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This is not new thinking …

…the inhabitants themselves are best qualified, as well by their more intimate 

knowledge of local affairs, as by their direct interest therein, to provide for the wants 

and needs of their respective settlements. … The central Government would thus be 

deprived of the power of partiality in its legislation; it would be relieved from the 

necessity of much petty legislation; 

(NZ Legislative Council, Wednesday, December 29, 1841)
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The current model is faltering

There is a growing feeling … that the nation state is not 
necessarily the best scale on which to run our affairs.  We 
must manage vital matters like food supply and climate on a 
global scale … 

At a smaller scale, city and regional administrations serve 
people better than national governments.

- New Scientist 2014
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Impact on innovation

Britain is the prisoner of a cult of centralised government that 
was created in the age of mass production but is increasingly 
irrelevant in the age of tailoring and customisation. 

This cult is killing innovation.

- The Economist, 29 April 2017
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Need for new models

Cities and other localities can craft and deliver better solutions 
to hard challenges since they match problem solving to the way 
the world works:

“…integrated, holistic, and entrepreneurial, rather than 
compartmentalised and bureaucratic”

- Bruce Katz & Jeremy Nowak, “The New Localism”
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Localism: NZ’s lost legacy
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Just how centralised are we?

Country
Central govt’s share of 
public expenditure

New Zealand 88%

UK 72%

Ireland 72%

Iceland 55%

Greece 54%

USA 54%

Korea 41%

Denmark 31%

Finland 29%

Germany 19%

Switzerland 13%

OECD Average 46% 8



Fiscal decentralisation and GDP per capita

LGNZ using OECD data
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Centralist NZ
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Localism keeps housing markets stable
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The role of the “well-beings”
> For the well-beings to be effective as a “purpose” for local government they 

must have real-world meaning

> The four well-beings should be outcomes on which the people should judge 
local governance – performance will be transparent and consequences real

> Implies that there may be different weightings and focus from area to area

> A localist model must have commensurate revenue powers to drive 
incentives to deliver

> Councils that do not achieve aspects of the well-beings risk revenue leakage 
to better performing districts – direct accountability for performance

> Taxation targets that can move and which respond to positive and negative 
incentives are inherently better than taxation targets that cannot move

> Competition grows the pie and improves performance – it will make the well-
beings real and meaningful
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The current “Direction of Travel”

> Proposed centralisation of polytechnic and vocational training 
sector

> Review of “Tomorrow’s Schools” that appears to reverse community 
governance

> Proposed mandatory creation of amalgamated 3 Waters companies 
stripping communities of decision-rights and eroding property rights

> National centralised UDA with power to override council planning 
decisions on which the community has been consulted

> Unilaterally ending oil and gas exploration in Taranaki

> Centralisation of transport decision-making

> Conferral on EPA of regulatory power in addition to regional and 
unitary councils
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A more vibrant democracy

“...if democracy is to do with self government, the control of 
one’s own life and environment, then the most important 
area of control is the most immediate environment, the 
locality in which one lives.  Home and neighbourhood should 
take precedence over the wider and more remote units of 
region, state or nation.”

- Prof. Richard Mulgan, Australian National University 
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Changing the paradigm

The solution to addressing the challenge of centralism is to:

“bring power close to ordinary people, partly by vesting more of 
it in local institution that citizens can really influence, but also 
engaging citizens themselves in everything from healthcare to 
housing.” Taking Power Back by Simon Parker, 2015.
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Project Timeline

> Reference Group established

• Craig Stobo (Chair)

> Position paper well advanced

> Symposium held on 28 February 2019

> Launch of formal position at 2019 LGNZ Conference

> Contribution to Productivity Commission work

> Target 2020 election issue

16




