most of the geography, 
with manageable differences. 
 

4 

Resilient region Average of sub-scores   4 
 

        

Iwi alignment       

Partnership coherence Does the structure reduce fragmentaƟon for 
iwi across shared issues? 

ParƟal coherence. Engagement is simplified in some areas, but fragmentaƟon 
remains across parts of the system. 

3 

Ability to sustain place-
based partnerships 

Can the model sƟll support local, enduring 
relaƟonships rather than only strategic 
interfaces 

Basic partnership arrangements possible, but inconsistency across areas or levels 
of engagement. 
 

3 

Iwi alignment Average of sub-scores   3 

        

Evidence-led       



  
 

Strength of evidence base How much relevant evidence exists? This option has a strong evidence base in existing metro planning work and real 
collaborative practice. 

5 

Transferability of evidence How applicable is that evidence to this 
scenario and geography? 

Existing Future Proof and metro work make the evidence directly relevant to this 
geography and problem set. 

5 

Confidence in assumptions How much confidence is there that the 
expected outcomes will actually be realised? 

Confidence is relatively high because the model is evidence based and builds on 
existing patterns of collaboration. 

4 

Evidence-led Average of sub-scores   4.666667 

HCC Criteria Average     4.05 
 

        

Overall Average:     3.85 

 



 

Council Agenda 6 August 2026- OPEN Page 77 of 129 

A
tta

ch
m

en
t 4

 
Ite

m
 1

1 

Hamilton Metropolitan Area – Strategic Importance, Challenges, Opportunities and Future Governance 
Important Considerations for any proposals 
 
Why Hamilton and the Metropolitan Area Matter to the Waikato 
 
Hamilton and the wider metropolitan area (Hamilton, parts of Waikato District and Waipā District) are the 
economic and population growth engine of the Waikato.  
 
The metropolitan area: 

• Is one of New Zealand’s fastest-growing urban areas and sits within the nationally significant 
Auckland–Hamilton growth corridor identified through the Hamilton-Waikato Metro Spatial Plan. 

• Includes Hamilton which has been identified as the fastest growing city in NZ for the last 3 years. 
• Contains the region’s greatest housing demand, infrastructure investment needs and transport 

pressures. 
• Supports much of the economic activity, employment growth and investment that benefits the 

wider Waikato, with education and health services being provided and accessed by the wider area. 
• Is increasingly functioning as one integrated metropolitan system despite being governed by 

multiple councils. 
• Provides community amenity, recreation opportunities and community/event facilities that are 

accessed by communities across the metropolitan and wider Waikato areas. 
• Acts as the primary focus for growth, infrastructure investment, employment growth, housing 

development and economic productivity within the Waikato. 
• Provides benefits that extend beyond its boundaries, supporting regional prosperity, business 

investment, workforce development and wider economic resilience. 
• Communities of interest operate ignoring boundaries with approx. 13,000 people who travel 

outside of Hamilton’s boundaries every morning for work and 20,000 travel into Hamilton. 
• Is the location of the Hamilton International Airport which provides services nationally and 

internationally to Australia and is the gateway to the Waikato and the central North Island. 
 
The metropolitan area is not separate from the wider Waikato. Hamilton cannot thrive without the wider 
region, and the wider Waikato cannot reach its full potential without a strong and successful Hamilton 
metropolitan area. The relationship is economically, socially, culturally and environmentally inter-
dependent. 
 
Governance arrangements should be designed around the Waikato's future growth patterns and long-term 
outcomes, rather than existing administrative boundaries, ensuring the region remains economically 
competitive, resilient and capable of supporting future generations. 
 
Evidence that is available that defines the metropolitan area includes: 

- Commuting data 
- Labour and housing markets 
- Population growth forecasts 
- Future Proof data and information 
- Other Communities of interest data. 
-  

Current Challenges Created by Boundaries and Cross-Boundary Governance 
While Hamilton, and parts of Waipā and Waikato District increasingly operate as one metropolitan system, 
governance remains fragmented across multiple councils and organisations. 
Key challenges include: 

• Housing, transport, employment and infrastructure operate as a single metropolitan system but are 
governed by multiple organisations.  
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• Growth and infrastructure decisions frequently cross council boundaries and do not align with 
communities of interest growth patterns.  

• Rating systems and DCs are very different across the metropolitan area, due to multiple council 
jurisdictions and potentially misrepresent where and how the costs and benefits fall. 

• Delivering shared plans relies on ongoing coordination between multiple councils.  
• Accountability for metropolitan outcomes is fragmented across several organisations.  
• Infrastructure investment and sequencing can be difficult to coordinate across jurisdictions.  
• Environmental systems, catchments, transport corridors and iwi relationships extend beyond 

metropolitan boundaries. 
• Balancing the needs of a rapidly growing metropolitan area with the priorities of rural communities, 

townships and productive land-use areas remains challenging. 
• Existing governance arrangements do not always align with the scale and geography of the issues 

being managed. 
• The current system can create duplication, inconsistent decision-making and delays in responding 

to growth opportunities. 
• Fragmented governance can make it more difficult for central government, investors, infrastructure 

providers and iwi to engage efficiently across the metropolitan area. 
 
Examples of these challenges include: 

• Fast Track developments occurring outside Hamilton boundaries but relying on Hamilton 
infrastructure.  

• Urban growth occurring across Waikato, Waipā and Hamilton requiring multiple consenting and 
infrastructure decisions.  

• Housing markets functioning across council boundaries.  
• Shared transport corridors and infrastructure investment decisions requiring multiple approvals.  
• Developers, investors, iwi and government needing to engage with multiple councils on what is 

effectively one urban area. 
 
Metropolitan Priorities and Opportunities 
The key priorities for the metropolitan area are: 

• Managing rapid population growth and urban expansion without the current complexity. 
• Delivering sufficient housing supply across the metropolitan area. 
• Coordinating infrastructure planning, funding and delivery. 
• Improving transport connectivity across the growth corridor. 
• Supporting economic development, investment and productivity. 
• Supporting the implementation and alignment of land-use planning and infrastructure investment. 
• Strengthening the region’s influence with central government and infrastructure agencies. 
• Creating a governance framework capable of responding quickly and consistently to metropolitan 

growth pressures. 
 
The major opportunities include: 

• Aligning governance arrangements with how communities, businesses and infrastructure systems 
actually function. 

• Communities of interest where the community operates seamlessly. 
• Providing greater clarity and accountability for decisions affecting the metropolitan area for growth 

management, infrastructure investment, housing supply, transport integration and economic 
development. 

• Reducing duplication and improving coordination across the wider area. 
• Providing more consistent implementation of planning and growth strategies across the 

metropolitan area. 
• Building stronger organisational capability and procurement leverage. 
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• Creating a stronger and more coordinated metropolitan voice for investment and growth. 
• Improving the timing, sequencing and coordination of infrastructure investment across the growth 

corridor. 
• Strengthening the ability to attract central government investment and secure nationally significant 

infrastructure funding. 
• Supporting more efficient service delivery and stronger specialist capability through greater 

organisational scale. 
 
 
Important Considerations for any Future Local Government Model 
Any future local government model involving the Hamilton metropolitan area should be founded on the 
following principles: 
1. Recognition of the Functional Metropolitan Area 
Governance arrangements must recognise that Hamilton, parts of Waipā and parts of Waikato District 
operate as a single economic, social, housing, labour and infrastructure system. 
2. Integrated Growth, Infrastructure and Transport Planning 
Land-use, infrastructure, transport and funding decisions must be planned and delivered through a 
coordinated and integrated framework that supports long-term growth, whilst recognising rural and urban 
area interests. 
3. Strong Local Representation and Voice 
Any future governance model must recognise both metropolitan and rural interests and ensure decisions 
are made at the appropriate scale while maintaining strong local representation and community influence. 
A governance system that is growth-ready and rural-aware can better recognise both metropolitan and 
rural interests while aligning investment decisions with how communities actually function. 
4. A Strong and Unified Voice 
A model including the metropolitan area must have sufficient scale and influence to effectively influence 
and advocate for central government investment, infrastructure funding, growth opportunities and 
national policy outcomes.  
5. Evidence-Led Decision Making 
Future governance arrangements should be grounded in the significant body of evidence developed 
through Future Proof, the Metro Spatial Plan, housing market analysis, commuting patterns, infrastructure 
planning and growth forecasting. 
Future reforms should be supported by robust evidence, detailed analysis, meaningful community 
engagement and comprehensive consideration of long-term outcomes rather than short-term structural 
change alone. 
6. Long-Term Regional Success 
Any future model should support a governance arrangement that remains fit for purpose over the long 
term, responds effectively to future growth and infrastructure demands, and strengthens both the 
metropolitan area and the wider Waikato region. 
 
The following are also important but are not specifically for the metropolitan area and will apply to the 
wider region: 
7. Protection of Iwi Partnerships and Treaty Obligations 
Future arrangements must ensure that governance changes must protect and strengthen the practical 
effectiveness of Treaty settlements, co-governance arrangements, Te Ture Whaimana obligations and 
existing relationships with iwi and hapū. 
8. Whole-of-River and Catchment Management 
The Waikato River and related catchments must continue to be managed as an integrated system. 
Governance boundaries should not undermine whole-of-river, catchment-based or environmental 
management approaches. 
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9. Appropriate Delivery of Regional Functions 
Environmental management, catchment management, flood protection, biosecurity, natural hazards, 
environmental monitoring, transport planning and other regional functions must continue to be delivered 
at the appropriate scale with clear accountability, avoiding fragmentation and duplication. 
 
In Summary 
The Hamilton metropolitan area is the Waikato’s primary growth engine and economic hub. Future 
governance arrangements should better align decision-making with how the metropolitan area functions, 
while ensuring local communities retain a strong voice. They should also strengthen iwi partnerships, 
support holistic environmental management, and enable the wider Waikato to benefit from a successful 
metropolitan centre. 
The challenge will be how governance arrangements can best reflect the reality of a connected 
metropolitan system while protecting local representation, regional relationships, environmental 
stewardship and Treaty partnership obligations. Suggestions to manage this would be to include a “metro 
overlay” for governance and operations to show that there needs to be differences in services delivered 
and decisions that are made whether it is for the rural hinterland or the metropolitan area. The shape and 
size of this overlay would be discussed and agreed in Stage 2 of the process. 
A Metro overlay would mean dedicated metro governance arrangements, identification of metro vs rural 
priorities and decision making to reflect this. 
 

 





























































Simplifying Local Government
Head Start Consultation Insights Report
12 June 2026 – 5 July 2026



Background

Hamilton City Council is working towards 
submitting a proposal under central 
government's Head Start pathway for 
local government reform.

To help shape the proposal, we sought 
feedback on 10 principles being used by 
Hamilton City Council to assess potential 
models for future amalgamation.

The community was also invited to share 
their views on opportunities they saw or 
concerns they had about local 
government reform.

This consultation was live from 12 June 
2026 – 5 July 2026.

We received 548 valid submissions* 
(out of 555), from:

• 528 individuals

• 18 representatives of organisations

• two submitters** whose representation 
wasn’t declared.

*Six respondents made multiple submissions that have been consolidated into one 
single submission per respondent, resulting in 548 valid submissions.
**For analysis and reporting purposes, these will be classed as individual submissions.



Processing feedback

• Respondents were asked to indicate on a 5-point scale, how 
important or unimportant each of Hamilton City Council’s 10 
Head Start guiding principles are. 

• Free-text questions also provided the opportunity for 
respondents to share opportunities they see and concerns 
they have about potential mergers with other councils.

• Most submissions were made online through Council’s Have 
Your Say page.

• We received eight submissions via email. These are available 
alongside all other submissions at 
https://hamilton.govt.nz/your-city/share-your-
voice/published-submissions/simplifying-local-government 

• Statistical analysis was completed using Microsoft Excel and 
free-text was manually analysed.



Submission 
insights

Individual responses



Individual responses at a glance

4.55

4.54

4.47

4.46

4.41

4.35

4.31

4.3

4.16

3.68

Best long-term outcome

Better for ratepayers

Evidence-led

Effective decision-making

More engagement with local democracy

Resilient region

Address the challenges that come
with working across boundaries

Growth-ready, rural-aware system

Strengthen our voice

Statutory and iwi alignment

Principle mean scores for individuals

Q. Please tell us how important or unimportant this principle is to you. Importance measured on a 5-point scale from Extremely important to Not important at all. Base: All individual 
respondents (n = 530). Mean scores exclude “Don’t know/unsure” responses and are calculated by adding all the response scores together and dividing by the number of valid 
responses; valid base sizes vary by principle. 

Very
important

Unimportant Neutral ImportantVery 
unimportant



What we heard about 
amalgamation opportunities

Economic benefits
Coordination to support

                   region-wide planning and growth

• Coordinated regional planning and 
integrated decision-making.

• Strategic, cross-boundary planning to 
address environmental, infrastructure, and 
growth needs.

"Potential mergers create an opportunity 
for more integrated and coordinated 

planning across the region, particularly for 
land use, infrastructure, and environmental 

management."

"Climate change 
and biodiversity do 

not respect 
statutory 

boundaries."

"Cost savings due to 
removal of council services 

that are duplicated between 
Councils currently."

• Economies of scale through centralised 
services, systems, resources, and 
expertise.

• Cost saving through reduced staff and 
governance positions.

• Increased spending and borrowing 
capacity.

Q. Thinking about potential mergers with other councils, what, if any, opportunities do you see? Free-text response. Base: All individual respondents (n = 428). 

217 
mentions

200 
mentions

"There will be many economies 
of scale to be had, as well as 

savings from rationalising 
duplication of services and staff."



What we heard about 
amalgamation opportunities

• Forward-thinking decision-making and  
investment across transport, roads and other 
infrastructure to support connection and 
regional growth.

• Shared costs and access to community 
facilities and services.

"The ability to streamline 
decision making but ensuring 

key people are in place in 
order to make important 
decisions with a level of 

assured confidence."

"Increase our 
bargaining power 

with central 
government. Wider 
base from which to 

fund public services."

"I think there is great potential for 
standardisation and streamlining 

of access to services such as 
libraries and recreational grounds 

and facilities."

• A larger authority could provide stronger 
leadership and clearer governance.

• A larger, unified council could have a 
stronger voice and more influence at a 
national level.

Q. Thinking about potential mergers with other councils, what, if any, opportunities do you see? Free-text response. Base: All individual respondents (n = 428). 

"Better coordinated growth 
planning across urban and 

surrounding districts, reflecting 
how people actually live, work 

and travel."

Stronger governance

                    and influence

125 
mentions

Accommodate regional

connection and growth

187 
mentions



What we heard about 
amalgamation concerns

• Loss of local democracy, representation and voice.
• Local identity and community character in smaller 

areas could be jeopardised or lost.
• Decision-making by people with no connection to 

or understanding of smaller communities.

"I'm sceptical about efficiency gains 
that are often promised with 

amalgamation but don't always 
materialise in practice."

"Any proposal for 
amalgamation needs to 
demonstrate how it will 
improve efficiency and 

deliver value, rather than 
simply creating a larger 

and more expensive 
organisation."

"My biggest concern would be ensuring local 
communities continue to have a strong voice in 

decision making.  A larger council must not come 
at the expense of effective representation for 

urban, rural and small communities or diminish 
Maaori representation and meaningful 

partnerships with Iwi."

• The burden of costs and debt for other areas.
• Evidence of economic benefits is lacking.
• Scepticism that economic gains will be 

achieved under a new structure.

Q. Thinking about potential mergers with other councils, what, if any, concerns do have? Free-text response. Base: All individual respondents (n = 433). 

"My primary 
concern is that 
local voices risk 
being diluted 
within a larger 

governing 
structure."

Diminished representation, 

                  identity, and voice

294 
mentions

Financial risk and affordability       

137 
mentions

"There also needs to be confidence 
that service levels, rates and debt are 
managed fairly so no community is 
disproportionately disadvantaged."



What we heard about 
amalgamation concerns

• Conflicts between urban 
and rural priorities.

• Environmental regulation 
could be weakened or 
deprioritised.

"I am concerned that environmental 
issues will be deprioritised."

"I am also interested in understanding how 
staffing, leadership structures and operational 

teams would be organised. Clear planning and 
communication will be important to retain 

institutional knowledge, maintain service levels 
and minimise disruption during any transition."

Q. Thinking about potential mergers with other councils, what, if any, concerns do have? Free-text response. Base: All individual respondents (n = 433). 

"A larger more inefficient bureaucracy 
that is not seen to be accountable."

Rural vs urban

              tension

156 
mentions

Implementation risks

81 
mentions

More bureaucracy,

              less accountability

111 
mentions

• Efficiency is reduced with 
the added bureaucracy of 
larger authorities.

• More bureaucracy could 
mean a less responsive 
and accountable authority.

• Implementation complexities 
could compromise services.

• Loss of expertise and knowledge.

"Rural communities will potentially be 
lost - so there needs to be different 
structures and strategies to consult 

with diverse communities."

"Larger organisations are inherently more 
bureaucratic and less responsive to local 

concerns."

"I am concerned that, during the years these 
mergers will take to settle, internal confusion will 

result in reduced levels of service."



Key findings
530 individuals submitted their views on the importance of the 10 principles guiding Council’s Head 
Start decisions. Of these individuals:

• 428 shared their views on potential merger opportunities, and 

• 433 shared their views on potential merger concerns.

Key opportunities

➢ Coordination to support region-wide 
planning and growth.

➢ Economic benefits through economies of 
scale, centralisation, reduced personnel, and 
increased buying and borrowing capacity.

➢ Ability to better support regional growth and 
connectivity.

➢ Stronger governance and influence at a 
national level.

Key concerns

➢ Diminished representation, identity, and voice.

➢ Financial risks and affordability concerns.

➢ Competing needs between rural and urban 
communities.

➢ Reduced efficiencies and accountability from the 
increased bureaucracy that comes with larger entities.

➢ Risks that implementation will compromise service 
delivery and lead to the loss of expertise and 
knowledge.



Hamilton resident respondents

5%

22%

28%

19%

44%

23%

20%

13%

Under 30 30-44 45-64 65+

Age comparison

Proportion of respondents

Proportion of Hamilton population

61%

7%

2% 1% 2%
4%

2% 1%

4%

54%

25%

10%
8% 8% 7% 6%

3%
1%

NZ
European

Maaori Indian Pacific
Peoples

Other
Asian

Other
European

Chinese MELAA Other
Ethnicity

Ethnicity comparison

Proportion of respondents Proportion of Hamilton population

Q. What is your age? Base: Hamilton residents (n = 407). Q. Which ethnic group do you identify as? (Select all that apply). Base: Hamilton residents (n = 408). 
Source: Stats NZ. (2025). Hamilton City: Place and ethnic group summaries. https://tools.summaries.stats.govt.nz/places/TA/hamilton-city#quick-stats 



Where respondents live

Q. Where do you live? Base: All individual respondents (n = 507). Note: Categories with values of less than 1% are not shown. 

Hamilton
85%

Waikato
District

9%

Waipaa
District

4%

Elsewhere in
New Zealand

2%



Principle mean scores by age - individuals

Q. What is your age? Base: All respondents who provided their age (n = 482). 

3.5
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Submission 
insights

Organisation responses



Organisation 
responses
Council’s Have Your Say 
consultation page received 10 
submissions from organisations 
and an additional eight were 
received via email. 

Due to the small sample size and 
mixed response channels for this 
group, quantitative comparisons 
are not possible. Instead, a 
thematic analysis was undertaken 
to identify common themes and 
insights.

We heard from:

• BCD Group Ltd
• Community Waikato
• Creative Waikato Toi Waikato
• Hamilton Central Business Association
• Hamilton City Youth Council
• Hamilton Methodist Social Services
• Hamilton & Waikato Tourism
• Momentum Waikato
• Norman’s Transport Limited
• Property Council New Zealand
• Te Awa Lakes
• Te Hapu o te Wakaminenga Wahi o Maniapoto
• Uri o Ngamurikaitaua
• Waikato Civil Defence Emergency Management Group
• Waikato Federated Farmers
• Waikato Housing Initiative
• Waikato Shed Company
• Waikato Wellbeing Toiora o Waikato



Amalgamation opportunities through 
an organisation lens

Engage with mana whenua and community and sector experts during all phases of the 
reform process to help:
• inform an amalgamation model that delivers the greatest benefits for the greatest 

number for generations to come
• develop a model that honours Te Tiriti o Waitangi through meaningful and durable 

Maaori participation in governance
• maximise engagement with the wider community throughout the process
• ensure cultural and natural assets are protected and prioritised
• make sure that emergency management, natural hazard risk and infrastructure 

interdependencies are accounted for in governance and boundary arrangements
• centralise data/increase data sharing
• build trusted relationships that continue to benefit Council and the communities it 

serves beyond the conclusion of the reform.

"The current reform process risks 
being driven by the implicit 
question: “How large should 

councils be?” A more appropriate 
framing would be: “What problems 

are councils trying to solve, and 
what arrangements best enable 

those outcomes?."

“The opportunity before us is not 
simply to redesign structures, but to 

strengthen democracy, build 
enduring partnerships and create 

governance arrangements that 
enable all Waikato communities to 

thrive.”

As well as the opportunities already outlined, organisations also mentioned…

Optimise outcomes through on going engagement and partnership



Amalgamation concerns through an 
organisation lens

Many organisations are operating under existing arrangements and 
agreements with both Hamilton City Council and/or other councils within the 
Waikato region. There is concern that:
• existing arrangements and agreements are re-opened, diluted or not 

carried forward into the new model
• no clear accountable pathway to resolve cross-boundary infrastructure 

and consenting matters for major growth projects through transition 
period

• Hamilton City Council’s higher fees/costs being extended across the wider 
region, making the region an unattractive investment location

• decision-making that lacks engagement with and/or misrepresents mana 
whenua.

"Recognise that projects like Te Awa Lakes, which 
have absorbed planning, funding and delivery risk 

over more than a decade, need certainty that 
reform will not add further delay or renegotiation 

risk on top of existing complexity."

“The current pricing structure is creating a clear 
and immediate disincentive to remain and invest 

within the city. We are also concerned that any 
proposal to amalgamate Hamilton City with 

neighbouring districts risks extending this higher 
cost structure across the wider region. Such an 

outcome would remove the competitive 
alternatives that currently enable businesses to 

remain in the Waikato and could accelerate 
decisions to relocate outside the region entirely.”

As well as the concerns already outlined, organisations also mentioned…

Implementation risks and uncertainty



Key findings
Generally, organisations share the same or similar views on the key opportunities and 
concerns surrounding potential future council mergers. However, the unique priorities and 
needs of organisations did highlight the following additional opportunities and concerns.

Opportunity for Council to build lasting, mutually 
beneficial partnerships that

➢ support delivery of a model that maximises benefits long-
term

➢ enables Maaori participation in governance in honour of Te 
Tiriti o Waitangi

➢ helps engage the wider community throughout the reform 
process

➢ safeguards cultural and natural assets

➢ ensures Civil Defence and emergency management is 
meaningfully considered in future merger model

➢ centralise data/increase data sharing.

Concerns around uncertainty and 
implementation risks

➢ existing arrangements and agreements with 
Hamilton and other councils are re-opened, 
diluted or not carried forward into the new 
model

➢ no clear accountable pathway to resolve cross-
boundary infrastructure and consenting 
matters for major growth projects through 
transition period

➢ Fees/costs increase across the wider region, 
making it an unattractive investment location

➢ decision-making that lacks engagement with 
and/or misrepresents mana whenua.



Engagement
Tactics + results



Engagement tactics



Themes from social media
We received relevant commentary from 46 users across five social 
media posts. The most common themes from these comments were:

Social media commentary was de-identified and manually analysed.

Hamilton City Council debt

               and increasing rates and costs

Merger decisions 

               and outcomes

More meaningful community

                 consultation needed

• Existing debt deterring other councils from 
merging with Hamilton.

• Concern that a larger authority will increase costs 
that result in higher rates.

• Larger council risks smaller communities losing 
representation and identity.

• Decision-making for smaller communities by 
people without connection or understanding.

• A smaller model likely better suited to meet the 
needs of all involved communities.

• A desire for wider-reaching public consultation on 
more tangible options.

• Concern that community feedback from 
consultations isn’t considered in decision-making.

• Frustration with Central Government’s directive for 
mergers.

• Importance of the right people being involved for 
good decision-making.

• Apprehension about potential impacts of a merger.

Risks or preferences

                 for merger options

16 people 
mentioned

15 people 
mentioned

14 people 
mentioned

13 people 
mentioned



Engagement results

Reached

• 148,268 reached on social media
• Six newspaper advertisements
• Two media releases
• Front page in Waikato Local newspaper
• Geotargeted digital ads on Stuff website 

(133,000 impressions delivered)
• Posters, digital collateral and messages 

distributed to libraries and external 
partners

• 8383 reached across four Antenno posts
• Two drop-in sessions at librariesEngaged

Heard

• Social media links were clicked 4552 times

• 208 click-throughs from Stuff digital ads

• 887 link clicks from Antenno

• 17683 visits to the “Reforms/Reform” page

• 1042 visitors* to our consultation page

530 individuals and 18 groups provided 
feedback 

Heard about the consultation

Sought more 
information

*Visitors are defined as the number of unique users that have visited the Have Your Say consultation page.



What’s next?

Community 

consultation

Council’s Head Start

proposal to 

Central Government

Community 

consultation on 

Council’s proposal

Council’s final 

proposal submitted to 

Central Government

Central Government 

decision on proposal

If successful…

12 Jun – 5 Jul 2026 9 Aug 2026
Expected between 

Sep 2026 to Mar 2027
Mar 2027 May 2027
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