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New Zealand Productivity Commission 
PO Box 8036 
The Terrace 
Wellington 6143 By e-mail:  Steven.Bailey@productivity.govt.nz  
 
 
To Whom it May Concern  
 
SUBMISSION ON THE DRAFT REPORT INTO THE INQUIRY ON LOCAL GOVERNMENT 
FUNDING AND FINANCING 
 
Ōpōtiki District Council welcome the Productivity Commission’s draft report and are pleased that it 
traverses the issues we are facing in a comprehensive way. We are pleased to see that our initial 
submission has informed the report and are grateful for this opportunity to provide further input into 
the process. Having reviewed the Commissions draft report, we provide some commentary below in 
respect of a few issues which we believe warrant further consideration. 
 
We note the Commission’s finding that there is no evidence to show that rates are unaffordable at an 
aggregate level (F3.1). With respect, this is not what we are hearing from our community. It is noted 
that the Commission relies on the result of a report prepared by the Ministry of Social Development 
which examines the results of the 2015-16 Household Economic Survey. The raw data upon which the 
report is based is not broken down geographically beyond five large geographical areas (Auckland, 
Wellington, Canterbury, rest of the north Island and rest of the South Island). For us, that means our 
household income information is combined and aggregated with the household income data for the 
likes of larger and more populated centres, including Tauranga. We question whether it is appropriate 
to aggregate findings when affordability is often exaggerated at its extremes. We are concerned that 
aggregating this information may disguise or obscure real affordability issues in the most deprived 
parts of our country. In our district, we know that household income is significantly below the national 
average. We also know that job opportunities have decreased over time with the departure of major 
sectors (including dairy). As was explained in our submission, we are required to deliver a certain level 
of service to our ratepayers, and that level of service is increasing (as has been appropriately 
recognised in the findings in Section 4 of the Commissions draft report). Whilst we have endeavoured 
to keep our rates as low as possible, we remain unconvinced that rates increases have matched 
household income in our district.  
 
As far as we can tell, the most recent publically available information that exists at the geographical 
scale required in order to examine this issue (average income) in any appropriate level of detail is the 
2013 census. It is noted that the results of the more 2018 census will be available shortly which will 
provide a more recent picture on levels of income across the country. However, it is important to note 
here that over reliance on census data could potentially hide the real truth of the matter. We know 
that in our district, responses to census are traditionally low. At the 2013 census, 54% of the resident 



population of Ōpōtiki identified as Māori. However, the 2013 census, also recorded the Māori net 
undercount at 6.1% compared with just 1.9% for Europeans1, and the 2013 Post Enumeration Survey 
report suggests that the Māori net undercount was probably underestimated. In the 2013 Census, 
Māori internet access at home was 67%, compared with 85% for ‘European/Others’2. The recently 
released independent review of the 2018 Census has been critical of the response rate, particularly in 
relation to Māori. From this, it can be reasonably deduced that the Māori census response rate will be 
well below 90%3. This will have a pronounced impact on the robustness of information available on 
incomes within our district.  
 
For the reasons set out above, we request that the Commission provide a more thorough analysis of 
this issue before publishing this finding, or amend the finding to recognise that the data is not 
conclusive in this regard. 
 
In addition, given our ratepayers are subject to both our rates and the rates of the regional council 
(Bay of Plenty Regional Council), it would be useful to have rates regional council rate increases 
documented in Figure 3.2. It is unclear how this combination of rates payments is taken into account 
by the Commission.  
 
In the Commission’s view, the benefit principle should play the primary role in determining who 
should pay for most council-supplied goods and services. This follows from the assumption that 
redistribution is the primary responsibility of central government. In our view, the Commissions 
position works in theory, but not in practice. At present, redistribution of wealth by central 
government is not effective. Despite years of investment by many services and agencies and 
significant effort by the local community, Ōpōtiki continues to feature at the wrong end of all social 
statistics. We do not feel that the level of deprivation in our district is truly understood or 
acknowledged by central government. We feel there is a failure to fully understand the extent of the 
issues (not helped by the 2018 Census), combined with a lack of commitment at a national level to 
truly addressing these issues (our initial submission provides example of this in respect of the 
redistribution of profit from gambling). Given the continued inequities and affordability issues in our 
district are not being sufficiently addressed at a central government level, we are forced to take ability 
to pay into account in determining our rates. The Commissions reliance on a system that is clearly not 
functioning is not supported. 
 
In addition to the issues at a central government level, we are also being increasingly forced to take 
into account our communities ability to pay regional council rates when making decisions about our 
own rate setting, given the regional council’s strict application of the “benefit principle” (also known as  
“user pays”). For example, we know that ratepayers within the Ōpōtiki Township pay disproportionally 
high targeted rates to the regional council, and that the regional council give little consideration to 
ability to pay. These targeted rates (associated with the delivery of a ‘river scheme’) represent a 
significant component of the overall rates bill of affected properties. Within the scheme area, 20-40% 
of the total rates are Regional Council rates, compared with around 4-7 % over the rest of the district. 
 
The benefit principle also fails to operate effectively when the “service” being supplied by the council 
is not a choice, and residents have no options around levels of service. It should not be assumed that 
all communities benefit from the same level of options. The aforementioned targeted rate imposed by 
the Regional Council provides a good example of this, and further detail is provided in our most 
recent submission to the Regional Council in respect of their Annual Plan (attached). It is also worthy 

                                                            
1 Statistics New Zealand, 2014. Coverage in the 2013 Census based on the New Zealand 2013 Post 
enumeration 
2 http://socialreport.msd.govt.nz/documents/2016/msd-the-social-report-2016.pdf  
3 https://population.org.nz/app/uploads/2019/02/NZPR-Vol-44_Kukutai-and-Cormack.pdf  



of note that our districts ability to affect decisions make in respect of this issue is limited when there 
are only approx. 4,000 ratepayers affected, within an overall regional council population of 267,741.  

For that reason, we fully support recommendation R7.2 to amend legislation to require local 
authorities to set out the reasons for their rating decisions (in particular consideration of the ‘ability to 
pay step’) in a clear and transparent manner.  

We hope that these comments are considered as the Productivity Commissions Draft report is 
finalised. 

Yours sincerely 

John Forbes 
MAYOR 

c.c.

Kiri Allan MP – kiritapu.allan@parliament.govt.nz  

Tamati Coffey MP – Tamati.Coffey@parliament.govt.nz  

Anne Tolley MP – Anne.Tolley@parliament.govt.nz  

Hon Nanaia Mahuta – Nanaia.Mahuta@parliament.govt.nz  

Doug Leeder, Chair, Bay of Plenty Regional Council – Douglas.Leeder@boprc.govt.nz  

Stuart  Crosby,  Councillor,  Bay  of  Plenty  Regional  Council  and  Deputy  Chair  LGNZ  –  

stuart.crosby@boprc.govt.nz  
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    FROM THE MAYOR’S OFFICE 
Our Ref: A166952 
 
6 April 2019 
 
 
Bay of Plenty Regional Council 
PO Box 364 
WHAKATĀNE 3158 
 
Electronic letter to: annualplan@boprc.govt.nz  
 
 
To Whom it May Concern 
 
SUBMISSION ON THE BAY OF PLENTY REGIONAL COUNCIL DRAFT 2019/20 ANNUAL PLAN 

We write to object to the rating increase proposed in 2019/20 draft Annual Plan and to once again 
implore elected members to reconsider the way the rating system works in respect of the River 
Scheme. We also wish to make a brief comment in respect of decisions being made around future 
actions on climate change. 
 
As elected representatives you have a collective responsibility to act in the best interest of all 
ratepayers. The way the Regional Council’s rating system currently works results in some of the 
poorest and most deprived residents in the region being faced with the highest rates.  Despite our 
repeated attempts to urge the Regional Council to reconsider this rating model, the rates imposed 
continue to affect the residents of Ōpōtiki disproportionally when compared to residents in the rest of 
the Bay of Plenty. Those struggling the most, often do not voice their views on such matters. The 
absence of submissions or complaints from our residents in relation to this matter does not mean 
residents are happy or satisfied with the situation. 
 
The situation is demonstrated most clearly in the graph included on page 29 of the Annual Plan 
Consultation Document (extract included below) and what it shows is totally unacceptable. If the 
information in this graph was overlaid with information relating to level of deprivation (images 
showing relative deprivation across the region attached, together with GDP growth indicator), this 
would clearly illustrate that the way the regional council chooses to fund its activities, results in the 
highest burden on those with the least ability to pay. As elected representatives, we know that this is 
not something you would wish to be accountable for. Whilst we understand the simple logic behind 
the way you rate the River Scheme, and in an ideal world it is the way things ought to be done, the 
reality is much more complicated and less clear cut. When the cost of a service a Council is choosing 
to provide is unaffordable for the residents who benefit from that service, but that service must be 
provided in order to protect those residents from something that is outside of their control, a Council 
must look to alternative ways to fund that service. Either that, or that Council needs to come up with 
an alternative way to provide the service. 
 
We understand that the Regional Council has adopted a “user pays” approach to providing its 
services. However, this form of targeted rate cannot be considered “user pays”. This is not a service 
our residents are opting in to or choosing to benefit from, nor is it a service they can opt out of. In this 
circumstance, the only way residents can opt out, is by moving away, and perhaps in the case of other 



  

targeted rates, this may be a reasonable assumption. But in the case of this River Scheme, the majority 
of the residents affected do not have the ability or financial mobility that would enable them to move 
away and “opt out”. For this reason, this particular service cannot be accurately or reasonably 
described as “user pays”. 
 
In comparison to the Regional Council’s overall budget, these are not large sums of money. However, 
when that cost is forced to be borne by a small number of residents in a highly deprived area, those 
costs become unreasonable and unacceptable. We urge you as elected representative to ask your staff 
to reconsider the way this service is funded and look at alternative options. We understand that this 
rating system has existed in similar form as long as the River Schemes have existed, but that does not 
make it right. There is no merit in consistency for consistencies sake. The Local Government Act 
requires local authorities to manage their finances in a manner that “promotes the current and future 
interests of the community”. With respect, it is our view that the Regional Council is failing in this 
respect. 
 
Last year we raised the point that the scheme should be funded differently because of the large areas 
on non-rateable (Crown) land in the catchment, and the utilities that benefit, but do not pay.  We 
discussed this matter recently with the Productivity Commission staff as part of their inquiry.  We think 
these matters need far more prominence in rates decisions and again we seek the Regional Council 
take a different approach in the Waioeka-Otara catchment.  The Regional Council and Regional Sector 
Group should be prominent in the debate with Government around the non-contribution from Crown 
land. 
 
The Regional Council Annual Plan Consultation Document proposes a significant rate rise, above that 
anticipated in the Long Term Plan. For the same reasons set out above, any increase in rates is 
experienced disproportionally by the residents of our district. Whilst we have no objection to a rate 
rise per se, we once again urge you to reconsider the way the Regional Council funds the River 
Scheme and who contributes to the cost of that service. We urge you to act in the interest of all your 
residents, not just in the interest of the many or the few. 
 
For similar reasons, we wish to submit briefly in relation to decisions being made about how the 
Regional Council addresses climate change in future. Any decision around climate change, including 
the workstreams that feed into this, need to be coherent and fully integrated with the work 
programmes and financial plans of all territorial authorities within the region. All too often we find 
decisions being made at a regional level that work well for the larger well-resourced territorial 
authorities, but give little thought to how they will be resourced, or translate on the ground in the 
Ōpōtiki district. We remain committed to assisting the Regional Council in managing the effects of 
climate change and look forward to being involved in the development of a strategy that is locally 
responsive to the needs of our community. 
 
Ōpōtiki District Council wishes to be heard in support of this submission. 
 
 
Yours sincerely, 

 
John Forbes 
MAYOR OF ŌPŌTIKI 
 

Ōpōtiki District Council | 108 St John Street | PO Box 44 | Ōpōtiki 3162 | New Zealand 
Telephone 07 315 3030 | Fax 07 315 7050 | www.odc.govt.nz | info@odc.govt.nz 



  

 
 
Source: Bay of Plenty Regional Council Annual Plan Consultation Document, pg. 29 
 

 
 
Levels of Deprivation – Bay of Plenty Region. Source: Atkinson J, Salmond C, Crampton P. 2014 
NZDep2013 Index of Deprivation. Wellington. University of Otago - 
https://www.otago.ac.nz/wellington/departments/publichealth/research/hirp/otago020194.html  



  

 
Levels of Deprivation – Opotiki District. Source: As above  

 
Levels of Deprivation – River Scheme targeted rate area. Source: As above 
 
 
 



  

 


