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Executive Summary 
 

This report provides an analysis of political, economic, social, technological, legal, and environmental 

(PESTLE) trends and their implications for the governance of the Waikato region. The document has 

been developed to support strategic development and decision-making by the Waikato Regional 

Council, and is available to support the work of other organisations in the region.  

Through its resource management, scientific monitoring, and infrastructural roles, Waikato Regional 

Council is able to exert some direct influence on the social, cultural, environmental, and economic 

wellbeing of the region.  

A range of overarching global and national trends are set out in Table 1 that span all six PESTLE 

categories, each of which affects the operations and decision-making of the Waikato Regional 

Council, as well as city and district councils in the region.  

The regional council’s role as a leader and partner in initiatives across the region with iwi, 

government agencies, local government, philanthropy, and community organisations offers 

significant potential for achieving wide-ranging influence in the face of the diverse opportunities and 

challenges for the region. 

Table 1: Overarching global and national trends 

Theme Implications 

Climate action Organisations working at international, national, regional, and local scales are 
acknowledging and responding to the risks posed by the loss and degradation 
of natural capital and ecosystem services, climate change, and the breach of 
environmental tipping points  

Transition to a low 
emissions economy 

A transition from fossil fuels to renewable energy, reforestation, and changes 
to agricultural production 

Iwi development Waikato iwi are steadily emerging as a growing economic force and partner in 
the region’s development  

Development shifts The impact of Auckland as a fast-growing neighbour, decline and structural 
shift of rural communities, new infrastructure, and technologies are 
contributing to changes in land use, transport corridors and demography  

Human-induced 
land use change 

Loss of rural land to urban development and displacement of horticulture to 
other areas, with impacts on natural resources, including water quality 

Democratisation of 
information 

The increasing availability of information creates a more informed public with 
higher expectations, but which is accompanied by the polarising impacts of 
social media in civic engagement 

Fourth Industrial 
Revolution 

Technological advances change transport systems, communications, land use, 
social interaction, and energy generation and distribution 

Specific issues across each of the PESTLE domains are summarised in Table 2. Note that the 

implications detailed below often relate to multiple trends (i.e. more than simply the adjacent trend 

in the table) and the implications may not directly align with the opposite points in each key trend. 
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Table 2: Summary of PESTLE trends and implications 

Area Key trends Implications 

Political   Distrust in institutions and civic 
disengagement  

 Global geo-political instability 
(e.g. Brexit, nationalism, trade, 
conflicts) 

 Increased responsibilities and 
constrained revenue base for 
regional government and 
territorial authorities 

 Democratisation of information, 
and information manipulation  

 Innovative approaches to civic 
participation  

 Community leadership and 
governance 

 Whole-of-systems thinking and 
collaborative partnerships  

 Diversification of regional 
economy and more value-add 

 Regional development and 
environmental protection 
opportunities through coalition 
government priorities  

 Council as a facilitator of 
information to communities and 
sectors 

Economic   Static economic growth in region 

 Risk to people, property, and 
infrastructure from climate 
change 

 Contrary challenges of population 
growth, decline and structural 
change in different areas of the 
Waikato 

 Decreasing public acceptance of 
adverse effects from intensive 
farming and increasing 
environmental regulation 

 Dependence on dairying and 
ongoing need for diversification 
and high-value production 

 Climate change impacts and costs 
of mitigation and adaptation (e.g. 
hazard management 
infrastructure)  

 Pressures on rural land from 
urban growth 

 Service delivery across dispersed 
populations 

 Ability to pay 

 Increasing inequality, e.g. 
urban/rural gap 

Social  Ageing population 

 Urban growth and rural 
depopulation 

 Ongoing employment, training 
and social system needs of 
rangatahi/youth 

 Ongoing social issues such as 
poverty, drug abuse, and family 
violence in some communities 

 Increasing ethnic diversity 

 Strategic philanthropy with 
potential for enhanced social and 
environmental impacts 

 Meeting demand for services and 
infrastructure in the face of 
demographic changes 

 Increasing housing costs (in 
absolute terms and relative to 
incomes) 

 Cross-sectoral responses to 
support youth development 
needed 

 Philanthropy as partner in social, 
economic, and environmental 
innovation 

Technological  Machine learning, artificial 
intelligence, and big data 

 Precision farming, and alternative 
proteins 

 Enhanced analytical capability 

 Future of work and capabilities 
needed 

 Competitors to traditional farming 
and food systems approaches  
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 Disruptive technologies such as 
robotics, autonomous vehicles, 
and electric vehicles 

 Changing communication types 
and preferences 

 Distributed energy generation 
and storage 

 Adaptability of existing 
infrastructure to new technology 

 Mental health and community 
impacts of social media 

 Opportunities for citizen science 

Legal  Upcoming changes to the RMA 

 Climate Commission/Zero Carbon 
Act 

 Four wellbeings reinstated 

 Partnership with Māori and 
Treaty settlements 

 Review of local government 
funding and financing 

 Strengthened/devolved council 
roles 

 Strength of funding base for 
council activities 

 Impact of Urban Development 
Authority on council regulatory 
and infrastructure delivery role 

Environmental   Declining natural capital, 
including biodiversity and 
ecosystem services 

 Climate change 

 Concern for environmental 
tipping points 

 Competition for water and water 
quality decline 

 Intensified land use and urban 
growth, and loss of productive 
land 

 Circular economy, life cycle 
design, blockchain and 
sustainable supply chains 

 Partnerships to protect and 
improve biodiversity 

 Economic and social disruption of 
climate risks; transitioning to 
working within environmental 
limits 

 Depletion of natural resources, 
including water, soil, and 
biodiversity 

 Incentives to minimise waste and 
emissions 

 Ethical and environmentally 
sustainable supply systems 

 Systems thinking to solve complex 
problems 

 

Shifting to more sustainable land and resource use, and how the benefits and costs of these 

transitions are distributed among the people of the region, will be key challenges for the region’s 

governance.  

Navigating these challenges will require collaboration and action across all sectors in the region.  

Achieving lasting positive impact gives the Waikato Regional Council an opportunity to take a central 

role, using both its power and influence to usher forward collaborative solutions. 
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1. Introduction  
Waikato Regional Council (WRC) is currently guided by its Strategic Direction 2016-19, with three 

overarching goals of a healthy environment, strong economy, and vibrant communities.1 WRC is also 

undertaking a wide-ranging strategic review, which is underpinned by a shift in focus from a three-

year strategy to a ten-year strategy post 2019, which will guide the organisation’s overall direction 

and activity.  

To support the new strategy, the council commissioned this PESTLE (political, economic, social, 

technological, legal, and environmental) analysis to explore the key trends, opportunities, and 

challenges facing the region in the years to come. This PESTLE provides an overview of the national 

and international context of the Waikato, to support strategic development and decision-making.  

This document is intended to provide a useful resource for work across the region, including the 

further development of the Waikato Plan, and Mayoral Forum activity. 

This document initially explores a series of overarching trends that are shaping national and global 

activity (section 3). Subsequent sections (4 to 9) explore each of the six areas of the PESTLE 

described above. Within each section, key trends and their implications are discussed followed by an 

overview of the challenges and opportunities these trends pose for the Waikato region. 

2. Approach  
A PESTLE is an analysis of political, economic, social, technological, legal, and environmental trends, 

with the intent of exploring key issues and their implications for people, organisations, and regions.  

This document was developed through an iterative process and through working in partnership with 

council staff, and by independently researching relevant literature, statistics, and media articles.  

Specific elements of this PESTLE development process included the: 

 Review of background documents relating to the region and developing an initial mind map 

of key trends and issues in the region; 

 Conducting three workshops drawing on Future Search techniques2 with a selection of WRC 

staff. These workshops explored staff perceptions of key trends and their implications for 

the region, collective identification of the most significant trends, discussion of key areas of 

exploration for the review, and testing early thinking by the team; 

 Drafting this strategic analysis report of key trends and current state of the Waikato, across 

the six PESTLE domains, for feedback from council staff; 

 In parallel, drawing on the key trends to develop a briefing document for candidates seeking 

election to the regional council. 

When exploring trends, and future scenarios, it is worth noting that some trends are well-

documented and scientifically accepted (such as climate change), whilst others may be in early 

stages of emergence where debate is often in media channels rather than academic literature. This 

review has drawn on a mix of academic, scientific, and official documents, together with some 

judicious use of the grey literature, such as consultancy and media reports. 
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Inevitably, there are many overlaps between areas of the PESTLE. These are acknowledged and 

minimised wherever possible.  

This research was conducted over a rapid period from May to July 2019, and is intended to provide 

the foundation for further in-depth exploration of issues and directions. 

3. Overarching trends for the Waikato Region 
Overarching each branch of the PESTLE are a series of trends that have long-term implications for 

the region, nation, and planet. These are discussed below, before more detailed exploration of the 

PESTLE categories. 

On an international scale, leading scientists agree that we are nearing and have already breached a 

number of defined environmental tipping points3,4 and that continuing current trends in human-

related activities risk shifting the Earth’s balance into abrupt and irreversible change. This is an 

overarching issue impacting climate change, biodiversity loss, and the increase in the flow of 

nitrogen and phosphorus through the environment.5,6 A range of organisations, working at 

international, national, regional and local scales are implementing climate action strategies; this is 

likely to be one of the most important issues for the Waikato region in terms of the likely future 

impacts on social, economic and environmental wellbeing.7,8,9,10As subsequent sections make clear, 

potential climate change impacts include damage to, and loss of coastal and low-lying ecosystems 

and infrastructure assets; withdrawal of insurance underwriting; loss and/or relocation of coastal 

and low-lying communities; changes to patterns of water supply; and disrupted agricultural 

production. 

In an effort to move towards a low emissions economy, New Zealand recently formalised its first 

Nationally Determined Contribution under the Paris Agreement to reduce its emissions by 30 

percent below 2005 levels by 2030. Among the numerous changes, three particular shifts must 

happen for New Zealand to achieve its low-emissions goals: reducing emissions and a transition from 

fossil fuels to electricity and other low-emission fuels across the economy; substantial afforestation; 

and changes to agricultural production.6 

There is an increasing role and influence of iwi in the Waikato region, and iwi are an increasingly 

powerful economic force. Treaty settlements and iwi management plans are increasing expectations 

of local government, including co-governance, co-management, co-activity, and improved 

environmental outcomes. Iwi themselves are increasingly stronger regional economic players.11 The 

regional council has elected iwi seats at the governance table, providing a strong Treaty-based 

platform for partnerships with mana whenua of the region. The council itself is shifting from a 

consultative approach to one that is more based on partnership and strategic collaboration.12,13,14 

In New Zealand, human-induced land use changes, such as the conversion of forest to pasture or 

infrastructure, account for a major part of the annual appropriation of biomass. Nationally, there are 

clear trends of the loss of rural agricultural land with fertile soils to suburban subdivisions and 

lifestyle farms. This is shifting agriculture to land that is less capable of supporting such activity; both 

of which lead to soil degradation and impacts on water quality. These also have implications for New 

Zealand’s food security.15,16  
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Auckland is a fast-growing neighbour17 and this is seen through its demands on land, as a creator of 

waste18, and through its water, aggregate mining, and electricity consumption. The impacts of 

Auckland’s growth have many spill-over effects on the Waikato region. These include positive effects 

such as employment, servicing industries, and access to cultural, recreational and other facilities; 

balanced against other effects on land use, demand for affordable housing19, an increase in pressure 

on the transport corridor,20 and a changing demography in coastal towns.6,21 

New Zealanders are heavy users of fresh water; in 2014, New Zealand had the second highest 

volume of water take per person of OECD countries.22 The Waikato region is increasingly 

experiencing competition for water for use in irrigation (nationwide between 2002-2017 the area of 

irrigated agricultural land almost doubled), hydroelectricity, industry, household consumption, 

Auckland’s increasing dependency on Waikato water, and maintaining adequate environmental 

flows.23 Climate change impacts will decrease summer flows, further reducing water supply.24 Water 

supply for energy generation is a key component of meeting our targets for renewable energy. 

Intertwined with water supply/quantity is water quality, and the quality of freshwater in our lakes 

and rivers is a longstanding concern. A range of existing strategic documents, and the Waikato Plan 

process, recognises how important these issues are for the ability to provide potable water for 

current and future populations and businesses.25,26 

The ongoing growth of internet and social media is contributing to a democratisation of information. 

Information is becoming increasingly available online with rapid access. This access creates the 

potential for a well-informed citizen base, platforms for exchange of information and responses to 

disruptive events, and supports improved accountability to citizens.27 However, the misuse of 

information is also well-documented, particularly through the manipulation of social media to 

influence national elections in the US and Britain.28 

Technological advances change the way we use resources, the jobs we do, and the way we work, 

learn, travel, and communicate. The new technology revolution is the Fourth Industrial Revolution.29 

Technology changes will impact on many aspects of the region that WRC has an interest in, including 

transport systems, land use and resource use, and energy technologies. Developments in previously 

disjointed fields such as artificial intelligence and machine learning, robotics, nanotechnology, 3D 

printing, and genetics and biotechnology are all building on, and amplifying one another. Accessible 

technology is also giving rise to a transition from centralised services and production to distributed 

infrastructure such as energy production, transport infrastructure, and other disruptive 

technologies.30,31,32 
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4. Political 
Figure 1: Summary of political trends and their implications 

 

Key trends 

There is a longstanding trend of growing distrust of institutions and general disengagement with 

political process33,34; yet there may be signs that this is levelling off or moving in a more positive 

direction. Victoria University research in 2018 found that two-thirds of New Zealanders “trust the 

government to do what is right for New Zealand”, an increase from 48% in 2016.35 However, the 

widespread mobilisation of young people in climate action around New Zealand and internationally, 

at unprecedented scales, signals dissatisfaction and/or distrust with institutions, leadership and 

processes in their environmental stewardship. 

Voter participation in both general and local elections has been generally declining over the past 

three decades, although the 2018 general election marked some increase in voting compared to 

previous years.36 At a local level, a declining trend is evident for three decades, but levelled off in 

2016 at 43%, similar to the 2013 elections. Turnout in the Waikato region was lower than the 

national average, at 38% of eligible electors.37 
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The priorities of the coalition government signal a range of areas with potential impacts for the 

Waikato region (see Appendix 1 for more detail).38,39 They include: 

 A $1b per annum Regional Development (Provincial Growth) Fund, including significant 

investment in regional rail; forestry development; large-scale capital projects; aquaculture 

development; and relocating government functions into the regions; 

 Changes in environmental priorities relating to agriculture, which will include reducing 

biological emissions, improving water quality, and shifting to more diverse and sustainable 

land use; 

 Adopting the goal of a Net Zero Emissions Economy by 2050, with a particular focus on 

policy development and initiatives in transport and urban form, energy and primary 

industries; 

 Safeguarding indigenous biodiversity. 

The coalition government has ushered in a series of reviews that will change the legislative 

landscape across a range of areas, including the Resource Management Act, local government 

funding, water quality management, Urban Development Authority, and the Biosecurity Act 

(discussed further in section 8). 

Some form of enduring low carbon legislation is likely; the opposition National Party has indicated 

support for the intent of the zero carbon legislation, but opposition to emissions targets as 

proposed. There may also be some cross-party agreement on local government financing, as 

National has also signalled openness towards new forms of infrastructure funding. Although there is 

potential for cross-party agreement on some issues, National’s economic policy discussion 

document signals some areas of philosophical difference with the current government, which if 

elected, would likely mean policy shifts towards deregulation, debt reduction, workplace flexibility, 

reduced taxes, and reduced restrictions on foreign capital.40  

The coalition government, in line with many other countries, has strong interest in tracking and 

reporting on broader measures of wellbeing than simply economic growth; an approach that is 

consistent with a longstanding direction of WRC. This was signalled in the 2019 ‘Wellbeing Budget’ 

and also through initiatives such as the Living Standards Framework.41 This wellbeing approach is 

also flowing through into changes in the public sector that will greatly extend the scope of action 

across multiple government agencies.42  

Regional council and territorial authority activities are occurring in a context of increasing complexity 

in their activities and urgency of responses needed (such as from public demand, and also responses 

to increasing extreme weather events and natural disasters). Concerns have been regularly raised 

that council has expanding responsibilities and expanded infrastructure investment requirements, 

yet leveraging new funding is hampered by a limited ability to raise funds outside of traditional rating 

sources.43 In its July 2019 draft report (discussed further in subsequent sections), the Productivity 

Commission argues that in certain key areas, the existing local government funding model is 

insufficient to address cost pressures, and new tools are required.44 

Initiatives such as the Waikato Plan25 have built substantial dialogue and collaborative working 

between the regional council and district/city councils. At the same time, the approaches of 
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community trusts and the broader philanthropic sector are changing and are shifting towards 

higher-impact models of funding and investment.45,46 

Implications 

Some government policy settings remain consistent, including growing exports, improving 

infrastructure, attracting investment, increasing skills, supporting high-value, knowledge-intensive 

business, Māori economic development, and regional economic development. However, within 

these broad priorities, new policy settings are emerging with the change of government that have 

implications for regional government. These include the Provincial Growth Fund, an independent 

Climate Commission, and scaling back irrigation support. Greater government support for 

environmental improvement provides an opportunity to advance stronger environmental policy 

directions in the Waikato region. 

We live in a substantially more uncertain and unstable political landscape internationally, marked by 

the volatile geo-political situations in America, Britain, Europe, North Korea, and Iran (to name a 

few). This instability poses economic risks to New Zealand, given our reliance on overseas markets. It 

is even more important in this volatile landscape that policy makers are well-informed in the 

decisions they make, and that the council continues to make decisions based on sound evidence.47 

The ever-growing information environment of the internet and social media has the potential to 

create greater demands for information and rapid decision-making. Doing so in an environment of 

understanding long-term trends and evidence is critical. 

There is substantial alignment between regional and national priorities in regional development, 

climate, fresh and coastal waters, employment and housing. Notably, the current government seeks 

to move rapidly on these issues. Dealing rapidly with complex and interrelated issues such as climate 

action, land use and economic development requires collaborative and adaptive ways of working, 

which sit uneasily with highly planned approaches and the slow pace of many regulatory tools. With 

these challenges in mind, WRC needs to be continually looking for new ways to deal with our key 

environmental, social, and economic issues. There is an opportunity here to embrace a ‘whole of 

systems’ approach to develop solutions through policy and planning, and to foster the building and 

maintenance of strong coalitions not only across central and local government, but also with 

industry organisations, iwi, and philanthropy. This will help share information and intentions in the 

transition to low carbon economies. Building partnerships to achieve outcomes is increasingly 

accepted as the way organisations need to work to be successful. No one organisation or group of 

people has all the levers needed to build a successful region.  

Regional council’s role in Treaty settlement implementation is a particular area of growing 

complexity and cost, that includes co-governance, joint management over land and resources, and 

plan development and implementation. This requires a long-term partnership approach supported 

by financial contributions from the Crown.13,43  

The impacts of climate change and ecological degradation create a need to improve and restore 

ecosystems. In regional and national policy and decision-making, this is often seen to be in tension 

with economic growth aims, and yet the environment cannot be disentangled from the economy as 

a side issue. Indeed, future environmental issues that the region will grapple with will affect 

widespread areas of the economy. This requires better communication and data/information to link 
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the benefits of addressing environmental issues to economic and wellbeing benefits. WRC has an 

important role in communicating to communities the meaning and impact of decisions at both 

national and regional levels. 

A key challenge identified is creating buy-in and increasing civic participation to increase the 

legitimacy and effectiveness of local government decision making. Formal consultation mechanisms 

such as submissions and hearings are not on their own fit-for-purpose for engaging communities, 

and a focus on key stakeholders is insufficient. Emerging public engagement approaches include 

citizen-centred research, user journeys, co-creation, and digital tools for information and crowd 

sourcing.48 

Political overview: Opportunities and challenges for WRC 
Table 3: Political opportunities and challenges 

Trend Opportunities  Challenges 

Disengagement and 
distrust 

 New forms of engagement; 
citizen-centric, digital 
technologies 

 Strong leadership to take 
action on key regional 
challenges 

 Citizen participation in civic 
issues and voting 

 Media disinformation and 
manipulation in multiple 
forms 

Coalition government 
priorities 

 Regional investment 

 Biodiversity and water quality 
investment  

 Transition to Net Zero 
economy 

 Advancing stronger 
environmental policy 
directions in the Waikato  

 Responsiveness of primary 
sector and industries to 
contribute to improving water 
quality 

 

Wellbeing focus of 
government  

 Reinstated ‘four wellbeings’ in 
Local Government Act 

 Opportunity for whole-of-
system-thinking 

 Achieving joint action across 
multiple parties 

 Delivering within limits of 
funding base 

Expanding roles of local 
and regional 
government 

 Meeting aspirations and 
needs of communities  

 Ability to fund within 
constrained revenue base 

Role and influence of iwi  Growing economic resource 
base 

 Partnerships with regional 
council and other 
organisations 

 Strategic collaboration 

 Insights offered through 
Mātauranga Māori  

 Learning from iwi/agency 
partnerships elsewhere in NZ  

 Iwi priorities and aspirations 
align with those of WRC 

 Building clear understanding 
of co-governance and co-
management among all 
parties 

 Cost to council of Treaty 
settlements; meeting 
expectations within resource 
base 

 Meeting multiple community 
and iwi expectations, and 
acting as an agent to the 
Crown  
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Trend Opportunities  Challenges 

Collaborative working 
with other councils in 
region 

 Extending to philanthropic 
sector 

 Balancing dialogue and 
consultation with action  

 

5. Economic 
Figure 2: Summary of economic trends and implications 

 

Key trends 

Despite an enviable central North Island location, the region is not doing as well economically as 

many other regions in New Zealand. In 2018 Waikato accounted for 8.4% of national GDP (at 

$20,363m), up 2.7% from a year earlier, yet New Zealand's GDP increased by 3.2% over the same 

period. The regional economy is especially subject to cyclical fluctuations in GDP: while GDP growth 

averaged 1.8% pa over the last 10 years (compared with an average of 2.1% pa in the national 

economy), the region’s growth reached a high of 4.4% in 2004 and a low of -0.1% in 2009. Similarly, 

employment growth in the region averaged 1.2%pa over the last 10 years compared with 1.3%pa in 

the national economy, and reached a high of 3.5% in 2005 and a low of -2.7% in 2010.49 
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The region’s productivity growth has also been sluggish: GDP per employee in the Waikato region 

measured $94,558 in the year to March 2018, and averaged 0.6% per annum over the last ten years 

compared with an average of 0.7% pa in New Zealand. This reflects a nationwide situation that 

economic growth has been employment-led (rather than export-led or productivity-led) for many 

years. More jobs have been created absorbing strong growth in the labour force and keeping 

unemployment at bay, but productivity growth is essential for higher wages and living standards.49 

At the same time the region is experiencing skill shortages. The government’s Regional Skill Shortage 

list for the Waikato region includes dairy, cattle and pig farmers, market gardeners, teachers, 

lecturers, midwives, horse trainers and jockeys, and metal and plastics trade workers.50 

Climate action internationally acknowledges the increasing risk to people, property and infrastructure 

from climate change. Nationally, billions of dollars of infrastructural assets are at risk from sea level 

rise; in the Waikato this includes flood mitigation in the Hauraki Plains. Whilst initially funded by 

central government, maintenance and repair of these assets is charged to communities themselves, 

with no guaranteed contributions from central government for future-proofing such infrastructure.43 

There is also a real potential for the insurance industry to abandon selected parts of the many 

coastal and river settlements in the region, in the face of climate change risk.51 Many councils will be 

challenged to fund the transition towards climate resilient infrastructure assets and communities 

with existing approaches.43 

The perennial biosecurity risk to the New Zealand economy is a significant one for our region. The 

regional council’s role is primarily to control known plant and animal pests but the number of animal 

and plant pest invasions in New Zealand continues to increase due to increasing international trade 

(sometimes with countries with poorer biosecurity protections) and increasing international travel.26 

On top of the recent significant effects of Varroa mite on honey production and PSA on kiwifruit, the 

potential for disease to impact our farming or forestry is large, and this will increase with warming 

temperatures.  

At the city and district level, individual councils face contrary challenges of managing the costs of 

growth in many towns in North Waikato, Hamilton, and Taupo; while others such as South Waikato 

and Thames-Coromandel are dealing with decline due to an ageing population, and low or no 

growth populations. 52,72 For both groups of councils, the city/rural divide creates funding pressures 

in terms of their ability to increase debt, raise funds through their rating base to pay for ageing as 

well as new infrastructure, and at the same time meet residents’ expectations for high quality levels 

of service. 

Post-Treaty settlement iwi will have an increasing influence and presence in the region as land and 

property owners/developers, with aspirations to improve social and economic outcomes in their 

rohe.11 Enhanced and increasing iwi/Māori influence, land ownership and wealth are key trends for 

the Waikato region, and council roles will include co-governance, co-management, and transfer of 

functions. Te Ture Whenua Bill, once enacted, will also free up the ability to develop Māori collective 

freehold land. However, Plan Change 1 will place restrictions on land use change, including 

conversion of unused land, or from forestry to pastoral. 

Auckland as a fast growing neighbour generates spill-over effects for good or for worse in the 

Waikato: adding demand for affordable houses in the northern sub-region, holiday homes in coastal 
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areas, and visitor accommodation across the region.53,54 As the Waikato Expressway project comes 

to an end, government attention is now on protecting its investment in the expressway and 

maximising the benefits, through the Hamilton to Auckland corridor (H2A) project, with prospects 

for improved rail connections and accelerated housing development in existing towns. The H2A 

project is subject to local governance oversight via Future Proof,20 the sub-regional Waikato growth 

management partnership. This includes representation from Waipa, Waikato District and Hamilton 

councils and iwi, and Auckland Council recently joined as an associate member. 

Central government policy settings are expected to remain oriented to growing exports, improved 

transport connections and safety, easing housing pressures, increasing skills and targeting skill 

shortages through immigration policy, supporting high-value, knowledge-intensive business, Māori 

economic development, regional economic development, poverty reduction, improved natural 

water quality, and climate action responses. The mix of regulatory and implementation tools will 

however vary according to the priorities of the government of the day.  

Implications 
Like other regions, the Waikato is subject to the effects of the broader context of national and 

international trends driving changes in exports, tourism, GDP, and population migration and housing 

demand. 21 But there remains a substantial policy and planning role for local government that will 

impact the economy at city/district, regional and national levels. 

The regional economy would be more resilient if it was less dependent on the primary sector’s 

tradeable commodity exports, especially dairying. As growth in the primary sector (i.e. dairying, beef 

farming, horticulture) will be constrained by sustainability concerns, including water availability and 

the regional council’s own (proposed) regulatory controls on discharges to the environment, 

opportunities to diversify the economy should be encouraged.  

Although productivity and environmental gains can be achieved in the primary sector by applying 

new technologies to farm management, there is also a need to assess best use of land. This is in the 

context of dairying and meat production at risk from substitution of innovative plant-based foods,55 

and high levels of farm indebtedness.56 Alongside this, there are reports emerging from different 

parts of New Zealand of pastoral land being purchased for carbon farming, in response to the billion 

trees project and the high cost of farming; these have some environmental benefits but also 

potential for unintended environmental consequences and downstream impacts for rural 

communities.57,58 

Lifting economic performance will require greater levels of business capital investment per worker 

(rather than just adding ‘labour’), creating more high-value businesses and jobs in existing industry 

sectors (e.g. food processing, equipment manufacturing, construction, and service sector firms), 

application of new technologies such as AI, and attracting high-tech firms that can engage 

internationally in areas of activity that are no longer disadvantaged by New Zealand’s remoteness.59 

It is difficult to ascertain if WRC should be doing more to predict and prevent new biosecurity 

incursions. At the very least WRC should be tracking and publicising new incursions and seeking to 

understand how these occurred.  
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Auckland will continue to bolster growth in people and jobs in some parts of the region, but also add 

pressure on resources of rural land, water supply and infrastructure. Meanwhile, other parts of the 

region will struggle to fund infrastructure renewals and maintain service levels for their residents.  

The insurance industry response to climate change will fuel calls for significant mitigation 

expenditure by the council, perhaps with added pressure to facilitate new towns or suburbs outside 

current urban limits to cater to the migration that may result from coastal depopulation. As noted 

above, the ability of councils to resource such mitigation strategies is likely to be highly constrained. 

At the same time as iwi and councils are setting up co-governance and co-management 

arrangements for environmental and cultural reasons (e.g. based on RMA Mana Whakahono ā Rohe 

agreements and iwi management plans), post-Treaty settlement iwi will also want to increase their 

economic footprint through investment in primary production, housing, commercial development or 

other ventures. These may be on a smaller scale than the Waikato-Tainui Ruakura logistics hub, but 

may equally generate proposals that seek changes to current district plan zoning of Treaty 

Settlement land. 

Local government can play its part in promoting the region’s competitiveness and adaptation to the 

above trends through funding support for the regional economic development agency, Te Waka , 

and the regional tourism organisations. Territorial council investment in infrastructure and place-

making can also have a positive effect on regional GDP and productivity growth, as well as wider 

environmental and social outcomes. 

The region’s councils stand to benefit from several central government led programmes and 

processes, including initiatives from the government’s 2019 Budget, which will also impact on the 

future path of the regional economy (see Table 4 below).60 

Table 4: Government policy settings and implications for Waikato 

Theme Topic Implications for 
Waikato councils 

Environment  The 2019 Budget provides $229m for a sustainable 
land use package to invest in projects for farmers to 
use land better and clean up waterways, and $33.5m 
into two different climate action research initiatives.  

Ongoing work by coalition government in climate 
action, emissions, freshwater and biodiversity policies. 

Potential to reduce 
biological emissions, 
improve water quality, 
and shift to more 
diverse and 
sustainable land use 
including more 
forestry. 

Local 
government 
funding and 
financing 

While the government’s response to the Tax Working 
Group has ruled out a broad-based capital gains tax on 
housing, and resource rentals, there are still several 
recommendations that will be subject to further 
consideration by government agencies (e.g. 
taxes/charges on negative environmental externalities 
such as waste to landfill, agricultural emissions). 

Potential additional 
costs for rural 
production, but also 
new funding sources 
for councils 
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The Productivity Commission Inquiry into local 
government funding and cost pressures will release a 
final report at the end of November 2019, and may 
allow councils to address infrastructure needs, without 
which additional housing supply is likely to remain 
constrained by a lack of connecting services. Will 
include consideration of a vacant land tax on vacant 
urban-zoned land as a way to incentivise development 
over land banking. Whether such a tax would be 
collected and kept by territorial local authorities to use 
for general funding purposes remains to be seen. 

Potential additional 
funding sources and 
tools 

Regional 
development  

Although Waikato is not a priority ‘surge’ region, the 
Provincial Growth Fund61 has supported feasibility 
work for some council led projects (e.g. in Waharoa 
and Te Aroha) and is providing regional economic 
development agencies (e.g. Te Waka) with capacity 
funding to progress projects from their areas. To be 
successful such projects will likely need to be ‘spade-
ready’ by mid-2020.  

Funding support for 
tourism facilities, 
business hubs, and 
tree planting projects 
in the region  

Housing The establishment of Kāinga Ora-Homes and 
Communities (October 2019)62 signals the creation of a 
powerful new Crown agency that will take over 
Housing NZ and Kiwibuild. As an urban development 
authority it will be responsible for implementing much 
of the government’s housing and urban development 
agenda and have rights to compulsorily acquire land 
and fund and build infrastructure. 

Potential for new 
‘place-making’ 
projects along the 
Hamilton2Auckland 
Corridor, including 
renewal of social 
housing 

Income 
inequality 

The move to indexing benefits to average wages rather 
than inflation will have an immediate effect improving 
incomes of younger people on benefits, and should 
reduce the gap between incomes of the elderly 
(superannuation is already indexed) and the young. 

Some relief for poorer 
households (in both 
growth areas and 
declining areas) 

 

Economic overview: Opportunities and challenges for WRC 
Table 5:Economic opportunities and challenges 

Trend Opportunities  Challenges 

Economic performance 
and productivity  

 Economic diversification 
needed 

 Building high-value industries 
and products 

 New technology in farm 
management 

 Plant-based foods as 
economic development 
potential  

 Carbon farming 

 Ability to adapt to economic 
and environmental challenges 

 Plant-based foods also have 
the potential to disrupt dairy 
and meat production  

 Different solutions required 
for different sectors 

 Restrictions on land use 
change through Plan Change 1 
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Trend Opportunities  Challenges 

 Te Waka as facilitation point 
for regional development  

Risk to people, property, 
and infrastructure 

 Innovative investment 
solutions, e.g. re-purposing 
low-lying areas for carbon 
sequestration 

 Central government funding 
for projects of significant 
impact 

 Risk reduction and drainage 
schemes are reaching the end 
of their life 

 Affordability of costs for 
maintenance, mitigation 
and/or relocation 

 Insurance industry exiting 
coastal areas 

Population shifts  Employment opportunities in 
growth towns and cities 

 Refocusing rural areas and 
towns with declining 
population (e.g. boutique and 
niche destinations) 

 Maintaining infrastructure in 
towns with declining 
population and economy  

 Providing new infrastructure 
in growth towns 

 Supporting opportunities for 
youth not in education 
training or employment 

Treaty settlements and 
iwi economic 
development  

 Iwi economic base and 
opportunity to improve social 
and economic outcomes  

 Council funding pressures for 
its Treaty settlement roles and 
responsibilities 

Auckland’s growth  Economic linkages 

 New economic development 
opportunities serving 
Auckland needs from the 
Waikato region 

 Loss of productive land due to 
urban development 

 Housing affordability (rental 
and owned), in absolute terms 
and relative to incomes 

Government policy 
settings 

 Investment in waterway 
improvement 

 Accelerating shifts to 
sustainable farming practice 

 Potential additional funding 
sources 

 Improved rail and other 
transport connections 

 Provincial Growth Fund 

 Indexing benefits to wage 
growth 

 Potential additional costs for 
rural production 

 Community impact of 
transitions to low carbon 
farming solutions (e.g. dairy to 
forestry) 
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6. Social 
Figure 3: Summary of social trends and their implications  

 

Key trends 

Significant demographic changes are well underway in the Waikato. The population has grown at a 

rapid pace, reaching 458,000 in the 2018 census.63 Key population trends include an ageing 

population, increasing ethnic diversity, and rural/ urban population change. The ageing population is 

visible through a range of statistics; perhaps most tellingly the ratio of people entering the labour 

force (aged 15 to 24 years), relative to those exiting the labour force (aged 55 to 64 years) declined 

from 18.9 in 1986 to 12.6 in 2012.64 Changes such as these have important implications for the 

labour market, education demand, as well as demand for, and location of services, particularly 

health, public transport, and some types of housing like retirement villages.65,66  

The region’s ethnic populations have changed significantly. Over 2006 to 2018, Māori (43% growth), 

Pacific (76%) and Asian (141%) populations all grew at a higher rate than the European population 

(43%). Pacific and Asian groups overall however are represented in lower proportions in the Waikato 

region than in the national population.63 Increasing ethnic diversity can bring new skills and 

economic potential to the region, and can challenge underlying social values.  

Despite the ageing population, a further demographic shift is an increase in the population of Māori 

rangatahi (youth), as well as Pacific youth. Iwi economic development offers some employment and 
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skills development opportunities for rangatahi; however, there remains a need for systems across 

the region to build skills for working in the fast-adapting economy, and strengthen the future 

potential of this generation.  

Youth not in employment, education, or training (NEET) rates in the Waikato sit between 15-20 per 

cent. This figure is marginally higher than most regional councils, but comparable with nearby 

councils such as Hawke’s Bay and Gisborne.67 It is well understood that NEET youth experience 

health and social inequities and are more likely to find getting back into education and training 

difficult, have poor access to personal and public transport, and often experience a justice system 

that further maligns their outcomes, particularly for Māori.68,69,70  

Across the Waikato, different areas are experiencing different population movements. There is a 

general pattern of rural depopulation and urban growth, but some rural towns on the fringes of 

Hamilton are growing in response to property prices and employment opportunities, whilst other 

more distant towns are reducing in population. The depopulation of rural areas has implications for 

affordable levels of service, and food production.71 Urban growth results in an increased demand for 

services and infrastructure, and rapid populations changes can be difficult to cater to effectively.72 

Costs are also incurred through the need to provide services over large distances to fewer people in 

areas of decline. 

The Waikato Region is amongst the six New Zealand regions with high social deprivation challenges. 

The key indicators that this pertains to include health, crime, income, education, and service 

access.73 Associated social issues include poverty, family violence,74 and drug abuse.75 This has 

implications for public engagement, the region’s economy, and long-term employment and health 

outcomes. 

It is increasingly recognised that the public’s attitudes towards climate action, sustainability, land 

use, and pollution is changing.76 The public are more aware of the constraints on the natural 

environment and are less accepting of land use that causes damage to natural capital such as rivers, 

wetlands, and forests. This is reinforced by accessible data on social media and by a central 

government with a renewed environmental focus. However, increasing public expectations of 

environmental quality also drive up treatment standards, and therefore the costs of meeting them. 

The social impact of Auckland as a neighbour is continuing to be felt in the Waikato. In particular, the 

effects of Auckland’s housing boom have resulted in the loss of arable land near the 

Auckland/Waikato border16 and the subsequent movement of people throughout the Waikato as 

housing (both owned and rental) and land prices are affected.53,54 

Auckland’s continued growth will increasingly influence social outcomes in the Waikato region 

through land prices and population movement. To ensure the Waikato benefits from these changes, 

the council is committed to implementing the Waikato Plan25 which includes actions to attract 

businesses to open in the Waikato and stimulate and diversify the regional economy. 

Although there has been a ten-year decreasing trend of deaths and serious injuries on Waikato’s 

roads, road safety nevertheless remains an important issue. Although the Waikato region represents 

9.5 percent of New Zealand’s population,77 its road casualties are overrepresented, with 20 percent 
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of the nation’s casualties occurring in the region each year.78 It is estimated that the related social 

costs of these casualties are $500 million each year.78  

An emerging trend is the change in philanthropic funding models towards impact and strategic 

philanthropy. In the Waikato, impact philanthropy models through philanthropic trusts such as Next 

Foundation45 and Trust Waikato46 have been working with community organisations to provide 

grants which are intended to achieve sustained impact at a regional level.79,80 

Implications 

The demographic changes which are already facing the Waikato region will have implications for 

land use, housing costs, and access to social services. It is likely that some areas will need to be 

prioritised based on need. However, the rise of disruptive technologies (such as ride share schemes, 

digital platforms in the housing sector) may be beneficial and may be adopted by council in the 

provision of some services.81  

Methods to address the region’s social deprivation issues have been identified in the Waikato Plan.73 

In relation to family violence, the Waikato region is leading the way, along with Christchurch, with 

the Integrated Safety Response (ISP), a multi-agency pilot led by Police to ensure the immediate 

safety of victims and children and to work with perpetrators to prevent further violence.82 WRC 

could continue working with these agencies and other organisations to further address social 

deprivation issues in the region. 

The growing public awareness about, and perceptions of climate action and sustainability, allied with 

the clear scientific consensus, give support to council actions in this space. New policies and 

initiatives that are sustainability-focused (e.g. that encourage more sustainable farming practices, 

better control of waterways, and recycling schemes) are likely to be met with public support. 

Continuing road safety efforts to implement policies that support Safe System delivery across the 

region is critical. In particular, speed management policies that reflect survivable speeds will have a 

significant effect in curbing the number of deaths and serious injuries on the region’s roads.83,84 

For NEET rangatahi and Māori, addressing institutional and interpersonal disadvantage in all 

systems, including the education, justice, transport, and employment systems, will be key for 

improving their outcomes. WRC could take a role in working with agencies, other councils, 

employers, and youth organisations to foster and create employment and training opportunities, 

and better social environments to support NEET youth. Their specific needs, voices, and cultures 

should be incorporated into planning so tailored solutions can be developed. 
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Social overview: Opportunities and challenges for WRC 
Table 6: Social opportunities and challenges  

Trend Opportunities  Challenges 

Demographic changes  Contribution of retirees to 
economic development 

 Lifting employment potential 
of rangatahi/youth in 
partnership with other 
organisations and sectors  

 Direct engagement of young 
people 

 Iwi leadership in regional 
issues and governance  

 Shifting labour market and 
service demand pressures 

 Youth disengagement from 
civic life, opportunities, 
history and reo; 
responsiveness of multiple 
sectors to this 

 Demand for new services and 
infrastructure in areas of 
growth, and maintaining 
services in areas of decline 

Public attitudes to 
climate action and 
sustainability 

 Positive platform for 
sustainable change 

 Enhanced relevance and 
public support of council 
(sustainable management of 
natural resources being its key 
function) 

 Meeting costs associated with 
increased public expectations  

 Data sharing in novel ways so 
the public, particularly 
vulnerable communities, can 
make informed decisions.  

Auckland’s growth  Employment and economic 
opportunities  

 Cost of housing rental and 
ownership 

Road safety  Positive long-term trends 

 Vision Zero momentum in 
central government  

 Sudden 2019 increase in road 
deaths and serious injuries 

 Costs of deaths and injuries 

Strategic philanthropy  Targeted philanthropic 
investment to leveraging 
positive social outcomes 

 New partners and models in 
social and environmental 
initiatives  

 Demonstrate and measure 
impact 

 Align investments with 
council/community priorities 
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7. Technological 
Figure 4: Summary of technological trends and their implications 

 

Key trends 

Machine learning and artificial intelligence (AI) is becoming more sophisticated and prevalent, with 

growing potential to amplify existing risks or create new ones, particularly as the Internet of Things 

connects billions of devices. Risks include an increase in targeted malware and cyber-attacks,5,85 and 

fake news.86 Alongside risks, these technologies also have opportunities in automation, automated 

analytics, and data-driven computing across many aspects of society and the economy. 

Blockchain is a new development in computer science enabling ‘trust through visibility’ transactions 

with projected transformative impacts on society, commerce, and relationships between people, 

business, and government. With our trusted reputation, New Zealand is picked as a global centre for 

blockchain innovation. Of specific relevance to the Waikato region will be streamlined supply chains 

that guarantee the origin and quality of food products from farm to plate.87,88 

The debate on the future of work due to technological change has so far been polarized between 

those who foresee limitless new opportunities and those that foresee a massive dislocation of jobs. 

However, the reality is likely to be highly specific to the industry, region and occupation in question 

and the ability of various stakeholders to successfully manage change.89,90 

https://www.callaghaninnovation.govt.nz/news-and-events/distributed-ledgers-and-blockchain-report
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Precision farming methods are intended to help farmers apply particular management practices to 

individual parts of the farm based on a detailed spatial understanding of the farm. GPS systems can 

be used to create detailed maps of factors such as crop yield, terrain features and topography, 

organic matter content, moisture levels, and nutrient and trace element levels.91,92 Drones are also 

starting to be used to help develop these maps. 

Alternative proteins are a threat to the red meat and dairy sector, but also an opportunity for New 

Zealand which is well placed in protein food science. There has been a recent increase in researchers 

and start-ups focusing on synthetic production of milk and protein, with claims that such products 

would be cheaper and less damaging to the environment to produce than farmed produce.93 For 

example, one US-focused analysis of trends in the food technology industry posits that new plant-

based proteins will by 2035 be as much as ten times cheaper to produce than animal proteins, and 

will create substantial disruption across the value chain of dairy farming.94 Farming practices are also 

under the microscope more and fertiliser alternatives to superphosphates are emerging. Alternative 

fertilisers rely on organic sources of phosphorous such as manures, effluents and by-products of 

anaerobic digestion bioenergy plants.95 

In New Zealand, growth in the development of autonomous vehicles for both land and sea can be 

expected.96 Rugged robotics and adaptive learning robotic systems could help address labour 

shortages and safety issues in farming and horticulture. For sea-going vessels, innovation is already 

progressing in smart aquaculture and autonomous shipping. Driverless car technology is developing 

rapidly, with aspects of the technology already in many new cars, making driving much safer. 

Globally, the number of electric vehicles on roads is increasing at an accelerating rate. At the same 

time, active transport modes are undergoing a renaissance, particularly e-bikes, aided by the growth 

of urban and tourist cycle routes around New Zealand.97,98 

The democratisation of space represents a key future opportunity for NZ. In particular, an 

opportunity lies in the vast amount of data supplied by new satellites in orbit, particularly Synthetic 

Aperture Radar (SAR) satellites. This precision data will propel further innovation - from measuring 

waterway and forest health, to disaster response, precision farming, and optimised transport.99 

The increasing use of big data, cloud-based data storage, open data, and data mining systems is 

greatly increasing our ability to store, share, and create new information.100 For the Waikato, big 

data, cheap sensors, and new analytic tools will allow WRC to gain a much more detailed 

understanding of the world around us, but will also provide new opportunities for constituents to 

engage with data through visualisation and integrated data sets. 

In New Zealand, energy is in the early stages of a transition from centralised production to 

distributed generation and storage.101 This comes on the back of a global trend of new technologies, 

uncertainty in global energy supply, and concerns over emissions. As more people and organisations 

adopt energy production, they will have energy to use both for their own needs and to sell into the 

power grid and it is likely that blockchain will play an important role in this space. 

The way that people communicate has seen rapid change. Slow mail (apart from parcel delivery) and 

landlines are almost things for the past and even emails are falling out of favour as a way to 

communicate. The use of social media to communicate is in the top four among those aged 18 to 29, 

but its use drops off significantly among those 30 or older. YouTube, blogs, and tweets are popular 
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ways of providing and receiving information and opinions.102 Social media has proven to be a highly 

effective way of generating support and action on a range of issues, but not always evidence-based 

or conducive to human and environmental wellbeing. 

Debate surrounds the claimed addictiveness of digital technologies and the influence of social media 

on in-person interactions and mental health.103 For many workers, a pronounced recent change has 

been a blurring of the line dividing work from the rest of life. Work-related emails often begin long 

before the start of nominal working hours and finish long afterwards. 

Implications 

WRC needs to be part of the technological revolution in order to stay relevant, to improve 

connectivity with others, to improve knowledge of issues, and to be more productive and efficient. 

The nation’s future prosperity will be in part determined by how it prepares for and adapts to 

technological transformation. Technological change brings with it changes in the nature of work, and 

how land is used. This raises the question of what skills are needed for work in the future, where 

critical capabilities for young people are seen to be cognitive flexibility, creativity, adaptability, and 

resilience.104 At the same time, do we understand fully how technology may change the best use of 

productive land, and how to best transition land use into the future? 

At present, WRC generally considers infrastructure in quite a narrow sense, focussing mostly on 

transport and WRC’s flood control infrastructure. For communities to be resilient they need a range 

of infrastructure, such as communication infrastructure for connectivity and access to services, 

cultural infrastructure to meet recreational and cultural needs, and ‘green’ infrastructure to support 

ecological resilience as well as for people’s replenishment. WRC is responsible under the RMA for 

the strategic integration of infrastructure with land use. 

The shift to driverless and/or ownerless vehicles, and mobility as a service, poses significant 

infrastructural questions, yet our roads and urban environments continue to be built on the basis of 

owner-driver internal combustion engines for each household. Distributed information systems may 

mean that data becomes as critical for transport as it does for stormwater; data won’t just be 

messages from A to B but a constant interchange between elements in a system. Technology will 

become intertwined in areas we haven’t considered.  

The ubiquitous nature of social media, with its social benefits and costs, requires a need to close the 

digital divide and ensure that algorithms challenge, rather than reinforce, existing prejudices and 

discrimination. 

Technological advances may mean that the council’s main analytical workload may not be required 

in the same way. Council roles could in part shift to measure, check and validate, rather than 

analyse, with the potential to produce more science-informed information. However, the need for 

analysing reasons and repercussions of trends will continue for some time, given the increasing 

complexity of council’s operating context. For example, Auckland Council has expanded its analytical 

capacity around water quality based around advanced modelling. This has helped change the debate 

about water quality because the public has high quality water information; these advances have the 

potential to be highly disruptive because the information flow is not controlled.  
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Council has a valid role in supporting well developed citizen science initiatives; there are good 

examples already e.g. pest management (spotting rooks) and conservation (dotterel populations). 

Citizens can be supported by council to lead enquiries in a robust and defensible way, such as 

through framing research questions, and help with data gathering. 

Technological overview: Opportunities and challenges for WRC 
Table 7: Technological opportunities and challenges 

Trend Opportunities  Challenges 

Machine learning, AI, big 
data and Blockchain 

 Processing, analytical and 
economic potential  

 Service reorientation to 
support better social and 
environmental outcomes  

 Streamlined supply chains 
that guarantee the origin and 
quality of products  

 Rapid deployment in disaster 
response 

 Ensuring an adaptable and 
creative workforce able to 
meet challenges of new 
technologies 

 Rapid technological 
obsolescence (e.g. fibre 
versus 5G) 

 Understanding the reasons 
and significance of what 
machine learning and AI tell 
us 

Information accessibility 
and social media 

 Ever-increasing access to 
information and potential to 
support better informed 
public 

 Public demand for 
information, especially 
environmental  

 Supporting citizen science 

 More connected communities 
of interest 

 Increasing public demands for 
services and rapid responses 
as a result of increased 
information availability 

 Increased polarisation of 
interests through social media 

 Mental health impacts of 
social media 

 Enabling people to decipher 
and manage misinformation 
or information overload  

Democratisation of 
space 

 Propelling innovation, 
including waterway and forest 
health, to disaster response, 
farming, and transport 

 Ensuring an adaptable and 
creative workforce able to 
meet challenges of new 
technologies 

Precision farming and 
innovative food 
production  

 Increasingly productive 
agricultural sector 

 New innovations in food 
production 

 New competitors to 
traditional farming 
approaches (e.g. plant-based 
foods) 

 Ability of small and traditional 
farmers to compete 

 Planning for transitions to 
best use of land.  

Infrastructure  Emerging infrastructure in 
communication, cultural and 
knowledge 

 Resilience in face of ecological 
and social changes 

Transport innovation   Autonomous vehicles 

 Reduced emissions from 
electric vehicles 

 Adaptability of transport 
planning to changing 
preferences 
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Trend Opportunities  Challenges 

 Reduced car ownership, 
increased ride sharing 

 Active transport modes 

 Connected active transport 
infrastructure to leverage 
increased cycling 

 Changing approaches to, and 
values/assumptions for 
transport planning 

Energy production and 
distribution  

 Distributed infrastructure 

 Increased resilience through 
distributed systems  

 Limits of current large-scale 
generation and maintenance 

8. Legal 
Figure 5: Summary of legal trends and implications 

 

Key trends 

In the short term, the legal trends substantially emerge from the legislative programme of the 

coalition government. Particular areas of interest and opportunity for the Waikato region are: 

 Reinstatement of the ‘four wellbeings’ in the Local Government Act 

 Strengthening the Resource Management Act and water quality management 

 Establishment of a Climate Commission and a Zero Carbon Act 

 Changes to the Overseas Investment Act 

 Review of local government funding and financing 
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 Biosecurity Act Review 

 Health and Safety Changes 

Changes to the Local Government Act reinstated the promotion of social, economic, environmental 

and cultural wellbeing of communities to the statutory purpose of local government; these have 

however been continuous priorities for WRC despite legislative changes. In addition, a Local 

Electoral Matters Bill will address the design, trial and analysis of new voting methods for local 

elections, and will make it easier to trial electronic voting, including online voting. 

The coalition government intends to introduce changes to the Resource Management Act (RMA) in 

2019. These are intended to make the RMA less complex, give people more certainty on RMA issues 

and to increase public participation. They will include strengthening deterrence of non-compliance 

with the RMA by users of the system; increasing quality and quantity of prosecutions by councils; 

and improving consistency in resource consenting practices of consent authorities.105  

The Climate Change Response (Zero Carbon) Amendment Bill is currently before the House. If 

enacted, the legislation will set new greenhouse gas emissions targets; set a series of emissions 

budgets; require the Government to develop and implement policies for climate change adaptation 

and mitigation; and establish an independent Climate Change Commission.  

Partnership with Māori is a mandated area of regional council activity, with obligations to consider 

the needs and interests of Māori within their region in their planning, decision-making, and service 

delivery. Local authorities also have Treaty of Waitangi obligations under the Local Government Act, 

the Resource Management Act, and through the process of Treaty of Waitangi settlements. There is 

also an expectation that Māori have fair and appropriate opportunities for electoral representation 

in local authorities. 

The government pledged to strengthen the Overseas Investment Act and undertake a 

comprehensive register of foreign-owned land and housing. In the short-term these resulted in 

changes that took effect in October 2018 to bring residential land within the scope of New Zealand's 

overseas investment regime, by restricting overseas residents from buying most types of homes, 

except for new apartments in large developments and multi-storey blocks. Consultation on stage 2 

reforms will focus on preventing unnecessary screening of overseas investment, and balancing 

investors’ need for certainty with the need to prevent undesirable overseas investment in New 

Zealand. 

In the face of growing demands on local and regional government, the Productivity Commission is 

currently reviewing the funding and financing of local government. In its draft report released in July 

2019, the Commission identified four key areas where the existing funding model was seen to be 

insufficient to address cost pressures, and new tools are required: 

 supplying enough infrastructure to support rapid urban growth 

 adapting to climate change 

 coping with the growth of tourism 

 the accumulation of responsibilities placed on local government by central government.44 
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In July 2019, the coalition government announced substantial changes would be made to the 

Biosecurity Act. These include the Act's overarching purpose and set of guiding principles: how te ao 

Māori (the Māori world) is reflected in biosecurity regulation; clear and consistent roles and 

responsibilities across the biosecurity system; system funding; setting import requirements; balance 

between enforcement and incentives; and filling gaps in the legislation that past biosecurity 

responses and other events have revealed.106 

A further area of substantial development is in health and safety in the workplace. The government’s 

Health and Safety at Work Strategy 2018-2028 sets out priorities for better management of work-

related health risks; a focus on sectors and businesses with higher need; and a focus on workers at 

greater risk, particularly Māori, Pacific, migrant, seasonal, younger and older workers. There is an 

intention that health and safety will be reflected throughout the supply chain and procurement; 

supported by capacity building, advice and tools; and involving workers more in the health and 

safety system.107  

Implications 
The continued devolution and expanded mandate of regional and local government will broaden the 

potential scope of activity, and with it regional regulation and decision-making. Water quality and 

quantity will continue to be a prime focus of regional councils, and accompanied by a mandate to 

support climate action, including mitigation and adaptation. The council’s role to work in partnership 

with Māori of the region will continue as a key function of council activity. 

The introduction of the Urban Development Authority, which may have the power to override city 

council planning mechanisms, could bring some uncertainty in regional policy and planning; albeit 

within a clear government drive to improve levels of housing access, improve alternatives to private 

motor vehicles, and deliver more sustainable urban forms. 

The issues raised by the Productivity Commission raise questions not only of local government’s 

ability to raise funds, but of who should contribute. If this is not solely a ratepayer responsibility, 

then through what means can the expanding role of local government be funded? The future fund-

raising potential of local and regional government will be dependent on the response of the coalition 

government to the Productivity Commission’s findings, and any legislation that will result.  

Legal overview: Opportunities and challenges for WRC 
Table 8: Legal opportunities and challenges 

Trend Opportunities  Challenges 

Reinstatement of ‘four 
wellbeings’ 

 Broader mandate 

 Opportunity for more 
holistic/inclusive approaches 
to wellbeing 

 Meeting community 
expectations within funding 
constraints 

 Deciding role in the 
social/economic space 

Zero carbon legislation  Potential to support systems 
innovation 

 Adaptation to required 
changes 

Resource legislation   Partnerships with iwi  Implementation within 
council resource base 
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 Different approaches to 
resource allocation  

 Strengthened compliance and 
prosecutions 

 Integrated spatial planning 

Wider legislative 
programme (e.g. Health 
and Safety, biosecurity) 

 Improved social and economic 
outcomes for at-risk groups 
and sectors 

 Maintaining current levels of 
service and protection of 
assets and infrastructure. 

 

9. Environmental 
Figure 6: Environmental mind map 

 

Key trends 

WRC has undertaken considerable work to improve environmental outcomes for the region; these 

are often in response to decades of harmful activity that will take some time to reverse. Responses 

to water, soil, coastal marine, biodiversity, biosecurity, and climate action issues will also drive other 

changes in the region. Importantly, WRC is also analysing the effectiveness of its polices in improving 

environmental outcomes for the region.  
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Locally, the Waikato region is experiencing declining natural capital and biodiversity through the 

effects of intensified land use and urban growth, pollution, physical changes to our landscapes and 

coast, and introduced species. We see this in high-quality rural land being subdivided for housing 

developments and lifestyle blocks, intensive farming moving onto less suitable land and less 

productive soils, and the clearing of native forest and the draining of wetlands. Human-caused 

environmental changes are resulting in the loss of habitat, decline in species biodiversity, and 

impacting on Māori customary values and resources. A decline in insect numbers is likely to have 

flow-on impacts on biodiversity and agriculture.108  

Māori regard land, soil and water as taonga (treasures). Māori are the kaitiaki (guardians) of these 

taonga, which provide a source of unity and identity for tangata whenua (local indigenous people). 

Treaty of Waitangi settlements over the past three decades have significantly grown the Māori land 

and asset base in the region, and Māori are applying their own land management systems to protect 

and enhance the land. There is an increasing push towards Māori-centred ways of measuring and 

monitoring the state of the environment, such as through embedding Mātauranga Māori into 

environmental management approaches.  

Related to competition for water is water quality decline, which has been shown by the Ministry for 

the Environment to be worsening in the Waikato region, particularly in catchments dominated by 

farming and the dairy industry.24 Consistent with the high priority of water quality in the coalition 

government’s agenda, the 2019 Wellbeing Budget addresses capability gaps and inconsistent 

practices across regions in relation to developing and implementing freshwater rules. This includes 

support for improving consistency between councils, better compliance and enforcement, better 

engagement with Māori, and improving scientific knowledge to inform plan development. A cross-

agency ‘Three Waters’ review is underway to improve the regulation and supply arrangements of 

drinking water, wastewater and stormwater, and to better support New Zealand’s prosperity, 

health, safety and environment.109  

Linked to the decline in the quality of freshwater is the health of our coastal waters; the Sea Change 

– Hauraki Gulf Marine Spatial Plan is directed towards securing a healthy, productive and sustainable 

future for the Hauraki Gulf.110 The impacts of ocean acidification will be seen on New Zealand’s 

vulnerable marine ecosystems, such as shellfish, and will impact those associated industries. A four-

year research programme is currently underway to monitor these impacts.111 In addition, there is 

increased demand for fresh and sea water marine products, and growth in the aquaculture industry.  

Whilst there are provisions in the Resource Management Act to protect the life-supporting capacity 

of soil (noted in Part 2 of the Act), urban growth has resulted in the loss of some of New Zealand’s 

most versatile land, making it unavailable for growing food. The loss of versatile land is happening at 

the same time as our food production system is under pressure to increase production (as 

populations grow) without increasing its effect on the environment.16 

New Zealand’s electricity market is changing. The Productivity Commission has suggested that the 

regulatory framework governing the electricity market should be updated to allow consumers to 

become more informed and have the potential to become active buyers and sellers of electricity.101 

The Government has been advised to amend the statutory framework to maintain strong incentives 

for current and potential service providers to innovate for the benefit of consumers (and at the 

same time reduce emissions from electricity generation). 
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Possibly the biggest risk to the New Zealand economy is biosecurity. The number of animal and plant 

pest invasions in New Zealand continues to increase due to increasing international trade and 

increasing international travel.112 The potential for disease to impact our farming or forestry is large, 

and this will increase with warming temperatures.113 At this stage, WRC does not have the tools or 

processes to deal with this problem. 

Consumption is a key driver of environmental impacts. Upheavals in the global waste disposal and 

recycling supply chain during 2018 may only be a foretaste of challenges to come. China’s ban on 

the import of foreign waste exposed weaknesses in New Zealand’s domestic recycling capacity.114,115 

There are opportunities of New Zealand to develop a more transformative and innovative circular 

waste economy approach. Practices such as life cycle design, the circular economy, and sustainable 

supply chains, are gaining increasing importance. This holds the prospect of more sustainable 

production that incorporates the costs of disposal; reuse, and recycling of goods and materials; and 

more ethical and environmentally responsible pathways from source to consumer.  

Implications 
WRC, as a political body, can be very risk averse. And this is understandable to a point, given that a 

coalition of interests is necessary to make decisions and take action forward. However, there must 

be ways of clearly (and regularly) communicating what the council stands for, what it considers 

important, and the changes that are needed in the region. The environmental trends described 

above may have implications for the way that WRC chooses to work into the future. A key 

implication is the need to move to a systems thinking approach to solve these complex and 

interrelated problems.  

There is an urgent need for the region to start the debate about how to adapt to the effects of 

climate change. For example, council may have to consider the cost of retreat, decommission and 

potentially the abandonment of land or assets, due to the unaffordability of protection or 

maintenance. Yet at the same time, adaptation has the potential to impact in unexpected ways, for 

example some residents may be willing to risk civil disobedience to protect their properties.  

Along with proactive work on adaptation, the region needs to understand how to best support New 

Zealand’s efforts to meet greenhouse gas targets, through policies and actions to reduce the 

region’s carbon emissions. Understanding how to best support includes discussions on unintended 

consequences (such as potential negative effects on communities from afforestation), and who 

should bear the cost of mitigation and adaptation measures.  

Currently the way WRC manages freshwater is mostly regulatory; there is however a vision and 

strategy in place for the Waikato River, under the guardianship of the Waikato River Authority 

(governed by Crown and iwi appointees).116 Regional plan rules in place are likely to result in some 

reduction in environmental impacts of farming. The new provisions do however represent a 

significant implementation challenge, and will require substantial staff resources to implement the 

new rules. 

Ongoing effort is needed to enhance freshwater quality that clearly puts some early runs on the 

board. Improving the region’s indigenous biodiversity is an area where early runs are much more 
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possible. A much broader approach is needed to improving the ecological resilience of the region, in 

natural areas as well as productive and urban environments.  

High quality soils are perhaps the region’s most important economic natural resource. And yet the 

resource is being degraded in a number of ways. While some of these issues are mentioned in the 

current Strategic Direction, there is a focus on the effect of land use on water quality, rather than 

the effect on sustainability of the soil resource itself. The current emphasis perhaps needs to be re-

examined, to ensure the best use of land and to invest in our natural capital to maintain, enhance 

and optimise the provision of ecosystem services.  

The Waikato region would be more economically resilient if it was less dependent on dairying. It 

would be useful for WRC to have a debate internally, and with the regional community, about what 

its role could be in reducing dependence on dairying. The role could include provision of information 

about alternative land use options, supporting development of demonstration farms, promoting and 

supporting new ventures with alternative land uses that are economically and environmentally more 

resilient.  

Biosecurity risks are significant for the regional economy and in some cases to the regional 

environment. The Ministry of Primary Industries has prime responsibility for managing the risk of 

import and spread of pests and diseases. The regional council role is primarily to control known 

plant and animal pests. 

Given what is known about waste emissions, higher prices (e.g. under the waste-disposal levy) will 

be the most effective means to reduce emissions. These higher prices will help to reduce emissions 

in current landfills as well as incentivise a more transformative and innovative circular economy 

approach in New Zealand (New Zealand Productivity Commission). 

Governments (central and local) can build support for these transitions by promoting the co-benefits 

(such as improved water and air quality) and reducing the co-harms (such as waterways becoming 

clogged by forest debris) of reducing emissions. To this end, the people of the Waikato should be 

WRC’s strongest allies in our efforts to address issues and WRC should investigate how communities 

can be better empowered to address their issues in the ways they feel is appropriate. 

Environmental overview: Opportunities and challenges for WRC 
Table 9: Environmental opportunities and challenges 

Trend Opportunities  Challenges 

Declining natural capital, 
including biodiversity 
and essential ecosystem 
services  

 Citizen science to engage 
communities on habitat 
protection 

 Partnerships to protect and 
improve biodiversity 

 Loss of productive rural land 
to urban growth 

 Increased farming on more 
marginal land 

 Flora and fauna at risk 

 Building political support for 
strong and effective 
responses 

Declining water quality  Extensive effort by regional 
council and partners 

 Rewarding good farm practice 

 Long-term shift required 
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Trend Opportunities  Challenges 

 Tell the story to the public 
more clearly about the 
problem 

 Need for increased resources 
to implement PC1 Healthy 
Rivers 

 Building political support for 
strong and effective 
responses 

 Rural non-point source 
control 

Intensified land use and 
urban growth 

 Managing impacts of 
intensification through Plan 
Change 1 

 More intensive urban 
development to reduce 
greenfield expansion 

 Loss of productive rural land 

 Waste and pollution 
management from urban 
areas in waterways 

 Some territorial authorities 
have rural subdivision rules 
that are not restrictive 
enough 

Biosecurity  Working in partnership with 
industry, MPI and other 
players 

 Ongoing plant and pest 
invasions; paucity of WRC 
responses available  

Electricity market  Improved energy resilience 
through distributed networks 

 Solar and wind energy 

 Maintenance existing energy 
infrastructure 

Circular economy   Incentives to reduce waste 
which are built into 
production costs 

 Reducing consumption (per 
capita footprint) 
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10. Conclusions 
 

This review highlights a range of trends that impact on the future of the Waikato region, and which 

together pose multiple opportunities and challenges. Through its resource management, scientific 

monitoring, and infrastructural roles, Waikato Regional Council is able to exert some direct influence 

on the unfolding social, cultural, environmental and economic wellbeing of the region. 

This report is not intended to be exhaustive, but there is clearly a substantial range of trends, issues 

and opportunities that emerged even within the limited timeframe of this review. This in itself is a 

challenge for those charged with governance of the region. A critical issue moving forward will be to 

identify the key leverage points where the greatest amount of positive change and impact can be 

achieved.  

Some issues for future consideration include:  

 What are the shifts that are most urgently needed in the region, and where does the 

regional council see itself in having a leading role?  

 Who are the partners that council needs to work alongside, and on what areas of change? 

 What are the key areas of risk and opportunity where council can prioritise activity, where it 

has direct and indirect influence? 

 To what extent can council be more agile and effective in our environmental management? 

 What are the ways in which council can deal with the increasing speed of change and 

increasing complexity of our operating context? 

 What should the role of council be in the social and economic space? 

The way the regional council diagnoses complex intersecting issues and then leverages its ability to 

create partnerships to help solve them across the region – with iwi, government agencies, local 

government, philanthropy and community organisations – could be where lasting influence can be 

achieved. 
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Appendix 1: Commitments of coalition government  
Although local and regional government is rarely mentioned in the agreements between the Labour, 

New Zealand First and Green parties, the documents do signal some significant policy shifts with 

implications for the Waikato region. The table below sets out key policy directions of the coalition 

government. 

Table 10: Policy commitments of coalition government  

Policy area Details Parties 

Regional 

development  

A $1b per annum Regional Development (Provincial Growth) Fund, 

including: 

• Significant investment in regional rail. 
• Planting 100 million trees per year in a Billion Trees Planting 

Programme. 
• Other large-scale capital projects. 
• A commitment to relocate government functions into the 

regions. 
• Re-establish the New Zealand Forestry Service, to be located 

in regional New Zealand. 
• Honour existing Crown Irrigation investment commitments 
• Recognise the potential for aquaculture in promoting 

regional economic growth. 

Labour-NZ First 

Primary industry An increase to MPI Biosecurity NZ’s resourcing and a Select 

Committee Inquiry into biosecurity 

Examination of agricultural debt mediation as well as receivership 

fees and charges 

Labour-NZ First 

Provide assistance to the agricultural sector to reduce biological 

emissions, improve water quality, and shift to more diverse and 

sustainable land use including more forestry. 

Labour-Green 

Environment  Adopt and make progress towards the goal of a Net Zero Emissions 

Economy by 2050, with a particular focus on policy development and 

initiatives in transport and urban form, energy and primary industries 

in accordance with milestones to be set by an independent Climate 

Commission and with a focus on establishing Just Transitions for 

exposed regions and industries. 

a. Introduce a Zero Carbon Act and establish an independent 
Climate Commission 

b. All new legislation will have a climate impact assessment 
analysis. 

c. A comprehensive set of environmental, social and economic 
sustainability indicators will be developed. 

d. A new cross-agency climate change board of public sector 
CEOs will be established 

Request the Climate Commission to plan the transition to 100% 

renewable electricity by 2035 (which includes geothermal) in a 

normal hydrological year. 

Safeguard our indigenous biodiversity by reducing the extinction risk 

for 3,000 threatened plant and wildlife species, significantly 

Labour-Green 
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increasing conservation funding, increasing predator control and 

protecting their habitats. 

a. Budget provision will be made for significantly increasing the 
Department of Conservation’s funding. 

Improve water quality and prioritise achieving healthy rivers, lakes 

and aquifers with stronger regulatory instruments, funding for 

freshwater enhancement and winding down Government support for 

irrigation. 

a. The Resource Management Act will be better enforced. 

Introduce a Zero Carbon Act and an independent Climate 

Commission, based on the recommendations of the Parliamentary 

Commissioner for the Environment 

If the Climate Commission determines that agriculture is to be 

included in the ETS, then upon entry, the free allocation to agriculture 

will be 95% but with all revenues from this source recycled back into 

agriculture in order to encourage agricultural innovation, mitigation 

and additional planting of forestry 

Higher water quality standards for urban and rural using 

measurements which take into account seasonal difference 

Labour-NZ First 

Local 

government and 

public services 

Hold a Public Inquiry “A decade after Shand” to investigate the drivers 

of local government costs and its revenue base 

 

Labour-NZ First 

Eliminate the gender pay gap within the core public sector with 

substantial progress within this Parliamentary term, and work to 

ensure the wider public sector and private sector is on a similar 

pathway 

Labour-Green 

Land use Strengthen the Overseas Investment Act and undertake a 

comprehensive register of foreign-owned land and housing 

Labour-NZ First 
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