
 

 

 

I give notice that 
an Ordinary Meeting of Council will be held on: 

 

Date: Thursday, 6 August 2026  

Time: 10.30am 

Location: Council Chamber 

Level 1, 67 Horomātangi Street 

Taupō 

AGENDA 

MEMBERSHIP 

Chairperson Mayor John Funnell 

Deputy Chairperson Cr Kevin Taylor 

  

Members Cr Rachel Cameron 

 Cr Duncan Campbell 

 Cr Nicola de Lautour 

 Cr Ngāhuia Foreman 

 Cr Sandra Greenslade 

 Cr Kylie Leonard 

 Cr Steve Manunui 

 Cr Wahine Murch 

 Cr Christine Rankin 

 Cr Yvonne Westerman 

 Cr Hope Woodward 

  

Quorum 7 
 

 

Julie Gardyne 

Chief Executive



 

 

 
 
Auditory Announcement 

Please note that one of today’s meeting participants has hearing loss. To support clear 
communication, please use the microphones, speak clearly, and keep your mouth visible to assist 
with lip-reading. 

Reports Not Council Policy 

The reports included in this agenda are provided for consideration only and do not represent Council 
policy unless or until they are formally adopted. If you require further information about any report, 
please contact the Chief Executive, the Chairperson, or the Deputy Chairperson. 

Public Forum 

Members of the public are welcome to address the Council or committee during the public forum at 
the start of the meeting. To participate, please complete the public forum request form available on 
Council’s website by 4.00pm on the day prior to the meeting. 

Livestreaming and Recording 

Meetings held in the Council Chamber are livestreamed on Council’s YouTube channel, and 
recordings are uploaded shortly after the meeting. 

Karakia Tīmatanga – opening prayer gifted by Iraia Bailey of Ngāti Tūwharetoa to Taupō District 
Council 

Tuia ki te mauri o te whenua 

Tuia ki te mana o te tangata 

Tuia ki te pono, te aroha  

Kia piki, kia eke  

Ki te taumata  

Hui e, Tāiki e 

 

Connect to the life essence of the land 

Connect and respect to all 

Be honest and compassionate 

(As we seek) to improve, to exceed 

Expectations 

To aim/reach for the summit 

(As we) come together 

 

Karakia Whakamutunga – closing prayer gifted by Iraia Bailey of Ngāti Tūwharetoa to Taupō District 
Council 

Unuhia te rito o tēnei hui 

Kia wātea i runga 

Kia wātea i raro 

Aro ki te tika 

Aro ki te pae 

Hui e, Tāiki e! 

Remove any angst/stress that may have arisen 
during this gathering 

To be free of anything that impacts your 
wellbeing 

That we will act with integrity 

As we pursue our goals 

(As we) come together 
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Order Of Business 

1 Karakia 

2 Whakapāha | Apologies 

3 Ngā Whakapānga Tukituki | Conflicts of Interest 

4 Whakamanatanga O Ngā Meneti | Confirmation of Minutes 

4.1 Ordinary Council Meeting - 28 July 2026 .................................................................................. 4  

5 Ngā Kaupapa Here Me Ngā Whakataunga | Policy and Decision Making 

5.1 Head Start Proposal ................................................................................................................ 10  

6 Ngā Kōrero Tūmataiti | Confidential Business 

Nil  
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4.1 ORDINARY COUNCIL MEETING - 28 JULY 2026 

Author: Karen Watts, Senior Committee Advisor 

Authorised by: Nigel McAdie, Legal and Governance Manager  

  

NGĀ TŪTOHUNGA | RECOMMENDATION(S) 

That the minutes of the Council meeting held at 10.15am on Tuesday 28 July 2026 be approved and 
adopted as a true and correct record. 

 

 

 
 

 

NGĀ TĀPIRIHANGA | ATTACHMENTS 

1. Council Meeting Minutes - 10.15am, 28 July 2026 ⇩    
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5.1 HEAD START PROPOSAL 

Author: Nick Carroll, Policy Manager 

Authorised by: Julie Gardyne, Chief Executive  

  

 

TE PŪTAKE | PURPOSE 

This report: 

▪ Provides an update on the positioning of other councils following Taupō District Council meeting on 
Tuesday 28 July 2026. 

▪ Provides an analysis of and feedback from the community on the Western Waikato unitary proposal. 

▪ Assesses whether Council’s priorities need to be more explicit. 

▪ Seeks confirmation of the response back to the Government in relation to the Head Start process. 

Following the publishing of this report there will be further decisions by other councils, particularly: 

▪ 4 August – Waitomo and Ōtorohanga district councils 

▪ 5 August – Waikato and Waipā district councils 

▪ 6 August – Hamilton City Council 

Where possible, verbal updates on those decision-making processes will be provided at the Council meeting 
on 6 August. 

WHAKARĀPOPOTOTANGA MATUA | EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The Government has initiated a voluntary process to assist councils who are ready to amalgamate and 
create new unitary authorities. At the same time the Government has signalled that any remaining councils 
will go through a mandatory process of amalgamation sometime after 2028. 

Council has been working to understand what options might be available and how best to respond to this 
process. A series of decisions were made by Council on 28 July 2026, essentially agreeing not to submit a 
formal Head Start proposal and instead confirm a series of position statements with the Government, and 
signal a willingness to work with neighbouring councils if given more time. Officers were directed to prepare 
the response to the Government and present the draft to this meeting.  

Since our Council meeting, South Waikato subsequently decided to join a Western Waikato unitary proposal 
with Waipā and Waikato district councils. South Waikato indicated that they intend compelling Taupō District 
Council and Hamilton City Council to also be part of that proposal. If Hamilton City Council supports the 
proposal, then Waitomo and Ōtorohanga district councils may also be forced into the proposal by the other 
councils. 

This was not an option that Council had asked officers to assess and there was no indication that Taupō 
would be forced into it prior to the South Waikato Council meeting. This report contains an assessment of the 
proposal, but it is not to the same depth as other options previously reported to Council. While Head Start 
was advised as a voluntary process, it is not clear at this stage, whether Council could exit a Head Start 
process following cabinet decisions in September on the proposals received.   

The Western Waikato unitary proposal is expected to deliver poor financial and non-financial outcomes for 
the Taupō district and is not supported by officers. Officers recommend that Council is more explicit in the 
response to the Government: 

▪ Strongly opposing the Western Waikato unitary proposal. 

▪ Being clear we would like to work with Waitomo, Ōtorohanga and Ruapehu district councils if they 
are not part of a successful proposal. 

▪ Being clear that our next preferred partner would be Rotorua Lakes Council, who have left room for 
further discussion if their proposal in the Bay of Plenty is unsuccessful. 

▪ We expect to reply to the Government within eight weeks after the Cabinet decisions on proposals 
are made. 
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A draft response aimed at Government officials is being prepared and will be circulated separately. Similarly, 
an accompanying letter aimed at Government Ministers is also being prepared and will be circulated 
separately. 

 

NGĀ TŪTOHUNGA | Recommendation(s) 

THAT COUNCIL  

1. RECEIVES THE COMMUNITY FEEDBACK ON THE WESTERN WAIKATO UNITARY 
PROPOSAL, AND NOTES THAT THE PROPOSAL DOES NOT ALIGN WITH THE KNOWN 
VIEWS AND PREFERENCES OF THE COMMUNITY. 

2. CONFIRMS ITS STRONG OPPOSITION TO BEING NAMED AS A DIRECTLY AFFECTED 
COUNCIL IN THE WESTERN WAIKATO UNITARY PROPOSAL. 

3. CONFIRMS, ALIGNED WITH ITS PREVIOUS RESOLUTION, THAT IF COUNCIL IS FORCED TO 
AMALGAMATE, A SUBREGIONAL UNITARY AUTHORITY THAT IS COMPRISED OF A 
SMALLER GROUP OF NEIGHBOURING COUNCILS, ALIGNS WITH THE VIEWS AND 
PREFERENCES OF THE TAUPO DISTRICT COMMUNITY. 

4. APPROVES THE RESPONSE TO GOVERNMENT OFFICIALS IN RELATION TO THE HEAD 
START PROCESS WHICH CONFIRMS IF REQUIRED TO AMALGAMATE, COUNCIL’S 
PREFERENCE WOULD BE TO AMALGAMATE WITH RUAPEHU, WAITOMO AND 
ŌTOROHANGA DISTRICT COUNCILS. 

5. APPROVES THE ACCOMPANYING LETTER TO GOVERNMENT MINISTERS IN RELATION TO 
THE HEAD START PROCESS. 

6. DELEGATES APPROVAL TO THE MAYOR AND DEPUTY MAYOR TO MAKE ANY CHANGES 
DEEMED NECESSARY TO EITHER THE RESPONSE OR LETTER, BECAUSE OF DECISIONS 
BY OTHER COUNCILS AHEAD OF THE 9 AUGUST 2026 DEADLINE. 

 

 
TE WHAKAMAHUKI | BACKGROUND 
 

Council has been working through a complex and timebound process to work out how to respond to the 
Government’s Head Start process announced in May 2026. Officers had been directed by Council to 
investigate four potential options: 

a. A single Waikato unitary authority 

b. A subregional unitary authority focused on the central North Island involving various combinations of 
South Waikato, Ōtorohanga, Waitomo, Ruapehu and Taupō district councils. 

c. A subregional unitary authority involving various combinations of South Waikato, Ruapehu, Rotorua 
and Taupō district councils. 

d. Not putting in a Head Start proposal. 

There have been a series of workshops and briefings that led up to the Council meeting on 28 July 2026. At 
that meeting Council passed a series of resolutions and confirmed that: 

▪ It opposed mandatory amalgamations. 

▪ It is opposed to being included in alternative proposals by other councils. 

▪ Council cannot promote a Head Start proposal and requires more time to work with neighbouring 
councils. 

▪ A smaller subregional model would work better for the Taupō district if amalgamations were to be 
mandatory. 
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The assessment also indicated that there were strong reasons for favouring a subregional unitary 
arrangement with Waitomo, Ōtorohanga, South Waikato and Ruapehu district councils. 

Officers were directed to report back to Council on 6 August with a draft of the proposed response to the 
Government. This report fulfils that direction. 

 

 

 

NGĀ KŌRERORERO | DISCUSSION 

Subsequent positioning by other councils 

Ruapehu: 

On 29 July Ruapehu District Council decided not to submit a Head Start proposal, recognising that more time 
was required to work with neighbouring councils (including Taupō), iwi and the community. At the time public 
statements from other mayors in the Horizons region indicated that no Head Start proposal would be 
submitted by the 9 August Government deadline. Since that decision there have been ongoing discussions 
between Ruapehu and Taupō District Council. In recognition of our ongoing discussions with Ruapehu 
District Council, Taupō District Council has been asked to consider whether it wishes to participate in 
Ruapehu’s intended Manawatu-Whanganui approach to further investigate a Head Start response. This 
would continue after 9 August.   

Rotorua Lakes: 

On 29 July Rotorua Lakes Council met and agreed to pursue a Head Start proposal with other councils in the 
Bay of Plenty region. Assuming support from the other directly affected councils, they intend to promote a 
proposal that would create: 

▪ A western unitary authority combining Western Bay of Plenty District Council and Tauranga City 
Council. 

▪ An eastern unitary authority combining Whakatane, Opotiki and Kawerau district councils. 

▪ A central unitary authority based on the Rotorua Lakes Council boundary. 

The Rotorua Lakes Council decision also left room for further discussions with Taupō District Council if the 
Bay of Plenty proposal does not proceed. 

South Waikato (Western Waikato): 

On 30 July South Waikato District Council met and decided to pursue a Head Start proposal that would 
create a Western Waikato unitary authority. This would combine Hamilton City Council with the district 
councils of Waikato, Waipā, South Waikato, Ōtorohanga, Waitomo and Taupō. There is the potential for this 
proposed unitary authority to exclude Waitomo and Ōtorohanga district councils depending on what Hamilton 
City Council decide. Taupō District Council first found out that it was to be forced into this proposal during the 
South Waikato Council meeting, rather than through any prior discussion, which would have allowed officers 
to provide guidance on this option at the 28 July Taupō Council meeting 

The Western Waikato model has been promoted by the Mayors of Waikato and Waipā district councils with 
the suggestion that it has strong support from their councils. They are due to formally confirm their positions 
on 5 August 2026. Hamilton City Council will make its decisions on 6 August. 

There is clear intention to force Taupō District into the Western Waikato unitary authority 

The eligibility rules in the Government’s Head Start process mean proposals may not be submitted by 
minority groups of councils or individual territorial authorities. Two or more territorial authorities may submit a 
proposal if they represent a majority of either the: 

• Directly affected territorial authorities, or 

• Population across directly affected areas. 

A directly affected authority is one that is proposed to be part of the creation of a unitary authority. It may or 
may not be a supportive party to the proposal.  
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The guidance from Government does not explain how proposals will be treated when there are one or more 
directly affected councils who strongly oppose the proposal. A proposal is expected to set out the position of 
the directly affected councils and how they might be impacted by the proposal. It is also unclear whether 
there is the ability to opt out prior to the final proposal being lodged in March 2027. In a worst-case scenario 
Taupō District Council could be locked into the Western Waikato unitary proposal because of Cabinet 
decisions in September, with negotiation of the proposal required by March 2027. 

The South Waikato decision marked a significant shift in how councils had been working together. Up to that 
point the discussions that Taupō District Council had been involved in had respected the right of individual 
councils to make decisions that reflected the best interests of their communities. There had been no 
indication that councils would be forced into a Head Start proposal against their will. South Waikato have 
now stated that the Western Waikato unitary proposal that they are promoting will name Taupō District 
Council as a directly affected authority. 

Waikato and Waipā district councils have yet to make formal decisions but have been working closely with 
South Waikato and have named Taupō District Council in a Western Waikato unitary proposal as part of their 
agenda reports. 

The Head Start process has been promoted by the Government as a voluntary process. By forcing Taupō 
District Council into the Western Waikato unitary proposal. the other councils have made Taupō District a 
directly affected council. There is now a heightened risk that the Government may force Taupō to be part of 
that Western Waikato unitary proposal. 

THE WESTERN WAIKATO UNITARY PROPOSAL DOES NOT ALIGN WELL WITH TAUPŌ’S NEEDS 

Background 

This model was not one of the options officers were directed to investigate following the Taupō District 
Council community survey and decisions on non-financial criteria. It appears to have emerged as an 
alternative to the single Waikato unitary authority, which did not have strong support across the region. 
Despite involving a smaller number of councils, the Western Waikato model has many similarities to the 
single Waikato unitary model that officers previously assessed and which was rejected by Council at its 
meeting on 28 July. 

A presentation describing the Western Waikato unitary proposal (Attachment 1) was sent by the Mayor of the 
Waikato District Council to the Taupō Mayor, Deputy Mayor and Chief Executive at 10.50 pm on Wednesday 
22 July 2026. The agenda report for Council’s meeting on 28 July was published on the website on Thursday 
23 July. This meant that there was no time for officers to incorporate an analysis of the Western Waikato 
proposal in the formal reporting to Council. At that time there was no indication that Taupō was to be forced 
into this proposal. 

This proposal is led principally by Waikato and Waipā District Councils. South Waikato District Council has 
now resolved to join the proposal. 

The Western Waikato unitary proposal currently names seven Waikato authorities: 

▪ Waikato District Council 

▪ Hamilton City Council 

▪ Waipā District Council 

▪ South Waikato District Council 

▪ Ōtorohanga District Council 

▪ Waitomo District Council 

▪ Taupō District Council 

The balance of the region would be part of an Eastern Waikato unitary (Hauraki, Matamata-Piako and 
Thames Coromandel District Councils). 

The proposal to include all seven councils in the Western Waikato unitary only works if it is supported by 
Hamilton City Council. Along with Waikato, Waipā and South Waikato they would have a majority of the 
directly affected councils and a majority of the directly affected population. They would be able to compel the 
remaining councils to be part of the proposal. 

However, if Hamilton City Council decided not to support the proposal then Waitomo and Ōtorohanga would 
be excluded. That would ensure that the proposing councils (Waikato, Waipā and South Waikato) are the 
majority of the directly affected councils, regardless of the population of directly affected areas. 



Ordinary Council Meeting Agenda 06 August 2026 

Item 5.1 Page 14 

Hamilton’s inclusion has been identified as important for financial and economic reasons, including its 
contribution to regional council functions and its economic links with the northern Waikato councils. Taupo’s 
inclusion was similarly identified for its potential financial contribution and links to the Waikato River. 

At the time of writing, Hamilton’s position remains unclear. Central government advisors have indicated that 
a Hamilton metro area unitary authority would be ineligible. Hamilton City Council’s alternative proposal for a 
combined Waikato, Waipā and Hamilton City unitary authority has not been supported by Waikato and 
Waipā District Councils. However, Hamilton City could still have a significant influence on a northern option, 
given it represents 56 percent of the population across a three-council model. 

Governance 

A possible governance arrangement for the Western Waikato unitary proposes a four-tier structure (See 
Attachment 1)1. Part of that structure does not appear to be supported by current legislation. The model 
proposes enhanced delegations for decision-making, expenditure control, and budget certainty across the 
tiers, with to-be-determined entrenchment provisions intended to prevent higher tiers from overriding or 
removing lower-tier arrangements. 

In practice, this would require legislative change, including changes to the principle that one council cannot 
bind a future council as entrenching powers or providing budget guarantees is fundamentally opposed to this 
principle. 

Representation 

Under current legislative settings, the Western Waikato proposal is broadly comparable to the whole-of-
Waikato option. Representation outcomes would likely remain similar because Hamilton City would still 
account for a significant share of the population. The table below summarises the population, land area, 
household and rating unit metrics for the Western Waikato proposal. 

Metric Western Waikato 

Western Waikato – 
excluding Waitomo and 
Ōtorohanga 

Selected land area km2 
19,647 14,136 

Selected population 
434,750 414,100 

Selected households 
161,430 152,607 

Selected rating units 
174,226 162,902 

Population Share Western Waikato 

Western Waikato – 
Excluding Waitomo and 
Ōtorohanga 

Taupō 9.8% 10.3% 

Waikato 21.0% 22.0% 

Hamilton 44.2% 46.4% 

Waipā 14.3% 15.0% 

South Waikato 6.0% 6.3% 

Waitomo 2.3%  

 

1 Discussion of the proposed Western Waikato unitary proposal by Waikato District Council can be viewed 
via their website with recordings of workshops on 22 and 27 July 2026 
https://www.waikatodistrict.govt.nz/your-council/council-committees-boards/agendas-reports-and-minutes  

https://www.waikatodistrict.govt.nz/your-council/council-committees-boards/agendas-reports-and-minutes
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Ōtorohanga 2.5%  

 

Taupō would likely have limited representation at the primary decision-making level because of its relatively 
small share of the total population. Final arrangements are uncertain and would likely require a 
representation review by any new unitary authority. However, if representation were based on current Local 
Electoral Act 2001 requirements, including the section 19V fair representation rule, Taupō could expect 
approximately two elected members on a 19-member council. This is demonstrated in the table below. 

 

Full Western Waikato Representation 

Council Population Share of 
Representation 
on 19 Member 
Council 

Rounded Representatives 
per Councillor 

 +/- 10% Rule 
(Section 19V 
Local 
Government 
Electoral Act) 

Waikato 
District 

91,100 4.0 4 22,775 -0.5% 

Hamilton City 192,100 8.4 8 24,013 4.9% 

Waipā 
District 

62,200 2.7 3 20,733 -9.4% 

South 
Waikato 
District 

26,000 1.1 1 26,000 13.6%2 

Taupō District 42,700 1.9 2 21,350 -6.7% 

Waitomo 
District 

9,950 0.4 1 shared 
member 

20,650 -9.8% 

Ōtorohanga 
District 

10,700 0.5 

Financial Analysis 

The following table reflects the financial modelling summary and assumptions previously provided to elected 

members. The detailed financial analysis which accompanies this table is included under Attachment 2. The 

potential Western Waikato unitary option has been added for comparison. It highlights the less favourable 

financial outlook when compared to the other options, despite optimistic efficiency calculations.  

 

 

2 Outlier numbers have been accepted previously by government provided they are close to the rule. This is 
within historic outlier ranges. 
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Taupō District Council and the councils supporting the Western Waikato unitary proposal have each 
approached the assessment of financial impacts differently. This involved different sets of base data and 
emphasis on different metrics. Regardless, Taupo District is shown to be financially strong in both models.  

It is possible to structure an amalgamation in a way that protects existing ratepayers in Taupo from some of 
the financial concerns with the Western Waikato unitary proposal. However, doing so would require more 
than simply ringfencing historical debt.  

To genuinely prevent the transfer of financial obligations between communities, any debt ringfencing would 
also need to extend over the long term and protect the associated debt headroom, depreciation funding, 
operating costs, asset renewals, local expenditure, and the rates that fund those activities. Without these 
complementary measures, cross-subsidies are unavoidable, undermining the purpose of ringfencing and 
resulting in some communities contributing towards the historical investment decisions of others. 

There are unanswered questions around how much the protection of existing positions may undermine 
amalgamation benefits, given the potential administrative burden and ongoing challenges of any new Council 
structure, especially given one of the drivers of amalgamation is to create larger and more financially resilient 
organisations.  

Taupō District Community Feedback 

Council engaged with the community in June 2026 and received feedback from 1113 members of our 

community with: 

▪ 45% supporting the creation of a unitary authority between Taupō and a single neighbour,  

▪ 37% supporting a sub-regional model with two or three nearby Councils, and  

▪ Only 13% supporting a region wide unitary authority which is more comparable to the proposed 

Western Waikato unitary. 

Staying within the Waikato region was preferred by our community but this preference extended only as far 
as immediate neighbours, with only 18 submitters showing any preference for joining up with Waipā, for 
example. 

On Friday 31 July Taupō District Council posted on its Facebook page advising the community of the 
proposed Western Waikato unitary and the potential for Taupō to be included and on Saturday 1 August the 
Mayor and some Councillors posted similar messages on their own Facebook pages. Further feedback from 
the community was requested and will be tabled as part of this meeting. 

COUNCIL PRIORITIES WILL NEED TO BE MORE EXPLICIT 

Taupō District Council had identified a desire to work with other councils in the central North Island 
(previously defined as Ruapehu, Ōtorohanga, Waitomo and South Waikato) but recognised that these 
councils either needed more time or wished to pursue alternative options at this stage. Taupō’s approach 
has been to respect the position of other councils and not compel them to join a proposal. Officers had been 
directed to prepare a response to Government outlining this position and signalling the need for more time. 

Council is now faced with being forced into the Western Waikato unitary proposal. That proposal delivers 
poor financial and non-financial outcomes for the Taupō district compared to alternative arrangements. 

Officers now recommend that Council is more explicit in the response to Government by: 

▪ Opposing involvement in the Western Waikato unitary proposal. This should be communicated to 
other affected councils and directly to the Government. 

▪ Clarifying with Government that Taupō District Council would like time to further explore 
amalgamation options with the central North Island councils, being the Ruapehu, Waitomo and 
Ōtorohanga districts. It is critical that this recognises Waitomo and Ōtorohanga are currently 
pursuing their own proposal and that Taupō has no intention to undermine that proposal. 

▪ Clarifying with Government that if Taupō District Council is unable to develop a suitable proposal 
with the central North Island councils, then the next preference would be to explore an amalgamation 
option with Rotorua Lakes Council. Again, Rotorua Lakes Council is pursuing another option at this 
time and Taupō District Council wishes to respect that decision. 
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We need to reflect the views of our community 

This Head Start process has been progressed at pace and with very little opportunity to actively engage the 
community.  

As noted earlier, surveys of the community highlighted that there was little support for being part of a large 
unitary authority in the Waikato region. The community also identified that financial resilience, sustainability 
and affordability were key considerations when Council was deciding what to do. 

The community has not had the chance to provide an explicit view on the Western Waikato unitary proposal 
given the time constraints in the process. However, based on the feedback Council has received to date, that 
proposal would not align well with what the community has told Council. 

The Central North Island options align well with Taupō 

The options assessment attached to the Council agenda report for the meeting on 28 July set out a detailed 
financial and non-financial analysis of the options identified by Council. From that assessment a future 
unitary authority with the councils in central North Island emerged as a preferred option. It is recommended 
that, if required to amalgamate, Council is explicit about working with these councils rather than South 
Waikato, Waipā and Waikato district councils. 

Council has not formalised a central North Island option as a Head Start proposal, recognising that Waitomo 
and Ōtorohanga District Councils are submitting their own proposal. We have respected their right to do what 
is best for their communities and we do not wish to undermine their proposal before it is considered by 
Cabinet.  

In the proposed response to Government, we have highlighted the alignment with those councils and noted 
that we would be willing to continue to work with them, if Cabinet decided not to proceed with their proposal 
at this time. 

We have also been working constructively with Ruapehu District Council who are in a similar position to 
Taupō District Council. They are seeking more time to work with neighbours and engage with their 
community. There are some communities of interest that we share and strong environmental and iwi 
connections between our two districts. However, there are also some complex communities of interest, 
representation and boundary considerations that we would like to have the opportunity to work through 
openly with them and their community. We would also need time to better understand the implications for 
other councils in the Horizons region. 

Rotorua Lakes Council also has some natural alignment with Taupō 

The options assessment that was presented to Council on 28 July also considered an option focused on 
South Waikato, Rotorua Lakes and Taupō District Council. It identified that amalgamating with Rotorua 
presented opportunities and challenges. While there are strong communities of interest and economic 
alignment there are also some financial disparities. It is recommended that working with Rotorua Lakes 
Council is identified as a secondary preference. 

From the community engagement Council undertook, an amalgamation with Rotorua Lakes Council was 
identified by the community as the second most preferred partner council. 

A new unitary authority combining Taupō District and Rotorua Lakes councils is substantially preferrable to 
the Western Waikato unitary proposal because: 

▪ There are shared communities of interest and housing markets between Rotorua and Taupō. There 
are not the same connections to Waikato, Waipā and Hamilton City. 

▪ Taupō and Rotorua Lakes would be a geographically compact unitary authority with two main urban 
centres and related smaller settlements. That would make the delivery of services easier and is 
significantly less likely to see the retraction of existing service delivery over time compared to the 
much larger Western Waikato unitary proposal. 

▪ There is strong economic alignment with shared industries (geothermal, forestry, agriculture, 
tourism) and some shared labour markets. Together the Rotorua Lakes and Taupō districts could 
present a stronger influence at Government level for future investment and support. 

▪ It would be simpler and less costly to deliver, with a much simpler organisational structure compared 
to the Western Waikato unitary proposal. 

▪ Rotorua and Taupō are both expected to continue to experience reasonably strong population and 
economic growth. They would present a large economic unit with shared interests. However, there 
are also some risks that the similarities also lead to competition for resources between communities. 
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▪ Both Rotorua Lakes and Taupō have land in river catchments in the Waikato and Bay of Plenty 
Regions. Much has been made of the Western Waikato unitary aligning with the Waikato River 
catchment, however Rotorua has a substantial part of its district in the Waikato River catchment. 
Likewise, Taupō has a sizeable portion of the district in river catchments in other regions. Substantial 
boundary changes would be required or more practically there will need to be ongoing coordination 
between new unitary authorities.  

▪ Compared to the Western Waikato unitary proposal, an amalgamation with Rotorua Lakes would 
enable much stronger Taupō community representation at multiple levels of governance. 

At this point Rotorua has decided to pursue an amalgamation proposal with other councils in the Bay of 
Plenty Region. We have no desire to adversely impact the potential success of that proposal. What we do 
recommend doing in the response to Government is signalling that we would be willing to continue to work 
with Rotorua Lakes if Cabinet decided not to proceed with their proposal in September. 

Timing is important to the Government 

Discussions with the Government have indicated that clarity around timeframes is important to them. Should 
Council wish to pursue around amalgamation options with neighbouring councils we need to signal how 
much additional time would be needed to explore options. It is recommended that Council indicate in its 
response to Government that it may need approximately eight weeks following Cabinet decisions if this 
option is available. This would allow time to engage with potential partner councils, establish what is likely to 
be possible and then respond to Government. While tight, this timeframe demonstrates a willingness to keep 
momentum up. 

THE PROPOSED RESPONSE TO GOVERNMENT  

Following the Council meeting on 28 July 2026, Council officers were directed to prepare a response to the 
Government’s Head Start process. Council directed officers to prepare a response that articulated the 
following points: 

a. Express concern at the threat of mandatory amalgamations in the future, particularly where the 
Taupō district community will likely be worse off. 

b. Express frustration at the short timeframes associated with the Head Start process and particularly 
the challenges that has created engaging the community to build understanding and support for 
change. 

c. Encourage flexibility through any subsequent amalgamation process, like Backstop, for councils to 
present their own agreed amalgamation proposals rather than having amalgamation arrangements 
dictated by Government. 

d. Confirm that if required to amalgamate in the future our preferred approach is the formation of a 
subregional unitary authority. 

e. Explain that Taupō District Council has an ongoing interest regarding the proposals of neighbouring 
councils and wants to engage Government officials to understand the impacts of Cabinet decisions 
on those proposals and the possible involvement of Taupō District Council.  

f. Explain why Council is not supportive of being included in alternative proposals proposed by other 
councils. 

At the meeting elected members expressed a desire to be strong in opposition to what they perceive as a 
rushed Head Start process and any potential forced amalgamation. This desire is captured in the attached 
minutes which outline the discussion.  

Officers have drafted a Head Start response to Government and have recommended that it is accompanied 
by a letter from the elected members. The response is primarily aimed at officials from the Ministry of Cities 
Environment Regions and Transport who will be preparing advice for Cabinet decision-making in September. 
The accompanying letter from elected members is aimed at the Government ministers and contains the 
stronger political statements. Those two documents were still being prepared at the time this report was 
finalised and will be circulated separately prior to the meeting. 

Mayoral Forum Statement 

The Waikato Mayoral Forum had considered a joint statement that could be sent by individual councils to the 
Government. Its intent was to signal the coordinated thinking across the Waikato region, collaborative 
approach and ongoing commitment to work together.  
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That does not align well with recent events surrounding the Western Waikato unitary proposal, so officers do 
not recommend including any such statements from the Mayoral Forum with the proposed response to 
Government. 

 

NGĀ KŌWHIRINGA | OPTIONS 
 
Council has established a policy position via resolution on 28 July 2026: 

• Based on the assessment to date Taupō district would likely be worse off as a result of a mandatory 

amalgamation. 

• Council is opposed to mandatory amalgamations and instead would like a more flexible process and 

timeframes to work with other councils and the community. 

• If required to amalgamate in the future Taupō district would be better off as part of a smaller 

subregional unitary compared to a single (or larger) Waikato unitary and this paper has made that 

position more explicit 

• Council will push back on alternative proposals from other councils that include Taupō without our 

support. 

Given the risk of Taupō District Council being forced into a Western Waikato unitary proposal, Council now 

has the option to execute its resolutions and respond to the Government about wanting more time and a 

flexible process, AND/OR continue discussions with Rotorua Lakes Council with a view to potential 

amalgamation opportunities. 

Option A: Executing our agreed advocacy position 

This option aligns with the resolutions passed on 28 July and essentially places Council into an advocacy 
position. In September Cabinet will make decisions on whether to proceed with the proposal from Waitomo 
and Ōtorohanga, as well as the Bay of Plenty proposal that Rotorua Lakes Council has agreed to join. If 
Cabinet decides not to proceed with one or either of those proposals, there could be an opportunity for 
Council to re-engage with those councils and explore new options. 

The uncertainty in the national political environment also creates uncertainty about the Head Start process 
and potential Backstop process. In the face of that uncertainty Council has previously chosen to wait rather 
than jump into an undesirable option.  
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ADVANTAGES  DISADVANTAGES  

▪ ALIGNS WITH COUNCIL’S ESTABLISHED 
POLICY POSITION AND RETAINS THE 
ABILITY TO PROGRESS COUNCIL’S 
PREFERRED OPTION. 

▪ ENABLES COUNCIL TO SEE WHICH 
PROPOSALS CABINET DECIDES TO 
PROGRESS AND THEREFORE WHICH 
AMALGAMATION OPTIONS MAY SUIT 
TAUPŌ. 

▪ IF HEAD START AND BACKSTOP 
PROCESSES DO NOT PROCEED AFTER 
THE ELECTION, THEN TAUPŌ DISTRICT 
WILL CONTINUE TO BE IN A STRONG 
POSITION. 

▪ THE ADDITIONAL COSTS ASSOCIATED 
WITH PREPARING A DETAILED HEAD 
START PROPOSAL WOULD NOT BE 
INCURRED. 

▪ WE WOULD AVOID THE DETAILED DESIGN 
PHASE WHICH WOULD OTHERWISE TAKE 
COUNCIL AWAY FROM OTHER PRIORITIES. 

▪ THERE IS A RISK THAT TAUPŌ IS FORCED 
INTO THE WESTERN WAIKATO UNITARY 
AUTHORITY HEAD START PROPOSAL OR 
WAIKATO WIDE UNITARY AUTHORITY 
THROUGH A FUTURE BACKSTOP 
PROCESS, WHICH ARE BOTH CONSIDERED 
UNFAVOURABLE FOR THE TAUPŌ 
DISTRICT. 

▪ THE OPPORTUNITY TO WORK WITH THE 
ROTORUA LAKES COUNCIL MAY 
DISAPPEAR IF THEIR BAY OF PLENTY 
PROPOSAL IS APPROVED BY CABINET. 

Option B: continue discussions with Rotorua Lakes Council with a view to potential amalgamation 
opportunities 

Rotorua Lakes Council has actively and respectfully engaged with Taupō District Council over the last three 
months. Once their proposal to amalgamate with South Waikato District Council was no longer possible, they 
chose to join the Head Start proposal in the Bay of Plenty region and are proposing to be a standalone 
unitary authority.   If Taupō District Council changes its policy position in response to the risk of being 
included in the Western Waikato proposal, there may be an opportunity to reconnect with Rotorua.   
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ADVANTAGES  DISADVANTAGES  

▪ THIS WOULD PROVIDE COUNCIL WITH A 
CLEAR ALTERNATIVE TO THE WESTERN 
WAIKATO PROPOSAL THAT COULD BE 
PRESENTED TO GOVERNMENT. 

▪ THIS OPTION WOULD HAVE MORE 
BENEFITS FOR THE TAUPŌ DISTRICT 
COMPARED TO THE WESTERN WAIKATO 
PROPOSAL. 

▪ THE GOOD EXISTING WORKING 
RELATIONSHIP AND HAVING ONLY TWO 
COUNCILS INVOLVED IN THIS PROPOSAL 
WOULD MAKE DETAILED DESIGN AND 
IMPLEMENTATION MUCH EASIER TO 
ACHIEVE. 

 

▪ THIS OPTION MAY BE LESS ATTRACTIVE 
TO GOVERNMENT GIVEN IT CROSSES 
EXISTING REGIONAL BOUNDARIES AND 
POTENTIALLY COMPLICATES THE 
MANAGEMENT OF LAKE TAUPŌ AND THE 
WAIKATO RIVER. 

▪ THIS MAY RESULT IN HAVING TO FORGO 
THE OPPORTUNITY FOR COUNCIL’S 
PREFERRED OPTION, TO WORK WITH 
WAITOMO, ŌTOROHANGA AND RUAPEHU 
DISTRICT COUNCILS. 

▪ THERE ARE STILL CHALLENGES AND 
ISSUES TO RESOLVE WITH THIS OPTION, 
PARTICULARLY FROM A FINANCIAL 
PERSPECTIVE. 

▪ THIS IS STILL NOT A HEAD START 
PROPOSAL BUT WOULD PROVIDE 
DIRECTION FOR FURTHER ENGAGEMENT 
WITH ROTORUA LAKES COUNCIL. 

 

ANALYSIS OF OPTIONS 

Council has indicated that it would like to work with Waitomo, Ōtorohanga and Ruapehu district councils. For 
a variety of reasons that group of councils is not currently in a position to present a proposal to Government. 

Having established a direction on 28 July Council is now faced with the risk of being forced into a Head Start 
proposal for a Western Waikato unitary authority. This risk had not previously been identified and only 
emerged because of the South Waikato District Council decision-making process. 

Analysis undertaken following the South Waikato decision has indicated that the Western Waikato unitary 
proposal would have detrimental outcomes for the Taupō district and does not align with the views and 
preferences of our community. It also shares many of the negative non-financial effects that a single 
Waikato-wide unitary authority would have. 

Council could stay the course that was agreed on 28 July and choose to respond to the new risk from the 
Western Waikato unitary proposal through strong advocacy. That would continue to allow time for Cabinet 
decisions to resolve the uncertainty about which neighbouring councils we could work with.  

Ultimately it is for Council to consider the risk based on continuing the position taken on 28 July against the 
likelihood of a Western Waikato proposal. If Council is concerned about the Western Waikato proposal and 
wants to offer the Government a clear and deliverable alternative, then there may still be the potential to 
engage with Rotorua Lakes Council. If that is Council’s decision, there is the ability to mirror the approach of 
Rotorua Lakes and make it clear in our response to Government that we remain open to working with them 
in the future.  

 
NGĀ HĪRAUNGA | CONSIDERATIONS 
 
Ngā Aronga Pūtea | Financial Considerations 
 
As noted in the report to Council on 28 July, no funding has been provided for work related to potential 
amalgamation processes in the 2026/27 year or subsequent years. 

If Council was forced into the Western Waikato unitary proposal by Cabinet decisions in September there 
would be a substantial step up in work required. All the directly affected councils would need to work together 
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to prepare the final proposal setting out all the detail on how an amalgamation could be achieved by the local 
body elections in 2028.  

It would be challenging to enter negotiations in good faith making it even harder to tackle very challenging 
matters like financial ringfencing, representation, staffing and changes in service delivery. Time would be 
needed to re-establish working relationships, which would be difficult in the Government’s expected 
timeframes to deliver a final proposal with all matters resolved. 

On top of that, Council would likely face the need for a substantial unbudgeted investment in external 
consultant support to work through that process in a short timeframe. As noted on 28 July, best estimates at 
this early stage put those costs at between $700,000 and $1,000,000 (excluding GST). There is substantial 
uncertainty around those costs. 

Ngā Aronga Ture | Legal Considerations 
 
 
Officers are seeking legal advice prior to the meeting and if anything differs from the advice in this report 
Council will be briefed in the meeting. 

The Government’s Head Start process is backed by a policy document. At this point it has no legislative 
backing but that is expected to change in 2027 if the Government is re-elected.  

The Government has been pushing the Head Start process at pace, however the reality for councils is that 
the decision-making requirements in Part 6 of the Local Government Act still need to be complied with. This 
is particularly challenging when it comes to section 78 that requires a Council to consider the views and 
preferences of persons likely to be affected by, or to have an interest in, the matter.  

The tight timeframes have meant that Council has not been able to undertake the level of engagement with 
the community that would normally be the case. A summary of the results of the public survey and feedback 
from iwi authorities was attached to the report presented at the 28 July Council meeting. 

As noted earlier in this report, Council received information about the Western Waikato unitary proposal late 
the night before the agenda was publicly published for the Council’s 28 July meeting. That did not provide 
sufficient time for an assessment comparable to the other options assessed. Furthermore, Council only 
became aware that South Waikato intends pulling Taupō district into the proposal when viewing the South 
Waikato District Council meeting. 

If Council is forced to join the Western Waikato unitary proposal there may be the opportunity to undertake 
more detailed engagement during the detailed design phase, between October 2026 and March 2027.  

There are no guarantees that Council will have the ability to exit the Head Start process following Cabinet 
decisions in September. While the process has been marketed by the Government as a voluntary process 
for those councils who are ready, the reality is that once in the detailed design phase we may be locked into 
an outcome. 

Ngā Hīraunga Kaupapa Here | Policy Implications 
 

This is a workstream that was not anticipated in the Annual Plan 2026/27 or the current version of the Long-
term Plan. Having to participate in the detailed design phase for a Head Start proposal would likely direct the 
organisation’s attention away from current priorities. 

Being forced into the Western Waikato unitary proposal would have far reaching implications for the 
organisation and the community. Council’s policy framework would be overhauled as part of transitioning to a 
new organisation. That has the potential to create a period of uncertainty for the community in terms of 
strategic direction and transparent, consistent decision-making. 

 
Te Kōrero tahi ki te Māori | Māori Engagement  
 

Taupō District Council is committed to meeting its statutory obligations including in relation to Te Tiriti o 
Waitangi/Treaty of Waitangi principles, consideration of Māori interests and meaningful engagement with 
Māori.  In meeting its statutory obligations, Council is committed to acting reasonably and in good faith and 
consistently with a partnership-based approach. Te Tiriti/Treaty principles include but are not limited to active 
protection of Māori interests, informed decision-making and enabling effective Māori participation in Council 
processes. 
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In line with these obligations and commitments we’ve made Council has undertaken a series of hui with iwi 
partners. These have been focused on explaining the Government’s process, how it potentially impacts 
Council, the proposed options and decision-making process that Council is using. 

The feedback that has been received is attached and has helped inform the assessment of options. In 
particular, there has been a focus on: 

• How water management can be undertaken in an integrated way. 

• Maintaining the integrity of the rohe. 

• Preserving and implementing existing agreements and Treaty settlement obligations. 

• Enabling iwi representation and involvement in future decision-making processes along with 
appropriate funding and resourcing to enable that involvement. 

We have not had the opportunity to engage with our iwi partners directly on the Western Waikato unitary 
proposal. However, the Western Waikato unitary would better align with the desires for an integrated 
approach to water catchment management. There is also better alignment in terms of the Treaty settlement 
arrangements linked to the Waikato River. 

There are expectations set out by Government in their policy document and guidance document that councils 
will engage with iwi authorities and Post Settlement Governance Entities. Clearly Taupō District Council will 
not be able to do this if forced into the Western Waikato unitary proposal. 

Ngā Tūraru | Risks 
 

A number of risks related to this process were highlighted in the agenda report presented to Council on 28 
July 2026. The risks below are in addition to those. 

The primary risk at this point is being forced into the Western Waikato unitary proposal that has a range of 
negative outcomes for the Taupō district. That is largely beyond the control of Council at this point, with 
decisions by Waikato and Waipā district councils and Hamilton City Council likely to decide whether that risk 
eventuates. Council can try and mitigate that risk through: 

▪ Advocacy to the respective councils. 

▪ Being explicit with the Government in terms of strong opposition to being forced into that proposal 

▪ Being clear about which councils we believe we can work with if amalgamations become mandatory, 
noting that Rotorua Lakes Council has left the opportunity open for further discussions if their 
proposal is unsuccessful. 

▪ Being clear with the Government about how much further time we believe we need to develop 
alternative proposals with other councils. 

▪ Advocacy to Government ministers including the local Member of Parliament. 

▪ Working with officials from the Ministry of Cities, Environment, Regions and Transport to understand 
the process post the 9 August 2026 deadline. 

There are risks if Council is not perceived to have met the legal obligations in terms of the decision-making 
requirements of the Local Government Act 2002. We have mitigated this risk through a series of public 
decision-making processes where Council has thoroughly documented the options analysis and 
consideration of views and preferences along with the potential impacts on Māori. If Council chose to be part 
of the Western Waikato unitary proposal there could be criticism and risk from not undertaking a thorough 
assessment comparable to the other options. 

As noted earlier in the report, if we are forced into the Western Waikato proposal and it is approved by 
Cabinet there will be substantial unbudgeted expenditure, a need to reprioritise the time of the Executive 
Team and elected members, and corresponding risks for the delivery of the next long-term plan. 

 
TE HIRANGA O TE WHAKATAU, TE TONO RĀNEI | SIGNIFICANCE OF THE DECISION OR PROPOSAL 
 

Council’s Significance and Engagement Policy identifies matters to be taken into account when assessing 
the degree of significance of proposals and decisions. 

Officers have undertaken an assessment of the matters in the Significance and Engagement Policy (2022), 
and are of the opinion that the proposal under consideration is of high significance. This means that Council 

https://www.taupodc.govt.nz/repository/libraries/id:25026fn3317q9slqygym/hierarchy/Rules-regulations-and-licences/Policies/Significance%20and%20Engagement%20Policy%202022.pdf
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needs to take a considered and thorough approach to meeting the decision-making requirements in the 
Local Government Act 2002. This report is intended to document how Council has met those requirements. 

Realistic efforts have been made to ensure that Council has an idea of the views and preferences of those 
who might have an interest in the matter. However, if Council is going to be part of a Head Start proposal it is 
recommended that further detailed engagement with the community occurs prior to any final proposal being 
considered for lodgement in March 2027. 

 

TE KŌRERO TAHI | ENGAGEMENT 
 

As detailed in the report to Council on 28 July, engagement took place with the community via a survey, face 
to face meetings and through communications via the Council website and social media channels. 

In response to South Waikato declaring their intent to force Taupō into the Western Waikato unitary proposal 
Council used social media posts to raise public awareness. Community feedback was requested between 31 
July and the Council meeting on 6 August. Any feedback received will be tabled for consideration by elected 
members. 

If Council is going to continue to explore amalgamation options, it is important that engagement is built into 
the any such process. 

 
TE WHAKAWHITI KŌRERO PĀPAHO | COMMUNICATION/MEDIA 
 
Council’s decision in relation to this matter will be communicated to the community via a proactive media 
release, through digital media channels and through direct communication with Council’s iwi partners. 

 

WHAKAKAPINGA | CONCLUSION 
 

On 28 July 2026 Council made a series of decisions in relation to the Government’s Head Start process. 
Officers were directed to report back to the Council on 6 August 2026 and present a draft response to the 
Government’s process.  

Subsequent to Council’s decisions, South Waikato District Council met and decided to join a Western 
Waikato unitary proposal also being promoted by Waipā and Waikato district councils. South Waikato made 
it clear that they intend naming Taupō District Council as part of that proposal thereby making Taupō a 
directly affected authority. 

Officers have not had the time to undertake an assessment of the Western Waikato unitary proposal to the 
same depth as other options. However, the assessment work that has been done highlights that it would 
have poor financial and non-financial outcomes for the Taupō district. 

Feedback received from the community between 31 July 2026 and this meeting will be tabled for 
consideration alongside the advice in this report.  

Officers are recommending that Council is explicit in: 

▪ Opposing involvement in the Western Waikato unitary proposal. This should be communicated to 
other affected councils and directly to the Government. 

▪ Clarifying with Government that Taupō District Council would like time to further explore 
amalgamation options with the central North Island councils, being the Ruapehu, Waitomo and 
Ōtorohanga districts. It is critical that this recognises Waitomo and Ōtorohanga are currently 
pursuing their own proposal and that Taupō has no intention to undermine that proposal. 

▪ Clarifying with Government that if Taupō District Council is unable to develop a suitable proposal 
with those councils, then the next preference would be to explore an amalgamation option with 
Rotorua Lakes Council. Again, Rotorua Lakes Council is pursuing another option at this time and 
Council wishes to respect that decision. 

A draft response aimed at Government officials is being prepared and will be circulated separately. Similarly, 
a letter aimed at Government Ministers is also being prepared and will be circulated separately. 
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NGĀ TĀPIRIHANGA | ATTACHMENTS 

1. Waikato District Council presentation 22 July 2026 ⇩  

2. Updated Financial Analysis ⇩    
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