Head Start pathway explainer

Summary

The Government has announced the outcome of consultation on its Simplifying Local Government
proposal. There are many substantive changes to the original proposal released in November 2025.

The centrepiece of the announcement is the new Head Start pathway — a voluntary process by
which two or more territorial authorities can propose amalgamation into one or more unitary
authorities. Council proposals are due by 9 August 2026 so that the detail of reorganisation
proposals can be worked out and passed in bespoke legislation in advance of the October 2028 local
elections.

If territorial authorities are not part of the voluntary Head Start pathway, then they will be subject to
a compulsory reorganisation process. This backstop process will formally apply from the 2028 local
elections but many of the key decisions on how this backstop process works will be made in 2027.

All regional councillors will stay on till October 2028, but there will not be any regional councillors
elected in the October 2028 elections.

Combined Territories Boards (CTBs) are no longer part of the proposal, but a version of them (to be
determined in 2027) will take over regional council governance functions from October 2028 in areas
that are subject to the backstop.

What are the key elements of the new Head Start pathway?

The Head Start pathway will establish new unitary authorities that will be elected at the October
2028 local elections. Proposals for these new unitary authorities must be submitted to the
government by 9 August — in three months’ time.

Who can submit a proposal to the Government?

Proposals must be submitted by groups of territorial authorities, not individual councils acting alone.
To be eligible:

e A proposal must come from two or more territorial authorities (city or district councils).
e The group must either:
o represent a majority of the territorial authorities directly affected, or
o represent a majority of the population in the affected area.
e Regional councils cannot submit proposals.
e Existing unitary authorities (except Auckland Council) can be part of a proposal.

Proposals can:

e Cover all or part of a region.
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e Include neighbouring councils from different regions (where it makes sense).

e Proposals are encouraged to just be one unitary council per region, but if the region is large
and has more complex issues, then a proposal for up to three unitary authorities in a region
will be considered.

What criteria will proposals be assessed against?

All proposals will be assessed against the criteria below, before decisions are made by Cabinet.

Criteria

Deliverability

Supports the new
planning system

Simpler local
governance

Economies of scale

Maintains a strong
local voice

Details of criteria

The proposal is realistic and can be implemented in a timely way
It can be in place by, or soon after, the 2028 local elections

It will help councils deliver the new planning system

It avoids disrupting important work like spatial planning,
environmental planning, and infrastructure delivery

It reduces duplication and complexity

It improves how decisions are made across the region

It enables more efficient delivery of services

It supports better infrastructure planning and investment

It enables effective delivery of key functions like transport,
catchment management

Communities continue to be represented fairly.
Local decision-making is preserved where it matters

Urban and rural interests are balanced

The initial proposal had the Local Government Commission as the assessor, however, Head Start
proposals will be reviewed by the new Ministry of Cities, Environment, Regions and Transport

(MCERT) officials.

What happens to proposals after the 9 August deadline?

e MCERT Officials will carry out a rapid assessment of proposals.
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e Ministers will recommend which proposals should proceed.

e Cabinet will agree in principle which proposals move forward to detailed design.

e  MCERT will work with relevant territorial authorities on this detailed design.

e Final Government decisions are expected in 2027, with government legislation passed
through Parliament in late 2027/early 2028.

What will this mean for councils in the Head Start process

There will not be legislation until the end of the Head Start process, so these councils will still be
required to comply with their legal obligations, even when these may be superseded such as
representation reviews.

Councils will also be required to comply with their Local Government Act requirements when making
decisions in this process.

What is the backstop process?

There are some big gaps here still to be decided by Government during the next parliamentary term.
We have this information:

e If councils choose not to use the Head Start pathway, or aren’t ready to, the Government
would step in to ensure reform still happens through a backstop process that would formally
begin after the 2028 local elections.

e Under the backstop, the Government would set a standard approach to reorganising all
those territorial authorities that were not part of the Head Start pathway.

e During the transition period following the 2028 local elections, regional council governance
would be exercised by an interim body, with the precise model to be confirmed in 2027.

e Legislation for the backstop would be enacted before nominations open for the 2028 local
elections. This would ensure candidates understand any new roles and responsibilities, and
electors could vote with clarity.

What happened to the rapid review of regional council functions?

A rapid review of regional council functions was completed to help guide councils during
reorganisation planning. It was intended to identify functions that could potentially be centralised or
ceased.

The review concluded that most regional council functions are still best delivered at a regional or
local scale. There are some areas where centralisation is being considered as part of existing work
programmes. Specifically, a national regulator for compliance and enforcement is being considered
as part of the new planning system.
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