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Marlborough District Council (MDC) Submission to Finance and 
Expenditure Committee on Water Services Entities Bill 

MDC accepts that there are significant challenges to address across New Zealand’s Three Waters 
Sector. A large increase in investment levels is required and the current local government funding 
sources – debt repaid by rates and charges and development contributions – will not suffice. Changes are 
essential, if health and environmental standards (including Te Mana o te Wai requirements of iwi) growth 
and climate change challenges are to be met. The Government’s proposed four mega entity model is 
however not seen by MDC as an acceptable solution. 

Our opposition to the reforms is based on some key concerns: 

1. Loss of local democratic influence and control.  

The model proposes that Marlborough will be one of either 21 territorial authorities to make up 
Entity C or of 23 should we be included in Entity D (as requested later in our submission and 
supported jointly by Te Tauihu Councils and Iwi). Given that only 6 or 7 Council representatives 
are proposed for Regional Representative Groups (RRG) the odds of MDC being represented at 
that level are not good. MDC may have a representative on a Regional Advisory Panel (RAP) but 
the number and make up of these panels is to be determined by the Water Service entity 
constitution. We have no certainty at this point about having any real influence via the RRG or a 
RAP. 

Given the importance of Three Waters to the regional environment, health, economy and 
community generally this representation uncertainty is unacceptable.  

2. Loss of responsiveness and flexibility. 

This concern is closely connected to the loss of local democratic influence and control. The four 
mega entities will be making asset management planning decisions, establishing investment 
priorities and making funding and pricing decisions annually based on the RRG Approved 
Strategic Direction and Performance expectations document. Changes to these documents can 
only be made by the Entity after consultation with the RRG.  

MDC contends that this rigid set of planning controls could significantly reduce the ability to 
respond quickly and flexibly to opportunities presented by community members or prospective 
developers and investors. Council is often required to reprioritise infrastructure investment 
priorities and budgets to meet a development opportunity. Mega entities will be unable to do that 



 

Page 2 

quickly. Marlborough’s small scale will also count against the entity providing rapid responses to 
needs.  Projects which, for example might provide much needed additional housing for the 
Marlborough community, could be less significant when compared to larger Council priorities 
(such as Christchurch City or Wellington). We are concerned their size and scale will see 
Marlborough priorities languishing, and housing affordability worsen through increasing demand 
and reducing supply. Such situations could also arise when the Entity needs to respond quickly to 
industrial development opportunities.  Loss of responsiveness is also a significant concern to our 
Emergency Management function. The Three Waters, Rivers and Roading teams are vital to 
effective response in most emergencies and particularly climatic events.  Shifting Three Waters 
governance management and control to another Entity not located in Marlborough could seriously 
impact on that.  

Similar concerns are expressed by Local Government NZ and by Taituarā in their submissions 
and MDC supports those concerns. 

3. Lack of alignment of Three Waters Reform to the Resource Management reform and Future of 
Local Government review. 

MDC is extremely concerned at the non-negotiable use of the Ngāi Tahu takiwā boundary to 
separate entities C and D. We acknowledge the statutory basis for the takiwā boundary but 
contend it is irrelevant to the practical realities of management of Three Waters assets which has 
been undertaken by MDC for many years. It makes practical sense for South Marlborough Three 
Waters assets to be managed by the same entity which manages the majority of greater 
Marlborough assets. The largest networks are located in Blenheim only 20 km from Seddon with 
the latter being within the Ngāi Tahu takiwā area.  

If the takiwā boundary approach is used in a similar way to define boundaries for the Resource 
Management and Future of Local Government reviews MDC’s future as a very successful unitary 
authority could be at risk. Our point is that the Water entity local authority composition and 
boundaries should follow the Future of Local Government review and be considered alongside 
the Resource Management reforms – not precede them both. Alignment of functions is critical to 
future structures and planning. 

Once again the Taituarā and Local Government NZ submissions consider planning alignment 
issues in more detail. MDC endorses those concerns. 

4. Inadequate consideration of alternative options.  
 
MDC accepts the need for reform. We support the formation and work progress of Taumata 
Arowai and the clarity about drinking water standard expectations in particular. We do not accept 
that a ‘one size fits all’ mega-entity structure will deliver the major investment increases and 
governance and management improvements necessary to achieve the service delivery aspect of 
reform objectives.  
 
There are other ways to lift investment in the Three Waters sector to catch up on the investment 
gap. The Government has already put in place one mechanism with the establishment of 
Taumata Arowai, which will require Councils to lift their investment in Three Waters to meet 
regulatory requirements. 
 
MDC is a member of the Communities 4 Local Democracy (C4LD) – a group of 31 Councils 
representing approximately 1.3 million people who strongly oppose the mega-entity proposal.  
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MDC strongly endorses the C4LD submission and the alternative models it proposes. We believe 
these alternative models better achieve the reform objectives without the hugely significant loss 
of local democratic voice.  
 
C4LD alternatives rely on a government financial assistance programme to enable the investment 
shortfall to be met by either an improved Council-owned model or regional Council-controlled 
organisations. 
 
These models can retain the strengths of the current local authority controlled system but assist 
to eliminate the biggest investment impediment – funding and the local political issues that 
creates. 
 

5. The boundary between entities C and D.  
 
As mentioned earlier and discussed regularly with the Minister for Local Government and senior 
Department of Internal Affairs officials, the use of the Ngāi Tahu takiwā to define the boundary 
between entities C and D has caused MDC and the Tasman District Council concerns. 
 
An extract from the government Cabinet Minute on Three Waters Entity Boundaries (released 18 
October 2021) follows:  
 
“148.  Regarding the boundary between Entity C and Entity D, and the Ngāi Tahu takiwā  

Approach 
 

 148.1 Councils at the top of the South Island (in Entity C) have expressed concern about 
the potential impact on communities in Seddon and Murchison., which would be 
split into a different entity. However, there is an openness to working through the 
practical arrangements that may support a different approach. 

 
 148.2  Ngāi Tahu remain strongly aligned to a takiwā approach, but have indicated a 

willingness to work on a solution that would see the communities in Seddon and 
Murchison receiving services from Entity C. 

 
149.   The discussion and engagements indicate that we do not need to make any changes to the 

boundaries that were agreed by Cabinet in my previous paper (CAB-21-MIN-0226). This 
means the legislation will be prepared on the basis of those boundaries, including the 
application of the Ngāi Tahu takiwā in relation to the boundaries of Entity C and Entity D 
(as provided by section 5 of the te Runanga o Ngāi Tahu Act 1996). 

 
150.  I am proposing that officials from the Department of Internal Affairs will continue to work  

with the relevant councils, Ngāi Tahu and Te Tauihu to develop an approach that would 
enable communities in Seddon and Murchison to receive (and be charged for) services 
from Entity C rather than Entity D.” 

Recently DIA has attempted to discuss this issue with Te Tauihi iwi, Ngāi Tahu and the Councils 
concerned. The Te Tauihu iwi do not agree that Entity C should manage Entity D Three Waters assets 
sitting within Tasman District Council, MDC and Ngāi Tahu takiwā boundaries and have instead 
unanimously agreed that the three Te Tauihu Councils should be part of Entity D not C as the 
government proposes. The three Councils have discussed this proposal and agreed to support the iwi for 
the following reasons: 

1. Identity and connection with southern communities. 
2. Simpler geographic fit. 
3. Consistency of boundaries for both health and resource management planning. 
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MDC supports this change and has signed a separate submission to that effect with Tasman District 
council, Nelson City Council, and the eight Te Tauihu iwi.  

Thank you for the opportunity to make this submission to a major, extremely important reform. We would 
like to speak to our submission.  

Yours sincerely 

 

JOHN LEGGETT 
MAYOR 


