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Foreword from the Minister 
of Local Government

Our system of local democracy is unique. 

Like many other countries, we are a representative democracy. Every three years, everyone 
gets to vote on who they want to be their advocate and make decisions on behalf of their local 
community.

The part that is special to Aotearoa New Zealand comes from our founding document, Te Tiriti o 
Waitangi/the Treaty of Waitangi, which forges a partnership at the heart of our nation. Through 
Te Tiriti, Māori have the right to be represented in democratic governance as Māori. 

We are all used to Māori electorates at Parliament and local government can have Māori seats, 
too. Māori wards and Māori constituencies are an opt-in provision in the Local Electoral Act 2001 
that ensure a guaranteed voice for Māori at the council table. But the rules for how councils 
consider Māori wards are not the same as the rules for how councils consider general wards.

The Government made a first step to better align the law earlier this year, by removing the poll 
provisions that unfairly prevented many councils from introducing Māori wards.

Now we are looking to improve the alignment of the Māori wards process and the general wards 
process. Bringing these processes closer together, and sequencing them where necessary, is 
important to create more opportunities for Māori to stand for election to local government and 
raise issues on behalf of Māori communities.

I hope that streamlined processes will also support public understanding and confidence in the 
local electoral system.

This discussion document asks you about six differences between the two current processes. We 
want to know whether you think anything needs to be done about them – and if so, what.

Please take the time to understand this kaupapa and share your views. Your feedback will 
be considered when the Government prepares another Māori wards amendment Bill for 
Parliament’s consideration in 2022.

Hon Nanaia Mahuta 
Minister of Local Government
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Introduction

Māori wards and general wards ensure fair and 
effective representation of communities
It’s important that local government elected members reflect the communities that live in their 
cities, districts and regions. Many councils use ward structures at their elections to ensure that 
representatives from different communities can be elected.

The Local Electoral Act 2001 provides councils with two different types of wards. These are 
commonly known as “Māori wards” and “general wards”.

Councils consider Māori wards and general 
wards under separate processes
Councils are required to make decisions about Māori wards and general wards in two different 
ways, depending on what type of ward they are considering. Having two different processes 
has caused confusion and has been identified as a barrier for improving Māori representation in 
local government.

This document outlines the 6 key differences between the two processes under the following 
headings:

1. Any requirement for councils to consider ward systems,

2. Timing of decisions,

3. Opportunities for public input,

4. Decision-making rights and role for Local Government Commission,

5. Discontinuance process and period in force, and

6. Types of polls.

The Government is bringing the two processes closer together
In 2020 the Government began a two-stage process to align these processes more closely 
together.

The first stage of the changes was completed on 1 March 2021 with the enactment of the Local 
Electoral (Māori Wards and Māori Constituencies) Amendment Act 2021. These changes were to:

• Remove all mechanisms from the Local Electoral Act 2001 for binding polls to be held on 
the establishment of Māori wards, and 

• Provide councils with a fresh opportunity to make decisions on Māori wards in time for the 
2022 local elections.

The second stage of changes is intended to provide an enduring process for councils to consider 
setting up Māori wards, by bringing even closer together the Māori wards process and general 
wards process.
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Purpose of this consultation
This document outlines the different issues the Government needs to consider when deciding 
how to bring together the Māori wards process and general wards process.

We want to know whether you think these issues should be addressed, and if so how. Your 
feedback will help to determine how the law is improved.

This consultation is not about whether councils should have Māori wards, whether there 
should be binding polls on Māori wards, or whether there are other ways to improve Māori 
participation in local government. The Government has already agreed that establishing a 
Māori ward is a decision for councils to make. The Government now wants to improve how 
these decisions are made.

More information

Legislation
The Local Electoral Act 2001 is the primary legislation which sets the rules for councils 
to consider ward systems. You can read the Act in detail at www.legislation.govt.nz/act/
public/2001/0035/latest/DLM93301.html.

• Section 19Z provides that a council may resolve to “divide the district into 1 or more Māori 
wards.” This is commonly interpreted as establishing Māori wards. Decisions made under 
section 19Z are often described as the “initial decision” on Māori wards.

• Sections 19A–19Y set out the process councils must follow when creating general wards 
and for implementing Māori wards (if agreed under section 19Z). This process is called a 
representation review.

• Schedule 1A requires a council that has made an initial decision to establish Māori wards 
to then undertake a representation review.

Regulatory impact assessment
The Department of Internal Affairs has produced a regulatory impact assessment, which 
provides a more detailed analysis of the possible options the Government could consider.  
You can download a copy from the Department’s website at www.dia.govt.nz/maori-wards.

https://www.legislation.govt.nz/act/public/2001/0035/latest/DLM93301.html
https://www.legislation.govt.nz/act/public/2001/0035/latest/DLM93301.html
http://www.dia.govt.nz/maori-wards
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Key terms
Term Definition

Councils This term encompasses all local government authorities including 
district and city councils (also known as territorial authorities) and 
regional councils.  

Wards and 
constituencies

These terms are the names for local government electoral divisions. 
The equivalent at Parliament is an “electorate”. 

District and city councils have “wards”. Regional councils have 
“constituencies”.

In common usage (and in this paper), the term “wards” can refer both 
to wards and constituencies.

Māori ward 
or Māori 
constituency

A Māori ward is a local government electoral division that provides 
representation for people on the Māori electoral roll.

General ward 
or general 
constituency

A general ward is a local government electoral division that provides 
representation for people on the general electoral roll. If a council has 
no Māori wards, then general wards also represent people on the Māori 
electoral roll.

In legislation, general wards are only called “general” if it is necessary to 
contrast them to Māori wards. 

Representation 
review

This term is the process for councils to decide how their communities 
are represented. Each council must complete a representation review at 
least every 6 years.

Decisions made in a representation review include:

• The total number of councillors
• The names and boundaries of any general wards
• If Māori wards were previously agreed, the names and boundaries of 

any Māori wards
• Whether there will be any community boards, and if so the number of 

members, name and boundaries of each board

Councils must consult with the public on their initial representation 
proposal and, after hearing feedback, decide their final representation 
proposal.
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Term Definition

Māori Electoral 
Population (MEP)

The MEP is a number that reflects how many people are on the Māori 
electoral roll and how many people of Māori descent who are not 
enrolled to vote yet but are likely to be on the Māori electoral roll in 
future (for example, those aged under 18).

Each council has its own MEP calculated by Statistics New Zealand. 

The MEP is used to calculate the number of Māori ward councillor 
positions available.

In contrast, the General Electoral Population (GEP) reflects all other 
electors. Each council also has its own GEP.

Polls and 
referendums

These terms describe when a council asks all members of its 
community to vote on a proposal. Polls and referendums can be 
binding (the community makes the final decision) or non-binding (the 
council makes the final decision, guided by community views).

Local 
Government 
Commission

This is an independent panel of members appointed by the Minister 
of Local Government. One member must have a knowledge of tikanga 
Māori. The role of the Local Government Commission is to hear and 
decide appeals and objections to councils’ representation reviews. It 
must ensure that representation is fair and effective.
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The current law – Separate processes 
for Māori and general wards

General wards process
General wards provide local government representation for electors on the general electoral 
roll. They might represent specific urban or rural communities within the district, city or 
region. If a council doesn’t have Māori wards, then general wards represent everyone no matter 
which role they are on.

Councils consider general wards in a “representation review.” They must conduct a 
representation review at least every 6 years between 1 March and 20 November in the year 
before the local government elections.

Representation reviews are when councils decide:

• how many councillors will be elected, 
• whether any councillors will be elected “at-large” (by everyone),
• whether any councillors will be elected in (general) wards, 
• where the boundaries of these wards will be, and
• the names of these wards.

The representation review process is also when councils make decisions about whether there 
will be any community boards, and if so what the boundaries and names of any community 
boards will be.

Councils must consult with the public on their initial representation proposal and may amend 
this following consultation with their community. The initial representation proposal needs to 
be published by 31 August and the consultation period lasts for at least 1 month.

Councils must consider feedback, then release a final representation proposal within 6 weeks 
of the consultation period closing, or by 20 November.

Appeals or objections on the final representation proposal can be made by:

• People who submitted on the initial representation proposal, if they feel that matters 
from their submission were not considered in the final representation proposal, and

• Anyone, if the final representation proposal is different to the initial representation 
proposal.

The Local Government Commission (an independent panel) determines the outcome of any 
appeals or objections to the final representation proposal. In addition, the final representation 
proposal must be referred to the Local Government Commission if the per-councillor 
population of any ward varies by more than 10% from the average per-councillor population of 
the whole district, city or region.

The Local Government Commission’s decision must be made before 11 April of the following 
year. 
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Māori wards process
Māori wards provide local government representation for electors on the Māori electoral roll. 
They are similar to the Māori parliamentary electorates. Local government has a responsibility 
to consider the role of Māori in decision-making. Providing for dedicated representation for 
Māori through Māori wards is one way to do this.

Councils consider Māori wards in two stages. 

First, an initial decision is made by 23 November two years before the local government 
elections. (As a one-off change for the 2022 local elections, this was extended to 21 May 2021.) 
There is no requirement to consult with the public on this decision. The council’s decision is 
final and it cannot be appealed to the Local Government Commission.

If a council agrees to have Māori wards at the next election, it must have at least one Māori 
ward and at least one general ward. The council must conduct a representation review to 
determine detailed representation arrangements, including:

• how many councillors will be elected, 
• whether any councillors will be elected “at-large” (by everyone),
• how many general wards there will be, and the names and boundaries of these,
• how many Māori wards there will be, and the names and boundaries of these, and 
• decisions about community boards

The number of councillor positions for Māori wards and general wards is calculated 
proportionally to the council’s Māori electoral population (MEP) and general electoral 
population (GEP), and also depends on how many councillors will be elected.

A representation review with Māori wards follows the same process as a representation review 
with only general wards, including:

• Public consultation on the council’s initial representation proposal,
• Appeals and objections on the council’s final representation proposal, and
• Final decisions made by the Local Government Commission, where necessary.

The decision to have (or not have) Māori wards cannot be changed by the Local Government 
Commission.

The image on the next page shows the timeline for councils to make decisions about 
representation.
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General wards Māori wards

Year after last election

By 23 November Initial decision on Māori 
wards

Will there be Māori 
wards?

Year before next election

By 23 November Initial representation 
proposal released, start of 
public consultation

All general representation 
decisions

Initial representation 
proposal released, start 
of public consultation

How will Māori wards be 
implemented?

6 weeks after 
consultation closes / by 
20 November

Final representation 
proposal released, taking 
into account public 
feedback

Final representation 
proposal released, taking 
into account public 
feedback

4 weeks after final 
proposal / by 20 
December

Last day for appeals or 
objections on the final 
representation proposal.

Last day for appeals or 
objections on the final 
representation proposal.

No appeals possible on 
initial decision on Māori 
wards.

Election year

By 11 April Local Government 
Commission considers any 
appeals/objections and 
makes a determination. 
Can override any council 
decisions on basis of 
appeals/objections.

Local Government 
Commission considers 
any appeals/
objections and makes 
a determination. Can 
amend boundaries 
but not override initial 
decision on Māori wards.
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Opportunity for change – Bringing 
the processes closer together
We’re seeking your views on how the processes for Māori wards and general wards can be 
brought closer together.

Bringing the two processes more closely together would most likely make the establishment 
of Māori wards easier to understand and easier for councils to consider and implement. There 
would likely be improved community consultation on decisions but less flexibility for councils.

Alternatively, maintaining separate processes would most likely require new decisions to 
be made about how these processes are sequenced. Councils would have a high degree of 
flexibility about how they consult and make decisions, but having two separate systems could 
be confusing and some people could feel like they’ve been left out of consultation procedures.

There are 6 key differences between the two processes. Read more about these differences 
below and let us know what you think using the feedback form provided or by visiting the 
Department of Internal Affairs website www.dia.govt.nz/maori-wards.

http://www.dia.govt.nz/maori-wards
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Issue 1 – Requirement to consider
Regular reviews of representation help to ensure that representation arrangements reflect 
current and future communities. 

Councils are required to consider general representation arrangements at least every six years 
as part of their representation reviews. The six-year review period is designed to balance 
letting people get used to any changes and ensuring that representation arrangements are 
regularly updated to reflect changes in the city, district or region.

Councils can optionally consider Māori representation at any time. However, some councils are 
not able to consider Māori wards easily because the number of Māori ward councillor positions 
available for them might be 0 unless they increase the number of total councillor positions 
(this would reflect a low Māori Electoral Population or a low total number of councillors in that 
city, district or region). 

Opportunity: Councils could be required to regularly consider Māori wards. The appropriate 
timeframe would need to be determined. A regular review period would ensure that no 
communities miss out on Māori wards being considered by their council. However, it might add 
additional bureaucracy for councils that are happy with their current arrangements or not able 
to easily create Māori wards.

Questions for discussion

A) Should councils be required to consider Māori wards?
• Yes, every council (the same as general wards)
• Yes, but only councils that already have Māori wards
• Yes, but only councils that don’t already have Māori wards
• No (the same as the current law)

B) If yes, how often?
• Every six years (the same as general wards)
• Another frequency (please state) 

C) Do you have any other comments about this issue? 
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Issue 2 – Timing of decisions
Māori wards decisions are made in two stages, while general wards decisions are made in one 
stage. The second stage of decisions about Māori wards is aligned to the general wards process 
already.

Before 2021, councils needed to make an initial decision about Māori wards before decisions 
about general wards. This was to allow time for citizens-initiated binding polls on Māori 
wards to be completed. Now that there are no more binding polls, there is a three-month gap 
between the last day for an initial decision on Māori wards (23 November) and the first day for 
an initial representation proposal (1 March).

Deciding whether there will be Māori representation before considering how any wards would 
be implemented gives certainty to the council and its communities of what will be considered 
in the representation review. This sequencing also means that councils can consider Māori 
wards in years when they would not be required to otherwise complete a representation 
review.

However, because the total number of councillors is not decided until after 1 March, the 
number of Māori ward councillor positions is usually not known when the council’s initial 
decision on Māori representation is made by 23 November. This can cause uncertainty for the 
council and its communities.

Opportunity: The way that councils make decisions about Māori wards could change. 
Retaining a two-stage process would ensure that the initial Māori ward decision stays separate, 
may raise the profile of this decision, and may give clarity about the options available in the 
representation review. Alternatively, making all decisions about Māori wards and general 
wards at the same time in a single-stage process might be simpler for council administration 
and clearer for communities to understand.

Questions for discussion

A) Should Māori ward decision-making continue to take place in two stages?
• Yes (the same as the current law)
• No – one stage (the same as general wards)

B) How should the time between 23 November and 1 March be filled?
• More time for councils to decide about Māori wards
• More time for councils to decide about general wards
• No changes (the same as the current law)

C) Do you have any other comments about this issue?
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Issue 3 – Opportunities for public input
Understanding community views can help to inform council decisions. Sometimes councils 
have the flexibility to decide how to engage with their community. At other times, councils are 
required to engage in a certain way and incorporate this feedback into final decisions.

For general wards, councils must publicise their initial representation proposal. Members 
of the public can submit their views on the proposal for at least 1 month. The council must 
consider these views when it decides its final representation proposal. The final representation 
proposal must be decided within 6 weeks of public consultation closing.

For Māori wards, the law doesn’t require councils to engage with their communities in any 
particular way. Councils are required to have a Significance and Engagement Policy that sets 
out what types of decisions require public engagement and how they will engage. This gives 
them the flexibility to choose the best engagement method on a case-by-case basis. Councils 
have used a variety of methods to engage with their communities on Māori wards, including:

• Iwi dialogue,
• Targeted consultation with people of Māori descent or on the Māori electoral roll, and
• Wider public consultation with the whole community.

Opportunity: Councils could be required to engage with their communities when considering 
Māori wards, the same as for general wards. There are different options for how councils could 
engage. Councils could be required to use a specific process, or devise their own. Requiring 
a specific process would make it clear what councils need to do and how the community can 
participate. However, some processes might not suit some councils and specific requirements 
may limit local innovation.

Questions for discussion

A) Should councils be required to engage with their community when considering 
Māori wards?
• Yes (the same as general wards)
• No, but they must have regard for iwi/hapū/whanau perspectives
• No (the same as the current law)

B) If yes, what type of engagement is best?
• Iwi/hapū dialogue
• Targeted consultation with people of Māori decent or on the Māori electoral roll
• Wider public consultation with the whole community
• Council to decide on a case-by-case basis

C) If your council considered Māori wards in 2020 or 2021, what type of engagement
approach was used and how effective do you think this was?

D) Do you have any other comments about this issue? 
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Issue 4 – Decision-making rights and role 
for Local Government Commission
Councils generally hold all decision-making rights for both Māori wards and general wards. 
This is because councils are elected to make decisions on behalf of their communities. 

At the moment, if a council decides to create (or not create) Māori wards, this decision is final 
and cannot be appealed. 

Members of the public may appeal or object to a council’s final representation proposal on 
limited grounds (for example, if they don’t think their submission during public consultation 
was fairly considered, or they don’t like the changes made after public consultation). Members 
of the public cannot appeal or object to a council’s final representation proposal on the 
grounds that they do not want the council to have Māori wards. 

If there are appeals or objections to the final representation proposal, the Local Government 
Commission must decide what happens. The Local Government Commission has limited 
powers that can change how Māori wards are implemented, in the same way that it can change 
how general wards are implemented:

• The Local Government Commission can amend the total number of councillors to 
make representation more effective. This may change how many Māori ward councillor 
positions are available.

• The Local Government Commission can amend the names and boundaries of Māori wards 
where 2 or more Māori ward councillor positions are available.

• The Local Government Commission can require 2 or more Māori ward councillor positions 
to be elected from a single ward.

The Local Government Commission’s decisions can be appealed to the High Court only if there 
are concerns the process was not followed correctly.

Opportunity: People could be allowed to appeal or object to a council’s decision to create 
Māori wards. This could be the Local Government Commission or some other entity. If appeals 
or objections are allowed, this could provide for a “check and balance” on council decision-
making. However, the power for making the final decision would shift away from the council 
and local community. 

Questions for discussion

A) What role should the Local Government Commission have in relation to Māori wards?
• People can appeal a council’s decision to create / not to create Māori wards, and the 

Local Government Commission must decide
• No role and people cannot appeal a council’s decision to create / not to create Māori 

wards (the same as the current law)
• No role but people can appeal a council’s decision to create / not to create Māori wards 

to some other entity

B) If some other entity, then who should this be? 

C) Do you have any other comments about this issue? 
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Issue 5 – Discontinuance process and period in force
When representation arrangements change, it can be helpful for these to remain in place 
for more than one electoral cycle, so the community can get used to the changes over time. 
However, this means that there is limited ability to make further changes to representation 
arrangements in the short term even if these would be widely supported.

Representation arrangements might suit a community today, but in the future, the 
community’s needs might change. Clear processes need to be place for representation 
arrangements to change so that they can reflect how communities evolve over time. Clear 
processes improve certainty for councils and communities by ensuring that everyone can 
understand how representation arrangements are decided.

Currently, if a council establishes Māori wards for the first time, the Māori wards will stay in 
place until the council decides otherwise. The first opportunity for the council to reconsider 
is two elections after the creation of Māori wards. However, councils have advised that the 
process to discontinue Māori wards, and return to combined general and Māori representation, 
is not sufficiently clear. 

Councils’ general ward representation arrangements stay in place for 2 elections, but councils 
may optionally change their general ward representation arrangements after every election. 
There is a clear process for changing between ward-based and at-large representation systems.

Opportunity: The Government could make it clearer about how councils change Māori 
representation arrangements. This would give everyone certainty about how future decisions 
can be made and enable representation arrangements to reflect future communities. The 
requirement that Māori wards stay in place for 2 elections could be relaxed so that councils can 
change their minds after each election. This would enable communities who disagree with the 
council’s decision to advocate for change sooner, but changing the governance structure too 
often might cause confusion.  

Questions for discussion

A) What should a council be required to do if it wishes to no longer have any Māori wards?
• The council should be able to decide this on its own (the same as the current law)
• The council must consult with its community (the same as general wards)

B) How long should council decisions to create Māori wards stay in place?
• Until the council decides otherwise, but at least 2 elections  

(the same as the current law)
• Until the council decides otherwise, but at least 1 election and must be reviewed after  

2 elections (the same as general wards)
• 1 election only
• 2 elections only 

C) Do you have any other comments about this issue? 
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Issue 6 – Types of polls
Polls can help to measure community support for a proposal and inform council decisions. 
However, simple “Yes” / “No” polls can prevent minority voices from being heard. Community 
engagement can provide for more detailed feedback.

Binding polls on Māori wards have previously been described as an “almost insurmountable 
barrier” to improving Māori representation at local government. The Government has already 
decided that there will be no more binding polls on Māori wards. Councils may initiate 
non-binding polls on Māori wards, just like they can on any other topic relevant to local 
government.

Binding and non-binding polls can be held on general wards. This means that there is an 
inconsistency in which types of polls can be held for each type of ward. However, no council 
has ever held a binding poll on general wards and this ability could be removed to create 
consistency.

Opportunity: The inconsistency about which types of polls can be held for each type of ward 
could be fixed by removing the ability of councils to hold binding polls on general wards.

Questions for discussion

A) Should councils retain the ability to initiate binding polls on general wards?
• Yes (the same as the current law)
• No (the same as Māori wards)

B) Do you have any other comments about this issue? 

Next steps
Your feedback on each issue will determine how the law is improved.  
You can download a feedback form from the Department of Internal Affairs website at  
www.dia.govt.nz/maori-wards. You can also email your feedback to localelections@dia.govt.nz.

If you share your email address with us, we can send you updates about the outcome of the 
consultation including about any future law changes.

If any law changes are to be progressed, it is expected that these will need to be in place by the 
end of 2022 (in time for the new term of local government).

http://www.dia.govt.nz/maori-wards
http://localelections@dia.govt.nz
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