Project report

Round three - Cross-council
amalgamation community panel
engagement

Completion date: 16/07/26
Total interviews: 102
Audience: Wellington region

Country: New Zealand

Objectives

1. One idea being explored is for each community to
elect a Community Council. Community Councils could
make decisions about local matters, have their own
budget for local priorities, and have a direct role in
representing their community in regional decision-
making through their Chair being part of the regional
Governing Body.

What are your initial thoughts on this idea? What, if
anything, do you think would need to change for this to
work effectively?

2. Another idea being explored is that decisions could be
made at the level where they have the greatest impact.
This could mean decisions affecting the whole
Wellington region, such as long-term planning, public
transport, water infrastructure and environmental
management, are made regionally. Decisions that mainly
affect individual communities, such as local parks,
community facilities, neighbourhood improvements and
local events, could continue to be made locally.

How do you feel about an approach like this? Are there
any types of decisions that you think sit best elsewhere?
What makes you feel this way?

3. Considering the ideas from the previous questions,
where a community council is elected by the community
to represent their interests, and where some decisions
are made locally, while others regionally.

Does this feel like it creates the right balance between
regional/local decision-making, and representation?
What makes you say that?

4. If changes like these were to progress, they would take
time to implement. Throughout that time, councils
would need to continue delivering services while keeping
communities informed about what is changing and why.
What would you/your community need to feel confident
as changes happen? How would this help?

5. If these ideas continue to be developed through the
Government's Head Start process, there will be further
opportunities for communities to have input before final
decisions are made.

What advice would you give councils about how they
should work with communities during that next stage of
the process?
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Text tested

Thank you for taking part in this series of
engagements to help inform discussions and the
development of proposals as part of the
Government's Head Start process.

Over the past month, you've shared what matters
most to you if local government changes in the
wider Wellington region. We've heard consistent
messages about the importance of affordability,
protecting strong local decision-making and
representation, delivering reliable core services,
maintaining accountability, and providing greater
clarity about how any future arrangements would
work in practice.

Councils have continued considering community
feedback alongside technical analysis, financial
modelling and discussions across the region as they
explore how local government could be organised
in the future through the Government's Head Start
process. This work has looked at different ways
local government could be designed, including how
decisions might be shared between regional and
local levels, how communities could continue to
influence decisions, and how services could be
delivered across the region.

In this final engagement before Head Start
proposals are due, we'd like your thoughts on some
of the key ideas currently being explored.

Factors

No factors were tested
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Overall summary

1- Overall feedback

e Overall views on Community Councils were split: Just over half of the respondents liked the principle of
stronger local voice and decision-making, while a smaller minority questioned the added value versus existing
councils and boards and worried it would create an extra layer.

e Splitting decisions by scale and impact, keeping some decisions local while handling some at scale, was seen as
sensible by a slight majority of respondents. A similar share felt this looked much like the current split between
local and regional councils, and wanted clearer, agreed definitions of exactly which decisions would sit at each
level, rather than just the general principle.

e Cost, duplication, and bureaucracy were recurring concerns. Around a third of respondents raised cost,
salaries, or rates, and a smaller minority raised duplication of services or felt this recreates existing structures.
A small number specifically called for demonstrated efficiency or warned against "double work" and bloated
structures, though this was not a widely repeated ask.

¢ Communication and transparency mattered to confidence: Close to half of the respondents wanted clear
plans, timelines, and costs, and a small number wanted evidence that feedback is actually acted on, rather
than being consulted after decisions have already been made.

2 - What's connecting with people? - Strongest points of connection:

¢ Close to half of the respondents said clear, honest communication as changes happen would help them feel
confident, though most described this in general terms rather than naming specific content. A small number
specifically wanted information on costs, and a similar number wanted information on timelines.

e The regional/local decision-making split made intuitive sense to a slight majority of respondents. Most simply
agreed with the principle as stated, while a couple of respondents specifically framed it as decisions sitting
with whoever is most affected by them.

e The balance between regional and local decision-making felt right to a slight majority of respondents, though
their reasoning varied, citing local knowledge, cost savings, reduced bureaucracy, or simply not trusting
regional bodies to reflect local needs, with no single reason standing out as dominant.

e The core Community Council concept resonated with a modest number of respondents, driven by a belief
that local people understand local needs better than a regional body would.

3 - What concerns did people have? - Strongest points of concern:

e Cost was the single biggest concern, raised by a notable minority of respondents. A couple of respondents
were worried about salaries, and concerns about flow-on rate increases were noted from a handful of
respondents.



e Duplication was a smaller minority concern, with a recurring view that this just recreates existing councils,
wards, or community boards under a new name.

¢ A modest number worried that fairness across communities, including funding equity, would not be resolved
by this proposal, with some questioning how funding would be calculated and allocated between areas in
practice.

¢ Asmall number of respondents worried that, once changes start, councils won't follow through on
commitments, and a similar number separately doubted that community feedback would actually shape
decisions.

¢ Asmall number were sceptical the new community councils would have any real decision-making power at all.

Research objectives

e Initial thoughts on Community Councils: Just over half of the respondents supported the idea for stronger
local voice and locally controlled priorities, while a smaller minority saw it as duplication that could increase
bureaucracy and costs unless authority and value are clearly proven.

¢ Balancing regional vs local decision-making: A slight majority of respondents felt splitting decisions by scale
and impact makes sense in principle, though a small number of the same respondents also asked for clearer,
agreed definitions of which decisions would sit where.

e Community involvement and communication: Close to half of respondents said the approach will only work
with clear, honest communication as changes happen. Smaller numbers specifically named costs or timelines,
and some also wanted early, genuine opportunities to influence decisions.

e Concerns and challenges: The most frequently raised concerns were cost and bureaucracy (a notable minority
of respondents) and duplication with existing structures (a smaller minority), followed by a modest number
raising the risk of unfair funding and unequal influence across communities, and smaller numbers still raising
unclear delegated powers or low trust in decision-makers.

¢ Advice for councils during the Head Start process: Advice centred on transparency about costs and trade-offs
and early, genuine engagement with communities, each raised by a modest number of respondents, with
smaller numbers wanting easier participation and more time.
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Research objectives - detailed summary

Initial thoughts on Community Councils

e Just over half of the respondents supported the concept of Community Councils as a way to keep decision-
making close to residents. A modest number specifically framed this as local representatives being more
aware of day-to-day realities and community needs.

¢ Asmaller minority of respondents questioned whether the proposal is meaningfully different from the current
system, describing it as duplication of workers/services, or an extra layer of governance rather than genuine
reform.

e Cost was a recurring concern for a notable minority of respondents. Most expressed this in general terms,
simply flagging worry about extra cost or the risk of rates rising, while smaller numbers pointed to specific
drivers: new salaries and staffing, concern about wasteful spending, and affordability given the current cost of
living.

¢ A small number of respondents raised trust and credibility, questioning whether local bodies would have real
authority or would simply be ignored or overruled, and whether new structures would change outcomes if the
same patterns of decision-making continue.

Effectiveness and changes needed

¢ Defining "community” and boundaries: A small number of respondents raised questions about how
communities would be defined, including where boundaries should sit and how big an area should be.
Individual respondent suggestions included making areas somewhat smaller than current wards, and ensuring
areas aren't so small they exclude distinct populations or become narrow interest groups.

¢ Early community involvement: A small number of respondents mentioned communities should be involved
from the start of decision processes rather than being consulted after key decisions appear to have already
been made.

e Democratic robustness and accessibility: A couple of respondents called for strictly democratic processes and
fair elections, and a small number separately wanted participation options that do not rely solely on digital
access.

¢ Representation and capability: A couple of respondents raised diverse representation (for example, a mix of
backgrounds and life experience), and one raised independence from party politics and political bias. A small
number separately questioned capability and called for strong governance, oversight, and clear accountability
for performance of Community Councils or their elected members.

¢ Real influence, not symbolic roles: A couple of respondents linked confidence to Community Councils having
meaningful delegation, including on spending priorities, rather than being consultative-only.

¢ Other one-off suggestions: A small number of respondents raised single, isolated ideas, including capped or
preset budgets, shared "back office" functions, a small dedicated budget for local projects, and explicit
parameters on what Community Councils can and cannot decide. Though none of these were repeated across
multiple respondents.
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Decision-making at different levels

e Aslight majority of respondents supported the general principle that decisions should be made at the level
where they have the greatest impact, though a small number were sceptical, mainly on cost or fairness
grounds, and a couple specifically wanted exceptions for water to stay local regardless.

¢ Typically seen as regional: Transport and public transport, major roading, and core infrastructure were the
most commonly cited examples; long-term planning was raised by a few respondents, climate and
environmental preparation by a small number, and housing zoning by just one respondent.

¢ Typically seen as local: Parks and playgrounds were raised by a handful of respondents as examples of place-
based services, alongside an isolated mention from one respondent of community events and markets.

e Water attracted mixed views, raised by a distinct minority of respondents. Some supported a regional
approach given cross-boundary impacts and scale, while others argued for local control based on perceived
better local performance, fairness of charging, or concern that regional decision-makers do not reflect local
conditions.

e A couple of respondents said clear delineation (what is local versus regional), using practical criteria such as
who is impacted and where impacts fall, was an important supporting condition.

Balance between regional and local decision-making

e The balance between regional and local decision-making felt right to a slight majority of the respondents,
though their reasoning varied. Respondents cited things like local knowledge, cost savings, reduced
bureaucracy, or simply not trusting regional bodies to reflect local needs, with no single reason standing out as
dominant. A small number however said outright that it does not create the right balance.

e A modest number of respondents raised a concern that it could replicate what already exists (local councils
plus a regional council), with a couple specifically calling it over-engineered or warning of "double work."

¢ A modest number of respondents highlighted the importance of fairness across communities, particularly
how funding and resources would be allocated between areas.

Confidence during changes and communication

e Close to half of respondents said clear, honest communication as changes happen would help them feel
confident, though most described this in general terms rather than naming specific content.

e Transparent costs and budgets: A small number of respondents wanted transparent reporting on costs and on
where rates or funds are going, including regular breakdowns.

¢ Timelines and milestones: A small number of respondents wanted clear timelines, step-by-step
implementation plans, and measurable milestones, including acknowledgement that delays can occur.

e Communication channels: A small group of respondents named one or more specific channels, including social
media, email, radio, newspapers, and public meetings; no single channel came up notably more than another.



¢ Honesty and accountability: A modest number of respondents expected frank communication about trade-
offs and impacts, and wanted accountability where commitments are not met.

Advice for councils during the Head Start process

e Listen to and communicate honestly with communities: Close to half of respondents' advice came down to
some version of genuinely listening to and being honest with the community, rather than treating consultation
as a formality or a box-ticking exercise.

¢ Engage early and meaningfully: A small number of respondents said councils should seek input at the start of
major decisions, not after a direction appears set.

¢ Make participation easier and broader: One respondent wanted accessible tools, including online and non-
digital participation options. A handful of other respondents wanted well-advertised public meetings with
adequate time for attendees to speak.

¢ Be transparent about benefits, trade-offs, and costs: A few respondents wanted councils to clearly set out
what will improve, what will change, and what it will cost.
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A selection of respondent quotes

A selection of quotes

e "l think it sounds great, having people who live locally represent the community"

e "llike the idea. It gives more focus on a smaller group therefore more productive outcomes. Do it!"

* "Yes|agree with that, people from Island Bay don't know what's going on locally in Stokes Valley"

e "l thinkitis a brilliantidea. This way all councils get equal involvement."

e "Goodidea, as local person knows local needs to base decisions about local matters on."

¢ "l definitely think we do need something like a community council. People who do not live or in fact know the
local area cannot possibly make decisions on things they do not know. A community council would then be

able to address things that matter to their local community."

e "The secretis timely and accurate communications. No hidden agendas, and if promises are made but not
kept, individuals need to be held accountable.”

e "l like this concept because at least there is autonomy at a regional level"

e "l thinkitis always good for the Council to ask feedback from its Rate Payers as well as the Community for any
changes in the City"

e "l think it just recreates the same situation we have now with duplication. | can see the benefit but wonder how
itis any different from the current arrangement”

e "l don't see how that's any different from having separate councils - seems like extra bureaucracy"

¢ "l do not like this idea because it will increase the cost of running the country by establishing so many
Community Councils. The taxpayers' money should be spent wisely and carefully."

e "We already have community councils as part of the structure in Kapiti Coast - they are ineffective and
parochial - so why would they work in the cute - a BIG NO from me"

¢ "It may work but | need more detail before making a commitment”

e "I think talk is cheap and actions speak far louder. Even progress on small things can be effective. Eg more
rubbish bins and collected regularly, or stormwater drains not clogged with leaves and rubbish and never
cleared or regular inspections by local council staff on facilities and their condition ... say in children's
playgrounds"

e "Ithinkit's a good balance the smaller issues communities face can be dealt with by people in the community
but bigger regional issues can require people with a greater level of expertise”

e "Far better communication, real involvement and discussion, and consultation, with decisions only made after
community agreement.”

e "l like the idea of community councils, but I'd want to make sure that they have sufficient delegation to make
local decisions"



Qualifyr

e "Genuinely listen. Previous consultations have just been box ticking exercises."

e "l don'tlike this idea, another layer of authority and how will it be funded."





