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HURUNUI DISTRICT COUNCIL SUBMISSION ON THE PROPOSED PLANNING BILL AND NATURAL 
ENVIRONMENT BILL  

 
Introduction 
The Hurunui District Council (the Council) welcomes the opportunity to provide a submission on the 
Government’s proposed Planning Bill and Natural Environment Bill (the Bills).  
 
The Hurunui District is located in North Canterbury.  The district has approximately 14,200 residents and cover 
an area of 8,640km2 spanning from the east coast across to the Main Divide. The Hurunui District is primarily a 
rural district with large areas dedicated to primary production interspersed with small service towns. The 
district’s economy is primarily reliant on primary production and tourism. 
 
The Council recognises the need for a more efficient planning system and improved central government 
direction. The proposed system has the potential to create efficiencies, improve national consistency and 
provide clear direction for regulators and system users 
 
We understand the Government’s intention to create a more enabling planning system that places greater 
emphasis on private property rights. While there are clear advantages in this, particularly in supporting housing 
supply, business growth, and the delivery of essential infrastructure, these gains must not come at the cost of 
well‑functioning environments, strong environmental outcomes, or meaningful public participation and local 
input in planning decisions. 
 
Rather than attempting a clause‑by‑clause assessment of both Bills our submission concentrates on what we 
consider to be the most significant matters, We encourage the Select Committee to take into account the 
comprehensive technical feedback that will be provided by other organisations, such as Taituarā (Local 
Government Professionals Aotearoa), Te Uru Kahika (the New Zealand Planning Institute), Local Government 
New Zealand, the Canterbury Mayoral Forum, and individual councils, as their submissions are anticipated to 
cover the finer detail across the full scope of the legislation. 
 
General Comments 
In general, the Hurunui District Council supports what the Bills aims to achieve, however we consider the 
breadth and pace of the reforms are significant and present their own challenges for effective implementation. 
For councils to deliver on these expectations, we require clearer guidance, coordinated processes, and realistic 
timeframes. 
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The Resource Management Act has long struggled with uneven implementation across the country. In 
particular, the slow and sometimes incomplete rollout of national direction has forced councils to revisit the 
same issues repeatedly through local planning processes, adding unnecessary time and cost. The absence of 
strong system stewardship and clear guidance on how national direction should be applied has also contributed 
to inconsistent practice between regions and districts. 
 
It is encouraging that the proposed framework seeks to remedy these long‑standing weaknesses by requiring 
clear, streamlined national direction and by embedding mandatory planning standards before councils begin 
their planning work. Council supports this shift toward a more coherent and unified system. 
 
We also acknowledge the benefit of simplifying the legislative framework. Over the years, the RMA has 
accumulated layers of amendments, bespoke processes, and issue‑specific provisions that have collectively 
made the system more complex than it was ever intended to be. The move to remove much of this clutter is a 
positive step. 
 
However, the Bills set extremely tight deadlines for developing the core instruments that will underpin the new 
system. As outlined later in this submission, the speed at which these elements are expected to be produced 
creates real risks for the long‑term functionality and credibility of the framework. 
 
It is also clear that the responsibilities placed on councils, both in contributing to the development of these 
instruments and in implementing the new system, will carry substantial financial implications. This is a major 
concern for our council, and we consider it essential that central government contributes to the establishment 
costs to avoid placing an unsustainable burden on local ratepayers. 
 
Timing of Implementation 
The timeframe proposed for developing the first suite of instruments that will underpin the new system is 
extremely tight given the scale of work required from both central government and local authorities. 
 
If any one of these foundational documents falls behind schedule, the delay will cascade through the rest of 
the system, as each subsequent instrument depends on the higher‑order material being completed first. 
 
A further concern is the overlap between this implementation period and the proposed timing for regional 
reorganisation plans. If structural changes to local government occur while councils are progressing land‑use 
and natural environment plans, this could introduce significant disruption or added complexity, potentially 
slowing the planning process even further. 
 
Compressed timeframes also carry the risk that national instruments or planning processes are rushed, leading 
to avoidable errors, weak policy settings, or unintended consequences. Experience under the RMA shows that 
developing comparable instruments often takes twice as long as the period proposed in the Bills, and that 
additional time allows for more robust analysis and meaningful engagement with communities. 
 
We also note that the sequencing of national policy direction and planning standards may create challenges 
for regional spatial planning. The planning standards are expected to be finalised only after spatial plan 
development has already begun and after notification. For spatial planning to properly reflect how 
standardised zones will operate, councils will need clarity on key elements of the planning standards much 
earlier in the process. 
 
 
 



 

National Policy Direction 
The Bills take a welcome step in setting out a system that depends on clear national direction from the outset. 
One of the major weaknesses in the RMA was the slow, uneven, or in some cases absent development of 
national policy and standards. Councils were often left to navigate complex planning issues without a 
consistent national framework, resulting in protracted plan development processes and significant litigation 
costs. In this respect, the proposed top‑down approach represents a substantial improvement and should help 
resolve many of the long‑standing challenges councils have faced under the current legislation. 
 
At present, the Bills do not prescribe mandatory components for national direction, and it appears likely that 
much of the existing RMA‑era national policy and standards, including recent updates, will be carried over into 
the new system. 
 
The durability and effectiveness of the new resource management framework will depend heavily on the 
quality, clarity, and internal consistency of this national direction. If the instruments are not well aligned, 
contain conflicting requirements, or become a source of ongoing legal challenge, the system will struggle to 
achieve its intended outcomes. 
 
Experience under the RMA has shown that even when national direction is in place, implementation can be 
disrupted by frequent changes in policy settings as governments shift priorities. This has delayed planning 
processes and, in some cases, left councils with plans that no longer align with updated national requirements, 
complicating both plan‑making and resource consent decision‑making. 
 
To avoid repeating this pattern, it is important that national direction is stable and not subject to continual 
amendment driven by short‑term political changes. 
 
We also note that the Bills signal a very compressed timeframe for developing the national policy instruments 
and planning standards. Given that these documents will shape all subsequent regional and district planning 
work, it is essential that councils and sector groups have adequate opportunity to review, test, and provide 
input into their development. Insufficient time at this stage will have downstream consequences for plan 
quality and implementation. 
 
For these reasons, we request that a realistic and workable timeframe is provided for councils and other 
stakeholders to contribute meaningfully to the development of the higher‑order instruments. 
 
Public Participation 
Although the proposed system offers some advantages through a more centralised, top‑down planning model, 
Council has serious concerns that it will reduce opportunities for communities to participate meaningfully in 
both planning and consenting processes. 
 
The Bills describe the system as a funnel, with the most influential decisions about land use and resource 
management being made at the national direction and planning standards stage. In practice, the public will 
have very limited ability to engage at this level, and therefore little influence over decisions that will ultimately 
shape their local environment. A similar issue arises at the regional spatial planning stage: while there will be 
avenues for public input, at that level it would be difficult for the community to see an opportunity to engage. 
 
By the time planning reaches the district level, many of the key decisions will already have been locked in 
through higher‑order instruments. Community input will be restricted to matters such as zoning and any 
district‑specific provisions, with no ability to submit on elements dictated by national planning standards. 
Appeal rights will also be narrowed. In the consenting space, public involvement is further constrained through 



 

tighter eligibility rules for submitters and higher thresholds for identifying affected persons and for public 
notification. 
 
Under the current RMA framework, public input often plays an important role in identifying local impacts and 
values that may not be evident from a purely technical assessment. Some proposals have effects that extend 
well beyond the immediate neighbours, affecting wider communities or nationally significant values. Limiting 
opportunities for public involvement risks overlooking these perspectives. Councils are also likely to face 
community dissatisfaction where outcomes are driven by national direction rather than local decision‑making, 
despite councils having little ability to influence those outcomes. 
 
The proposed system also narrows the role of mana whenua, shifting from partnership‑based approaches 
toward more limited consultation requirements. This change has implications for existing relationships 
between councils and iwi and may weaken the ability of mana whenua to shape planning and consenting 
decisions. 
 
Overall, the framework as drafted is expected to reduce the level of public and community participation, while 
also constraining the voice of iwi. This represents a significant shift from current practice and may undermine 
established partnerships and community expectations. 
 
Implementation Costs 
The financial implications for councils in moving to the new planning system are still uncertain. With the 
transition to the new framework, councils will effectively be required to undertake district‑plan‑scale process 
within the next two to three years, while also contributing significant effort and resources to the development 
of regional spatial plans beforehand. Although the introduction of national direction and planning standards 
should reduce the amount of bespoke plan development required by individual councils, and create efficiencies 
through greater consistency across a region, this will only partially offset the overall cost burden. 
 
At this stage, councils have limited ability to estimate the likely costs of preparing regional spatial plans, which 
will be shared across the region, or the costs associated with the new land‑use planning process. The scale of 
resourcing needed to implement the new system as a whole will be substantial, and a large portion of that cost 
will fall on local government. 
 
These pressures will coincide with the Government’s wider local government reforms, including potential limits 
on rates increases, which will further constrain councils’ ability to absorb new costs. To avoid placing 
unsustainable pressure on local authorities and their communities, it will be essential for central government 
to contribute to the funding required to implement the new system. 
 
Regulatory Relief 
The Council has concerns about the proposed regulatory relief regime through the land‑use and 
natural‑environment plans. As drafted, the Bills provide little clarity about the underlying purpose of the 
regime, how councils are expected to design a workable framework, or what the financial implications will be 
for local authorities. The level of uncertainty is significant and creates real risk for councils. 
 
While the Planning Bill limits the regime to a narrow set of “specified topics”, such as significant historic 
heritage, outstanding natural landscapes, sites of significance to Māori, and areas of high natural character 
(with terrestrial indigenous biodiversity added under the Natural Environment Bill), it is unclear why only these 
overlays have been targeted. Many other planning provisions also affect the use of private land. For example, 
protections for highly productive soils can restrict development opportunities, yet these are excluded from the 
relief framework. The rationale for this selective approach is not evident. 
 



 

All of the specified topics directly relate to the goals councils must give effect to under the Planning Bill. 
Councils are required to protect the values of outstanding natural features and landscapes, areas of high 
natural character, and significant historic heritage, and to identify and safeguard sites of significance to Māori. 
Expecting councils to simultaneously uphold these statutory duties while also providing regulatory relief in the 
same areas creates a fundamental tension. This conflict may ultimately need to be resolved through mandatory 
planning standards, but the Bills do not provide guidance on how this is intended to occur. 
 
In practice, many of the overlays in question apply in rural or natural environments where typical rural activities 
may not be heavily constrained. Conflicts are more likely to arise where infrastructure or other large‑scale 
activities are proposed. The Bills do not define what constitutes a “significant impact” that would trigger relief, 
nor do they define “reasonable use of land.” Without clear parameters, councils would be forced into detailed, 
property‑by‑property assessments to determine whether relief is required. Developing such a methodology 
would be complex, resource‑intensive, and costly. 
 
A further concern is the potential for councils to be placed in untenable positions during plan development. If 
a regional spatial plan or an Independent Hearings Panel recommends provisions that would trigger regulatory 
relief, councils may face a choice between rejecting the recommendation, risking appeals and associated costs, 
or accepting it and assuming the financial burden of providing relief. Neither outcome is appropriate, 
particularly given councils’ democratic accountability for financial decisions and the already constrained fiscal 
environment in which local government operates. 
 
To avoid these “no‑win” situations, councils must retain the ability to decline recommendations that would 
require them to implement a relief framework. Additionally, if higher‑level instruments introduce provisions 
that necessitate regulatory relief, the associated costs should be met at the level where the obligation is 
created, for example, regionally if the requirement arises from a regional spatial plan. 
 
Taken together, the lack of clear justification for the regime, the ambiguity surrounding how it is intended to 
function, and the potentially significant financial burden on councils make this proposal highly problematic. At 
a time when local government is being asked to simplify operations and operate within tighter financial 
constraints, imposing an open‑ended relief obligation is unreasonable. 
 
For these reasons, Council recommends that the regulatory relief regime be removed from the Planning Bill. If 
it is retained, the costs of implementing it should be borne by central government, given the national 
significance of the matters involved and the alignment with the overarching goals of the reform. 
 
Consideration of Adverse Effects of Activities 
The Bills significantly narrow the range of effects that councils are able to consider, with the Planning Bill 
specifying a list of matters that must be disregarded. How these exclusions will operate in practice is likely to 
be complicated, particularly because clause 14(2) then states that the provision does not limit the management 
of several matters, including outstanding natural features and landscapes. 
 
In some situations, setting aside an effect may be relatively straightforward, for example, internal building 
layouts or the type of residential activity occurring on a site. In other cases, however, excluding certain effects 
could be difficult and may sit uneasily alongside the goals in clause 11. Leaving issues such as visual amenity or 
landscape effects entirely to market forces or individual developments will represent a major shift from the 
current system, where these matters are routinely managed through district plans. This change is likely to 
conflict with community expectations. 
 
A further concern is the requirement to disregard land‑use effects where these are addressed under other 
legislation. While reducing duplication is a reasonable objective, there is a real risk that other regulatory 



 

frameworks do not share the same environmental purpose or outcomes as the resource management system. 
This could leave gaps where certain land‑use effects fall outside the scope of any regulatory oversight. 
 
During the transition period, the effects that may be considered under the RMA will also be restricted. Schedule 
11 of the Planning Bill proposes an amendment to section 104 of the RMA that would prevent decision‑makers 
from considering the effects listed in clause 14 (with the exception of visual amenity) when assessing resource 
consent applications lodged during this time. 
 
This will create additional complexity for councils, particularly where existing objectives and policies refer to 
effects that must now be disregarded. Decision‑makers will be required to navigate situations where the plan 
directs them to consider certain matters, but the amended legislation prevents them from doing so. 
 
There is also a risk of unintended consequences. In some cases, a breach of a district plan standard relating to 
an excluded effect may trigger the need for a resource consent. The application could then proceed through 
the full process, only for the decision‑maker to be unable to consider the very effect that required consent in 
the first place. It is unclear what outcome a council is expected to reach in such circumstances, and one possible 
interpretation is that the activity may need to be treated as permitted. This would be an inefficient and 
unnecessary process. An amendment to the Bill is needed to avoid this situation or to provide a clear alternative 
pathway. 
 
We thank the Environment Select Committee for the opportunity to provide this submission.  
 
 
Yours faithfully 

 
 
Marie Black  
Mayor  
Hurunui District Council 
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Contact person: Andrew Mactier, Planning Manager 
Mail: PO Box 13, Amberley 7441   
Email andrew.mactier@hurunui.govt.nz 
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