
The role of regional councils 
 
Regional councils have numerous functions, not just under the RMA. Their disestablishment 
would have far reaching consequences, risk the loss of institutional knowledge, and leave large 
gaps for both environment and development outcomes. 
 
1. Regional councils have a vital role in protecting the environment and human health. 
 
• Regional councils are the country’s main environmental regulators. They are responsible 

under section 30 of the RMA for controlling discharges of contaminants to land, air and 
water, and the taking (and use, damming and diversion) of water. Through regional plans and 
policy statements they implement several national direction instruments on these topics.  

• They also identify and monitor contaminated land, and control land for the purpose of soil 
conservation. 

• Regional councils (through regional policy statements) are also responsible for creating 
objectives and policies applying to regionally significant activities, development capacity 
(including housing and business), and indigenous biodiversity. Even though they do not have 
rule making powers for such things, these have an important legal effect on district plans. 

• Functions also include those under the Waste Minimisation Act (eg creating Waste 
Management and Minimisation Plan and overseeing spending under the Waste Levy) and 
Biosecurity Act (controlling pests and harmful plants through things like regional pest 
management plans). 

• Regional councils are not ‘stifling growth’. The vast majority of consents are granted. In fact, 
they have a mandate for regional economic development and social wellbeing and are 
frequently active in that space.  
 

2. Regional councils manage activities in the coastal marine environment.  
 
• Under the RMA, regional councils (via regional plans) control land and associated natural 

and physical resources (including discharges and dumping) in the coastal marine area. This 
is for the purpose of protecting the environment and for allocating various resources 
(including occupation rights and the taking of shingle and sand).  

• They also manage the noise of activities in this space. 
• Regional councils have functions under the Maritime Transport Act, including making 

bylaws for navigation safety and the appointment of harbourmasters, as well as responding 
to emergencies like oil spills.1 

 
3. Regional councils are important for aligning land use with strategic infrastructure 
 
• Under the RMA (through regional policy statements), regional councils are responsible for 

the strategic integration of infrastructure with land use.  
• This regional level has often been vital for councils to work together to spatially plan 

metropolitan areas (eg Greater Christchurch) both under the Local Government Act and, 
more formally, through RPSs. A regional coordinating function will continue to be needed for 
spatial planning in a new system. 

 
4. Regional councils have key transport functions (both infrastructure and public 

transport). 
 

 
1 https://www.waikatoregion.govt.nz/assets/WRC/NavigationSafetyBylaw.pdf  
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• They work with other agencies (eg district councils) through regional transport committees 
to develop Regional Land Transport Plans under the Land Transport Management Act. These 
set regional transport objectives and priorities, and are an important part of the distribution 
of national level funds for land transport.  

• This is vital, because transport in many places requires a regional scope and cooperation 
between districts. 

• Regional councils are also responsible for directly funding and providing public transport 
services, including bus services, and mobility more generally (eg through programmes like 
Total Mobility). 

 
5. Regional councils have important functions relating to hazards and flood protection 
 
• Under the RMA, regional councils control land for the purpose of addressing natural 

hazards, and influence how districts do so through regional policy statements. 
• As catchment authorities, they are also responsible for implementing the provisions of the 

Soil Conservation and Rivers Control Act 1941. For example, they actively manage rivers to 
prevent flooding (flood control infrastructure) and protect infrastructure and property (see 
section 133, for example). This function needs to be done at a regional level because they 
are about managing catchments, along which regional council boundaries are drawn. 

 
6. Regional councils are one crucial part of the civil defence system 
 
• Councils are a core part of civil defence emergency management groups, which is based on 

regional council boundaries and combines local councils, emergency services, health 
boards and other organisations. 

• The Northland Region CDEM Group, for example, includes the Northland Regional Council 
and the region's three district councils, working with agencies like the police and fire 
service. 

 
7. Regional councils manage dams 
 
• Regional councils are responsible for ensuring the safety and environmental compliance of 

dams. They oversee both their construction and ongoing management, including under the 
Building Act.  

• As Building Consent Authorities, they are responsible for processing building consents, 
ensuring dams are structurally sound and meet the standards outlined in the Building Code. 
Under the Building (Dam Safety) Regulation, they also manage dangerous, earthquake 
prone and flood prone dams, maintain a register of dams, classify dams, and approve dam 
safety assurance programmes.2 

 
8. Regional councils have more general functions under the Local Government Act to 

represent their communities.  
 
For example, some own and manage regional parks.3 Many have regional economic 
development strategies of one kind or another.4 Some are involved in education. 

 
2 See https://www.waikatoregion.govt.nz/services/consents-and-compliance/dams-safety-requirements-
and-building-consents/dam-safety-scheme/  
3 Such as Pukeiti, Tupare and Hollard gardens in Taranaki. 
4 https://www.trc.govt.nz/council/council-and-region/what-we-do/partnerships-and-investments/make-
way-for-taranaki; https://www.waikatoregion.govt.nz/services/regional-growth-and-development/ 
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