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Fresh Start for Fresh Water 

Questions & Answers

 

A.  Background 
 
1. How do New Zealand’s fresh water resources compare internationally? 
 
New Zealand’s water availability of 2.5 litres per person per second is the third 
highest in the world behind Iceland and Norway and compares to the global average 
of 0.44 litres per person per second. It is three times that of Australia, 11 times that 
of the United States, 46 times that of China, and more than 200 times that of 
countries such as Israel, Jordan and Egypt. (Source: NationMaster).    
  

 
2. What data is there on the quality of our fresh water? 
 
Internationally New Zealand’s fresh water quality compares very well scoring 99.2 
out of 100 – the second best in the world. (Source: Yale and Columbia Universities’ 2010 

Environmental Performance Index).   
 
However, there is evidence that some of our rivers and lakes are deteriorating as a 
consequence of pollution, particularly in areas of intensive agriculture.  
 
The latest New Zealand Lake Water Quality Report released in November 2010 
showed that while water quality compared favourably with Europe and North 
America, 32% of our lakes have poor water quality and that more lakes are 
deteriorating (28%) compared to improving (12%). 
 
 
3. How much fresh water is taken from our lakes, rivers and aquifers and what 

is it used for? 
 
450 billion litres per week is allocated for uses like irrigation – or 18 Olympic-sized 
swimming pools every minute. The last decade has seen almost a doubling in the 
amount that can be legally taken for uses such as irrigation. The consents are 75% 
for irrigation, 9% for public water, 9% for industry and 6% for stock water. The total 
amount of water used equates to only 2% of the total fresh water resource in New 
Zealand.  
 
(Source: Statistics New Zealand Water Physical Stock Account 1995–2005; Ministry for the 
Environment Update of Water Allocation Data and Estimate of Actual Water Use of Consented Takes 
2009–10) 

 
 
 
4. Why is the Government putting so much emphasis on storage of water? 
 
New Zealand has plentiful fresh water resources and the shortages are in summer 
when demand is at the highest but flows are often at the lowest. Storage enables 
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water to be stored during peak flows that can be used at times when there are 
shortages. 
 
The Government also wants to shift the pressure away from water takes in aquifers 
and foothill rivers that are at their limits of abstraction and to make greater utilisation 
of the very large flows in major alpine rivers. 
 
5. How are these initiatives linked? 
 
The national policy statement and the two funds together support the Government’s 
balanced water reform agenda, which is to foster responsible economic growth, 
improve environmental performance, and give clearer direction on an effective 
regulatory framework. 
 
The Fresh Start for Fresh Water package of reforms delivers on the potential of 
irrigation, restoring degraded waterways, and providing national direction to give 
more certainty around how fresh water management decisions are made. 
 
 
6. How do these announcements connect with the final Land and Water 

Forum Report presented to Ministers in April 2011? 
 
In September 2010 the Land and Water Forum provided Ministers with a report 
containing 53 recommendations for reform; the Forum confirmed those 
recommendations in April 2011 after a public engagement process involving about 
1200 people nationwide. 
 
The Forum’s report (available at http://www.landandwater.org.nz/) included 
discussion and recommendations relating to the three initiatives being announced 
today. Its report noted: 

• A National Policy Statement for fresh water is needed, and quickly. The Board 
of Inquiry’s recommendations are a basis to work from, although some 
changes are needed (page xiv). 

• Publicly funded clean-up efforts can be justified where historic behaviour has 
made a major contribution to the problem. A fund should be established to 
enable clean-ups to occur (page 32). 

• Rural water infrastructure development can provide both economic and 
environmental advantages – so long as best practice is followed and the 
potential disadvantages are avoided (page xiii). 

 
The Forum’s April 2011 advice to Ministers also noted that its recommendations 
should be seen as an integrated package. The Government’s response to the 
Forum’s full set of recommendations, and further consideration of how water reform 
should be implemented, is the focus of the next stage of the Fresh Start for Fresh 
Water programme. 
 
 
 
 
7. What was the background to the establishment of the Land and Water 

Forum? 
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The Land and Water Forum (previously known as the Sustainable Land Use Forum) 
is a non-government group established in 2008. The Forum has 58 members, drawn 
from a range of industry groups, environmental and recreational entities, iwi groups 
and other organisations with an interest in sustainable land and water management.  
Local and central government participated as active observers. 
 
In June 2009, the Government committed to improving fresh water management in 
New Zealand and entered into a formal agreement with the Forum on leading a 
stakeholder-led dialogue on water reform. The Government recognised that one of 
the most difficult issues that needs to be overcome if progress is to be made is the 
need to reconcile diverse and competing values and interests in water.  
 
That is why the Government asked the Land and Water Forum to undertake a 
collaborative process to develop shared outcomes, goals and strategies for fresh 
water management. 
 
8. What discussions have there been with iwi on the Government's fresh 

water reform programme? 
 

Five iwi organisations have been active participants in the Land and Water Forum 
process. In addition Ministers have met a number of times with the Fresh Water Iwi 
Leaders Group (FWILG) to better understand its view on improving the management 
of fresh water and their perspective on Maori rights and interests relating to fresh 
water. An Iwi Advisors Group, which reports to the FWILG, has worked alongside 
government officials on the development of policy. 

 
9. What ongoing discussions are planned? 
 
There is an ongoing discussion between Ministers and the Fresh Water Iwi Leaders 
Group on the concept of Maori rights and interests.  The Government is committed to 
working with the Fresh Water Iwi Leaders Group to come to a clear understanding 
and set of expectations for continued Maori participation in the Government's fresh 
water reform programme. 
 
10. What changes has the Government made to its policy as a result of 

representations by the Iwi Leadership Group and the Maori Party? 
 
The Iwi Leadership Group and the Maori Party raised concerns that the 
recommended National Policy Statement on Freshwater Management from the 
Board of Inquiry did not specifically recognise the Treaty of Waitangi as the 
foundation of the Crown-Iwi relationship on their interests in water. The Government 
has taken these on board and it is reflected in the adopted NPS. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

B. National Policy Statement for Freshwater Management 
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11. Why do we need an NPS for Freshwater Management? 

New Zealand is facing a number of challenges in the management of fresh water 
resources. We need to: ensure there is sufficient water quality and availability in our 
lakes, rivers, streams, wetlands and aquifers to deliver to the values that are 
important to the community; protect our fresh water ecosystems; prevent and clean-
up pollution of waterways; and ensure that society gains the greatest benefit from the 
allocation of available water.  

The ability to deal with these issues well is vital to ensuring New Zealand’s economic 
growth potential and environmental integrity is provided for. Managing our fresh 
water resource responsibly is a nationally significant issue, but performance in this 
area has been inconsistent: decisions are devolved to councils under the Resource 
Management Act and central government has provided little direction.  Through the 
NPS, central government is giving councils clear direction so there will be more 
national consistency in planning and decisions around the use of New Zealand’s 
fresh water resource. The National Policy Statement is the highest level tool 
available under the RMA to ensure this happens. 

12. How does the fresh water NPS work? 

The fresh water NPS gives national guidance to local councils about how fresh water 
management should be dealt with in RMA planning documents and decisions.  

The fresh water NPS directs councils to provide for integrated and responsible fresh 
water management in their policy statements, plans and resource consent decisions. 
In deciding how they do this, councils will still take account of local issues and 
priorities. The NPS policies are not binding rules: decision-makers have to weigh 
them up alongside other matters when considering resource consent applications. 

The fresh water NPS is not a standalone measure. It is part of a broader package of 
reforms under the Fresh Start for Fresh Water programme. A range of supporting 
measures is being developed to complement the NPS, in consultation with regional 
councils. 

13. What does the fresh water NPS cover? 

A primary policy objective of the fresh water NPS is to safeguard fresh water’s life-
supporting capacity, ecosystem processes and indigenous species. The fresh water 
NPS contains policies to provide direction on water quality, water quantity, integrated 
management and iwi interests. The fresh water NPS’ major thrust is the setting of 
limits for both water quantity and quality.  

14. How does the fresh water NPS relate to the irrigation infrastructure and 
clean up funds also being announced today? 

The NPS requires councils to set limits and allocate water more efficiently. It will 
drive further work to improve the way we manage fresh water in this country and 
provide a better regulatory framework to support work being done under the irrigation 
and clean up funds. 
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15. How does the fresh water NPS relate to Land and Water Forum’s 
recommendations? 

In releasing the freshwater NPS the Minister for the Environment was mindful of the 
Land and Water Forum’s recommendation to move quickly on an NPS. The Minister 
considered that the broader Fresh Start for Fresh Water package is the best means 
for dealing with the wider set of issues raised in the Forum’s recommendations and 
further government decisions are expected. 

 

16. When does the fresh water NPS take effect? 

The fresh water NPS takes effect on 1 July 2011. RMA decision-makers will have to 
have regard to the fresh water NPS in consenting decisions from this date. Councils 
will have to implement the fresh water NPS by the end of 2014 or, where this is not 
possible, through a staged programme against which they must report annually on 
their progress. The fresh water NPS must be fully implemented by 31 December 
2030. 

C. Irrigation Acceleration Fund 

17. What is being funded under the Irrigation Acceleration Fund 

The Irrigation Acceleration Fund provides $35 million over five years to community 
and regional groups seeking to develop irrigation schemes to an investment ready 
phase. This expands on, and replaces, the Community Irrigation Fund, and would 
include work such as feasibility studies, prospectus development and public 
engagement. 

Direct costs associated with resource consent and litigation activity would be 
specifically excluded. 

An investment vehicle of up to $400 million is likely to be available in future which 
would potentially see the Crown taking an equity stake in the construction of 
regional-scale schemes and thereby encouraging third-party capital investment. The 
Crown would not take a majority stake in any scheme. 

18. Why is the Crown getting involved in capital investment in schemes? 

Because New Zealand does not have a history of developing regional scale irrigation 
schemes, it will be harder for investors to get a sense of the likely risk and return 
involved. 

The Crown role will be as a minority partner to give confidence to the market that is 
unused to investing in irrigation. 

The likely economic and water-use efficiency benefits of such schemes make it a 
worthwhile investment for the Government to engage in. There is also the potential 
for augmentation of environmental flows in rivers and streams. 
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19. What environmental safeguards will there be in criteria for the fund? 

The existing Community Irrigation Fund, which is being replaced by the Irrigation 
Acceleration Fund, already has environmental criteria which must be met if schemes 
are to be funded. The Irrigation Acceleration Fund will have further environmental 
safeguards appropriate to the scale of projects that may be funded. 

In addition, the NPS on Freshwater Management will be in place, with the 
requirement for regional councils to set limits on water takes, which will create 
incentives for investment in efficient schemes.  

20. Will the expansion of the scheme crowd out smaller community-level 
schemes, given the Community Irrigation Fund no longer exists? 

There is expected to be enough funding available to meet demand from both 
community-scale and regional-scale schemes from around the country. 

21. When will applications start? 

A further announcement will be made when the Government is ready to accept 
applications. 

22. Will the application process be the same as for Community Irrigation Fund? 

Broadly, yes. However, some changes can be expected due to the increased scale 
of applications expected and the potential for Crown equity involvement later in the 
scheme development process. A further announcement will be made when the 
Government is ready to accept applications. 

 

D. Fresh Start for Fresh Water Clean Up Fund  
 
23. What is the Fresh Start for Fresh Water Clean Up Fund for? 
 
The Fund has been set up to address the problem of poor quality fresh water as a 
result of historical decisions and practices. The Fund is not for fixing the 
environmental impacts of recent or new developments. 
 
24. Why do we need it? 
 
Fresh water is a key productive and strategic asset for New Zealand and is pivotal to 
the clean, green brand that attracts tourists and helps sell our products overseas. 
Solving legacy issues is very challenging, especially if it means asking local 
communities to pay for clean-ups needed as a result of decades-old decisions where 
it is difficult to attribute the direct cause of the contamination. The Fund will provide a 
consistent framework for assessing funding requests from local government, iwi, 
NGOs and other interested parties. 
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25. How much is the Fund worth? 
 
The Government has committed to $249.8 million from this year for work on Lake 
Taupo, the Rotorua lakes, and the Waikato River. An additional $15 million over two 
years announced today will bring the Government’s total spend on major water 
restoration projects to $264.8 million – including $93.7 million in the next five years. 
 
The additional $15 million will be used to add a contestable element to the 
Government’s clean-up assistance programme, so that the government can be 
assured that future investment continues to be targeted at areas with the greatest 
need. 
 
 
26. Why is the new funding only for two years? 
 
The Government intends the Fresh Start for Fresh Water Clean Up Fund to continue 
beyond 2013, but no decisions have yet been made on the ongoing funding level for 
the contestable fund. 
 
 
27. Who is eligible? 
 
Final criteria for the fund are yet to be confirmed, although we expect that most bids 
will be led by Regional Councils in partnership with local iwi, NGOs, industry and 
others. The fund is targeted at projects that are beyond the means of the local 
community. The Government will contribute towards clean-up schemes, but there is 
the expectation that there will be a significant contribution from those immediately 
benefiting from the clean-up. 
 
28. How will the fund operate? 
 
This detail is the subject of further Cabinet decisions expected around mid-year. The 
fund will be open for applications in the 2011/12 financial year. 
 
 
29. How does this link to other water policy work? 

One of the requirements for applications to the Fund is that the local council’s 
planning framework must be in line with the Government’s expectations for future 
freshwater management. The National Policy Statement for Fresh water 
management being announced along with the assistance Fund directs regional 
councils to put plans in place to set limits for water quality and allocation. Applicants 
will not be able to bid for money from the clean-up assistance fund unless the 
regional council has robust plans in place to avoid future water quality problems.   
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30. How does funding for irrigation compare to that for clean ups? ($millions) 
 

   

2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 5 Year 
Total 

Out 
Year 
Total 

Ministry for the Environment               
Existing Clean-Up Programmes  $18.7m $16.2m $12.7m $9.5m $21.6m $78.7m   

New Clean-Up Funding  $7.5m $7.5m       $15.0m   

Total  $26.2m $23.7m $12.7m $9.5m $21.6m $93.7m $264.8m 

Ministry for Agriculture and 
Forestry  

              

Irrigation Acceleration Fund $7m $7m $7m $7m $7m $35m $35m 

Total  $7m $7m $7m $7m $7m $35m $35m 

The additional proposal for a likely future budget of up to $400 million in equity investment over 10 
years from 2013/14 is capital expenditure and is not directly comparable to operational expenditure. 

 

E. Fresh Start for Fresh Water – the future 

31. What does the future work programme include? 

The Government is now preparing a more comprehensive response to the Land and 
Water Forum’s report, which will support and build on the direction signalled by the 
funds and the NPS. Significant and detailed decisions are likely to be made in 2012. 
There will be opportunity for more public input into the direction of the water reforms 
before implementation over the next five years. 

Changes of any significance will take time to achieve. The NPS for Fresh water 
management is a significant first step and was a key recommendation of the Land 
and Water Forum, but it cannot do the job on its own. It needs to be backed up by a 
whole range of supporting measures that will help councils and water users adjust to 
a new way of managing water. 

A larger government package of reforms will cover the four key elements of good 
freshwater management: 

• A robust governance system with the roles and responsibilities of all parties 
clearly defined 

• The capacity to identify the quality and quantity limit of fresh water bodies 
• The ability to set and enforce numeric limits on the quality and quantity 
• An efficient process for allocating the resource to users to ensure water is used in 

the best way. 


