
Innovation in freshwater policy implementation 
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New Zealanders perceive freshwater quality to be declining (Hughey et 
al. 2013, p.11).  
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• Environment Aotearoa 2019 concluded that “in farming areas, water 

pollution affects almost all rivers and many aquifers” and that “urban 

waterways contain many of the same pollutants found in farming 

areas…but their levels are typically even higher in our cities and 

towns” (MfE, 2019).  

• Some of the consequences of this pollution are that waterways 

become toxic to aquatic life and present risks to human health, algal 

blooms become more frequent, groundwater becomes unsafe to 

drink, and the mauri of the wai is diminished. 

• Creating and implementing freshwater policy is challenging because 

freshwater ecosystems “are complex, adaptive systems that are 

characterized by historical dependency, nonlinear dynamics, multiple 

basins of attraction and limited predictability” (Folke, 2003, p.2028).  

 

 



Introduction 

A
u

g
u

s
t
 
1

9
 

M
A

N
A

A
K

I 
W

H
E

N
U

A
 
–

 L
A

N
D

C
A

R
E

 
R

E
S

E
A

R
C

H
 

P
A

G
E

 
4

 

• In response, New Zealand has innovated a number of new policies to 

respond to freshwater quality and quantity issues.  

• Example 1 – The National Policy Statements for Freshwater 

Management and the National Objectives Framework. 
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• Example 2 – Community-based catchment-scaled collaborations 

(adapted from Duncan and Robson-Williams, 2018).  

 Council Collaborative processes 

Northland Regional Council Five priority catchments (Mangere, 

Waitangi,  Whāngarei, Doubtless Bay, 

Poutō).  

Waikato Regional Council Healthy Rivers Wai Ora. 

BOP Regional Council Regional water advisory group and nine 

community reference groups.  

Hawke’s Bay Regional Council TANK collaboration.  

Greater Wellington Regional Council Five Whaitua committees.  

Tasman District Council Two FLAGs (Freshwater and Land Advisory 

Groups). 

Canterbury Regional Council Ten zone committees and a regional 

committee 

Southland Regional Council Southland Regional Forum.  
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• Other examples of innovation include managed aquifer recharge 

(Painter, 2018), audited self-management (Holley, 2015), and nutrient 

modelling for diffuse farm pollution (PCE, 2018).  
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• This research began following the observation that there has been 

significant innovation globally in the development of freshwater 

policy, but similar innovation has not occurred in freshwater policy 

implementation (Kirschke et al., 2017; Barbosa et al., 2016; Rouillard 

et al., 2015; Bracken and Oughten 2013; Mitchell 2011). 
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• This seminar reports on research conducted in Manaaki Whenua over 

the past two years examining freshwater policy implementation in 

New Zealand.  

• Our guiding questions were “what are the barriers to implementation 

of innovative freshwater policy in New Zealand”, and subsequently 

“how can these barriers be overcome?”. 

• This seminar will report on two outputs created to answer these 

questions:  

1) a paper on the barriers to freshwater policy implementation in New 

Zealand (Kirk, N., Robson-Williams, M., Fenemor, A., and N. Heath. 

Exploring the barriers to freshwater policy implementation in New 

Zealand) and  

2) a draft policy implementation framework to assist in the 

implementation of freshwater policy in New Zealand.  
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• OECD Environmental Performance Reviews: New Zealand 2017 (p.42) 

 “Review implementation of the NPS-FM 

to ensure that water quantity and quality 

limits set locally are ambitious and 

comprehensive enough to achieve 

national ecosystem and human health 

objectives and public expectations;  

 

Establish performance indicators to track 

and evaluate implementation of the 

NPS-FM by regional councils, and 

strengthen compliance monitoring and 

enforcement of resource consent 

conditions;  

 

Ensure the revision or development of 

new water quality parameters is 

expedited to minimize the need for 

repeated community consultation and 

updates of regional plans”.  
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Cabinet paper on the 

proposed review of New 

Zealand’s resource 

management system 

• “While much of the RMA 

remains sound, it is 

underperforming in the 

management of key 

environmental issues 

such as freshwater“, and 

that “successive 

amendments have added 

complexity to the 

RMA…and there have 

been significant problems 

with its implementation”.  
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Essential Freshwater: Healthy Water, Fairly Allocated (MfE, 2018) 

• “We will support council RMA implementation by identifying 

exemplary councils across varying aspects of good practice in water 

regulation and management, using those exemplars as a guide, and 

considering what further national direction on implementation may 

be appropriate” (p.41). 

• “A key issue is the pace, consistency and practice that councils are 

applying when implementing the Freshwater NPS. We are concerned 

that implementation is highly variable across councils and 

timeframes are too long in many cases” (p.44).  

• “We would like to see a regulatory framework that accelerates 

timeframes for getting plans and regulatory controls in place, 

especially those relating to water quality” (p.44).  
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• The policy process is where problems are conceptualised and 

brought to governments for a solution. Government institutions then 

formulate alternative policy solutions. These solutions then get 

implemented, evaluated, and revised (Sabatier, 2007).  

• Policy often attempts to constrain or encourage behaviour and 

practice in certain directions through regulative, normative, or 

cognitive means (Coburn, 2016). 

• Policy implementation is the interaction between the setting of 

regulation to achieve behaviour and practice change and the 

subsequent actions taken by organisations or individuals to achieve 

behaviour change (Pressman and Wildavsky, 1984).  
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• Data were collected through ten semi-structured interviews with 

local governments in New Zealand. Nineteen staff in total were 

interviewed. 

Regional Councils Unitary Authorities 

Canterbury Regional Council 
(1 employee interviewed) 

Auckland Council (3 
employees interviewed)  

Greater Wellington Regional 
Council (2 employees 
interviewed) 

Gisborne District Council (1 
employee interviewed)  

Hawke’s Bay Regional Council 
(2 employees interviewed)  

Nelson City Council (2 
employees interviewed)  

Northland Regional Council 
(1 employee interviewed) 

Tasman District Council (4 
employees interviewed)  

Southland Regional Council (3 
employees interviewed)    

Taranaki Regional Council 
(written response)    

• Key informant 

sampling used to 

identify 

interviewees. 

• Data coded 

through a thematic 

analysis (Braun and 

Clarke 2006). 
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Alignment with national policy 

• Council staff we interviewed struggled to align local plans with 

updates to the NPSFM.  

 “The challenge we have faced is…the National Policy Statement for Freshwater 

Management has changed on a regular basis. So, our current [plan is] based 

on the 2014 NPS, but of course now we have the 2017 version and the 2019 

version as well. So, there has been some shifting of the goal posts which has 

proved challenging for us, especially when playing catch up [RC4].” 

 

“Additional changes to the 

National Policy Statement might 

actually create a few speed bumps 

there [UA4].” 

 

“Constant changes to the NPSFM are 

really hard to incorporate quickly 

[UA2].” 

 

“…one of my takeaways is the constantly shifting 

national space which causes me grief in terms of 

delivery because we are moving the goalposts 

every time, and certainly our public seem to be 

clamouring for certainty – ‘we will do whatever you 

ask us’… [RC6].” 
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Alignment with national policy 

• Councils also reported it was difficult aligning plans with the NPSFM 

while also meeting other national standards and objectives.  

 

 
“…most other regions as far as the NPSFM goes, they don’t have an 

enormous amount of conflicting high-level policy guidance to implement 

…[By contrast] we have the NPS for [urban] development [and] the NPS for 

freshwater management. We’ve looked at both and know that these high-

level documents do not sit well with each other, and we are one of a 

handful of authorities that have to figure out the misalignments and the 

frictions and barriers that they create to the other’s implementation [UA1].” 

 

“…we are going to be forced to make a decision unless we are given direction 

from central government about what the priorities are. We can’t do everything so 

we’re going to have to make a call about what we prioritise: do we prioritise 

freshwater over planning standards, or do we prioritise planning standards over 

biodiversity, for arguments sake? Part of what we’re doing in trying to integrate 

the freshwater NPS is juggling all those other things as well – trying to work out 

what are all the priorities [UA4].“ 
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Local government resourcing 

• Many of our interviewees acknowledged resourcing as an important 

constraint on freshwater policy implementation.  

 
“Our huge barrier is money.  Our problems 

are greater than our community’s ability to 

pay, which means we have to prioritise and 

don’t achieve as much as we would like in 

the timeframes we would like [UA2].“ 

 

“Whenever we talk to the 

community about water 

quality, they say ‘we want the 

best water quality’ and then 

you tell them how much it is 

going to cost, they go  ‘ok 

there are different views on 

that now’ [UA1].”  

 
 “The Council is never going to have enough to do 

its job. And the reason why we will never have 

enough is because we are always striving for 

environmental improvement over time. And we also 

try to balance that environmental improvement 

along with economic, social, and cultural wellbeing 

for our communities [RC5].” 
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Local government staffing 

• Some of the local governments we interviewed were so small that 

the tasks of planning, monitoring, implementation, and compliance 

were done by two or three staff. 

 
 

 

 

• But even if the governments we interviewed had unlimited monetary 

resources, there would still be a shortage of people who can do the 

job.  

 

 

 

“We are a small council – we have one 

water quality scientist and one water 

quantity scientist. And that’s it [UA3].“ 

 

“[named employee] is pretty much the freshwater 

team. So that kind of puts it into perspective in 

comparison to other bigger councils [UA4].”  

 

“…even if we had the money who do we employ? If you multiply our money ten times 

we couldn’t get ten times the amount of people to do the job anyway... the lag in 

developing the human capability around what we need to get the job done is a real 

issue [RC2].“ 
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Community expertise 

• Some of our interviewees stated it was difficult to implement 

freshwater policy in remote parts of the country due to a lack of 

research institutes, universities, or consultants who could help with 

technical tasks.  
 

 

 

 

• Some Councils also noted that Māori struggle to participate in policy 

processes, due to a lack of human and resource capacity.  
 

 

“We are in a place where we need to develop the capacity within [the region] to 

help answer some of the technical questions that our community - whether 

farmers or industry groups – want answered [RC6].” 

 

“I think one of the issues for us, particularly in a post-settlement environment, is our 

engagement with iwi. There is no lack of willingness or intention on our part, but the 

issue is capacity within iwi. We have eight iwi in [the region] ... But they are stretched 

always and so it’s very demanding on them when we want to interact with them on 

some of the planning issues [UA4].”  
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Local context different from national context 

• The NPSFM sets national priorities for freshwater management. 

Although the NOF offers flexibility in regard to eleven of thirteen 

attributes, interviewed councils still perceived national priorities and 

attributes as a barrier to policy implementation when they are not 

relevant in the local context. 

 

 

 

“A simple one-size-fits-all approach to national direction on water quality management 

has created problems and extra cost for the Council and the community with no added 

benefit [RC 3].”  

 “There is also seems to be a bit of 

a – conflict is not the right word – 

tension between the national 

goals of looking for what the 

‘average’ is, versus the regional 

focus on what the worst cases are. 

We don’t focus on monitoring the 

reference sites very often, we 

want to know - where are the 

worst places [UA4]?” 

 

“What we are saying is just that every part 

of the country is different, and while I 

totally get and support having national 

standards and national level things, there 

needs to be sufficient flexibility to 

recognize that different areas are different 

[UA2].“ 
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Differences between regional councils and unitary authorities 

• Unitary authority employees, in particular, argued their structure is a 

barrier to effective policy implementation.  
 

 

 “I think it hinders it. Because, in the end the most important thing to councillors is the 

roads, pretty much. Maybe number two is the wastewater. Unitary councils I think, 

particularly when you don’t have much money, get driven by infrastructure. So, your 

district council eats your regional council. We’ve given it a pretty good go to implement 

the NPS for freshwater, and we’ve tried really hard to do our best to be a good regional 

council, but when the ratepayers are facing these massive rates increases just to pay for 

roads and waste water, there is nothing left for great non-regulatory incentives [UA2].” 

 

 “This is a barrier to council implementing freshwater policy through its capital projects. 

Sometimes, it is much easier to get CapEx, sometimes what needs to happen – 

increasingly what needs to happen – is not a piece of concrete. Or a pipe. Those things, 

whole financial systems, are setup for CapEx for those things…. To implement freshwater 

policy increasingly we need monitoring regimes which require checking on all the time, 

or they have a living component to them. And they are all OpEx. The problem with OpEx 

is that it has a hit on rates. So there is a reluctance to put anything in that will have an 

OpEx component to it [UA3].” 
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So, why has New Zealand struggled to implement innovative 

freshwater policy? 

• The authors argue there has not been innovation in policy 

implementation because, when problems are identified in New 

Zealand’s freshwater management, policy is developed through local 

plans to address these problems; however, before policy is 

implemented, new problems are identified, national policy changes, 

and local governments are required to rewrite and update plans. 

• Local government planning is currently not agile enough to respond 

to new problems and new national policy directions simultaneously.  

• To resolve these issues, planning is often given extra resources, 

which diminishes the resources available for on-the-ground policy 

implementation and other critical tasks such as monitoring and 

compliance.  
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• Recommendations to overcome the barriers to freshwater 

implementation reported by regional council and unitary authority 

employees.  

• 1 – We propose local governments shift from developing policy first 

to achieving on-the-ground practice change first. This can be 

achieved through employment of innovation intermediaries.  

• 2 – The work of innovation intermediaries or other practice change 

focused brokers ought to be funded by core operational 

expenditure.  

• 3 – Guidance should be provided to local governments on how to 

prioritise national policy statements and environmental standards. 

• 4 – The way central and local government approach change could be 

more sophisticated.  

• 5 – Begin exploring if alternative governance models are more able 

to drive practice change than the current territorial authority, 

regional council, and unitary authority system.  
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• This framework has been devised to help with the task of translating 

high-level policy objectives into actions on-the-ground. The 

framework is written so that land managers, catchment managers, 

and community groups have access to the knowledge, tools, and 

resources necessary to implement freshwater policy in a number of 

different contexts in New Zealand.   

• The framework presents a series of questions – informed by both 

theory and practice – which we believe are important to answer 

when implementing freshwater policy. The questions were tested for 

relevancy through a series of case studies in the Hawke’s Bay and 

Northland.  

• Our intention was to create a non-linear and non-prescriptive 

framework. The framework is non-linear because it does not present 

a step-by-step guide to policy implementation. The framework is 

non-prescriptive in that it does not impose rules and methods, rather 

it poses different questions and methods which might be helpful in 

answering those questions.  
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• A workshop was held on the 24th May 2017 with staff from the Bay of 

Plenty Regional Council, Greater Wellington Regional Council, 

Hawke’s Bay Regional Council, Southland Regional Council, Waikato 

Regional Council, and the Canterbury Regional Council. At this 

workshop these individuals were presented with a draft 

implementation framework and a set of questions. Workshop 

participants were asked to reflect on the salience of the framework 

topics and questions.  

• In November and December 2017 Manaaki Whenua researchers 

travelled to the Hawke’s Bay and Northland to test the framework 

and collect case study data.  

• Data for four case studies were collected in Hawke’s Bay 

(Whangawehi, Papanui, Tukituki, and Taharua) with one case study in 

Northland (Hātea).  
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Whangawehi Stream 

• Wairoa District Council proposed 

the building of a waste treatment 

plant at the headwaters of the 

Whangawehi Stream. Tangata 

whenua objected. This issue 

brought land owners, the district 

council, the regional council, and 

tangata whenua together. They 

started an informal non-statutory 

collaboration to resolve the issue.  

• The group persisted beyond the 

original waste treatment plant issue, 

and now collaborate over riparian 

weeding and planting, creating 

walking tracks, etc.  
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Papanui Catchment 

• Identified as a priority sub-

catchment by the Hawke’s 

Bay Regional Council due to 

phosphorous losses.  

• A catchment stakeholder 

group was established who 

co-developed a strategy for 

implementation of Plan 

Change 6 rules, as well as 

incorporating local values 

and aspirations.  

 

 



Implementation Framework – Case Studies 

A
u

g
u

s
t
 
1

9
 

M
A

N
A

A
K

I 
W

H
E

N
U

A
 
–

 L
A

N
D

C
A

R
E

 
R

E
S

E
A

R
C

H
 

P
A

G
E

 
2

8
 

Tukituki Catchment Plan 

• Tukituki is a large catchment dominated by sheep and beef farming. 

Tukituki River had elevated levels of dissolved inorganic nitrogen and 

dissolve reactive phosphorous.  

• The catchment plan process merged with the Ruataniwha Dam 

assessment undertaken by the Environmental Protection Authority.  

• Environmental Protection Authority had mandate for deciding the 

fate of the Ruataniwha Dam while simultaneously the Hawke’s Bay 

Regional Council had mandate for a plan change. Was difficult to tell 

who was responsible for what.  

• Community valued the lower stem of the river for recreational uses. 

Significant community engagement occurred through the 

Ruataniwha Water Storage Scheme process.  
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Taharua River 

• Located in the hill country bordering 

the Kaimanawa Forest Park in the 

central North Island. Known for its fly 

fishing.  

• Native vegetation burnt in the 1980s. 

First dairy farm in the catchment in 

1989, with two more added in 1999.  

• In 2009 a newspaper article on the river 

was titled ‘the Death of a Waterway’. 

This prompted a collaborative planning 

process to resolve the pollution issues 

in the river.  

• High nitrogen losses from wintering 

dairy stock, but remediation activities 

led to chemical improvements within 

five years.  
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Hātea River 

• The Whangarei District Council 

sent a letter to the Northland 

Regional Council in 2015, 

prompted by a Maori liaison 

group who were concerned 

about water quality and loss of 

cultural values at Whangarei 

Waterfall.  

• Collaborative ‘Hātea River 

Group’ established by the 

regional council.  

 

• Group identified lifestyle farm 

stock as the major cause for 

deterioration of water quality. 

Fencing subsidies offered to 

help reduce stock access to the 

River.  
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• The framework contains eight sections. Because it is non-linear, you 

do not have to start at the first section, you just use what you need 

to get the job done.  

• 1) Understanding the situation; 2) building a systems view; 3) 

purpose and outcomes; 4) engagement; 5) practice change; 6) 

prototyping actions and monitoring; 7) project organisation; 8) 

learning and evaluation.  

• Each section contains a series of questions which are designed to 

provoke reflection about the freshwater policy implementation 

process.  

• For example, the engagement section asks: “What do you think you 

need to engage the community?”; “What are you seeking to get out 

of the process [of engagement]?” “Based on the network, who 

appears to be involved in the implementation process?”; “Does the 

level of participation stay the same throughout the whole process”, 

etc.  
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Implementation framework 

• Intention to adapt framework into a phone application. Funding 

required to achieve this.  

• Desire to test framework in different statutory and non-statutory 

freshwater management contexts. 

• In statutory contexts, potential to embed with a Council to see how 

they use and interact with the framework. This can help with the 

development of new versions which are clearer and more suited for 

purpose.  

 

Paper  

• Submitted to the journal Water Alternatives 

• Plan to write another paper before December on agile planning and 

adaptive management in New Zealand’s freshwater management.  
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• Local government planning is currently not agile enough to respond 

to emergent freshwater problems and new national policy direction 

simultaneously.  

• The paper co-authors argue the closed loop of identifying problems 

and responding to these problems through planning is the primary 

barrier to freshwater policy implementation in New Zealand.  

• We suggest that during the comprehensive review of New Zealand’s 

resource management, that a practice change led approach ought to 

be investigated, along with rationalization of policy statements and 

standards, and the exploration of alternative governance models.  

• Freshwater Policy Implementation Framework designed to help 

resolve these issues within the current system.  

• Work still needs to be done to test and validate the Policy 

Implementation Framework, and funding is required in order to 

create a usable and flexible framework.  
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