Public Q & As 
Why is this Act important?
The changes brought in by the Act will improve the operation of local government in New Zealand by focusing local authorities on operating more efficiently and effectively by doing things that only they can do - and do well.

The Act is a step towards this as it refocuses the purpose of local government, allows the setting of benchmarks or parameters for councils’ financial performance, strengthens council governance and streamlines the process for reorganising councils.  
Why have you changed the purpose of local government?
The new purpose statement will help focus local government by better defining the scope of appropriate activities and limiting overlap between activities also provided by central government.

It will focus local authorities on doing the things only they can do – that is prioritising activities that “meet the current and future needs of their communities for good quality local infrastructure, local public services and performance of regulatory functions in a way that is most cost-effective for households and businesses”. The intention is not to prescribe what local authorities can or cannot do but rather to better define the scope of appropriate activities. 
Local authorities will work with their communities to determine what services matter to them, and how much they are willing to pay for these. This will differ from community to community. With a new purpose local authorities can take a fresh look at what they are doing, and why, and consider if the current activities match their communities’ expectations in a constrained financial environment.  It is not expected that there will be a wholesale withdrawal from a wide range of activities.

What transition arrangements are in place to move councils to the new purpose?

Transition provisions are not needed because the intention of the new purpose is not to prescribe what councils can and cannot do.  Rather, the intention of the new purpose is to better define the scope of appropriate local government activities and encourage councils to take a fresh look at what they are doing and why, and consider if the current activities match their communities’ expectations in a constrained financial environment.  
Councils and their communities will continue to be able to determine what services matter to them.  This is reinforced by retaining section 10(a) of the Local Government Act 2002, which states the purpose of local government is “to enable democratic local decision-making and action by, and on behalf of, communities”.
Why is there a need for financial prudence regulations? 
Ratepayers and ratepayer organisations have been expressing concern about rising rates and council debt. There has also been concern about poor financial decision making in some councils.

The aim of the financial prudence section of the Act is to encourage councils to exercise greater financial discipline, by providing a balanced suite of benchmarks to better inform both elected members and ratepayers of the financial health of their council and to promote better financial decision-making.
What will the regulations include?

The details of the regulations are still being worked out. The regulations will be developed in consultation with Local Government New Zealand.

What happens if a council does not meet the financial prudence requirements?

A failure to meet any new financial prudence benchmarks is a factor the Minister may consider in making an assessment whether to exercise the new assistance and intervention powers.  This means if there is an issue the Minister of Local Government will be able to assess the situation and choose the most appropriate action. For example the council may be able to show, by providing more information, that it has the issue in hand. Or it may become clear there is a problem which requires more significant intervention.
Why was there a need to extend mayoral powers?
Currently there is a mismatch between the high level of public interest, scrutiny and engagement in mayoral elections and their very limited formal powers on the governing body of a council. 

Mayors are the public face of their council and carry responsibility for its decisions, which means they need the capacity to provide clear and strong leadership. This is more likely when the mayor has a clear leadership role and the means to provide strong direction for their council. 

There has been no change to the need for decisions and policies to be made by the majority of council members. Also a council can discharge a committee established by a mayor or remove a chairperson who has been appointed by a mayor.

What are the changes to the Minister’s powers to assist or intervene? 
The new assistance and intervention framework provides a menu of options so government can provide the right level of assistance or intervention at the right time. The framework also enables a managed exit from any intervention or assistance action.

There are now six options for intervention or assistance: request information from a council, appoint a Crown Review Team, appoint a Crown observer, appoint a Crown Manager, appoint a Commission, or call a general election.

In addition the Minister must publish a list of matters to be considered when deciding whether to act in relation to a local authority and Ministerial bodies must take into account maintaining council capability, and may recommend post-assistance/intervention arrangements.
Do the new Ministerial intervention powers mean it will be easier for the Minister to sack councils?

No. The new Ministerial powers mean central government can give councils the right level of help at the right time to meet the nature and seriousness of problems, and before situations become critical.

What are the changes relating to local government reorganisation?  

The changes affect the process for reorganising local authorities and mean the Local Government Commission has some new and different responsibilities. There’s more information about that on the Commission’s website 
Do the reorganisation process changes mean it will be easier for the Government to force amalgamations?
No, the changes are designed to make it easier for councils and communities to initiate reorganisations and to achieve the changes they want for their districts and regions.

How do the changes to the Act affect the new Auckland Council?

Like other councils, Auckland Council and its local boards will need to adopt the new purpose statement.

Because the Auckland spatial plan was developed for the whole of Auckland, including the Council, the private sector and the Government, and has a broader perspective, it will not be affected by the new purpose statement.

And while the new governance arrangements will apply to Auckland, the Auckland mayor already has the enhanced powers that are being made available to other mayors.
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