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Introduction and summary
This assessment of how climate change affects local government 
roles and responsibilities provided the foundation work for the 
development of the LGNZ 2050: Local Government Position on 
Climate Change¹. 

It catalogues the ways in which local government responsibilities 
may be impacted by a changing climate both from an emissions 
mitigation and climate change adaptation perspective, and identifies 
opportunities for local government to address climate change. 

This was developed through workshops with a technical advisory 
group of regional and territorial authority representatives 
and provides the first comprehensive overview of roles and 
responsibilities of local government that relate to climate change. 
This exercise highlighted that almost any local government role 
or responsibility is in some way affected by climate change or can 
impact on climate change outcomes. This is particularly true if 
councils are empowered to use new tools or incentives to respond 
to climate change, or where climate change alters the use or value of 
resources in the district or region. 

The impact of climate change is most prominent in areas where 
changes to the environment will either undermine the quality of 
decisions being made by local government (such as by creating 
investment uncertainty) or will increase the costs of providing local 
public services (such as by reducing the availability of resources used 
by the community or requiring more resilient local infrastructure). 

The pervasive impact of climate change on local government’s roles 
and responsibilities underscores the importance of sharing and 
collaboration, and reinforces the need for taking a whole of systems 
approach in responding to climate change.

Table 1.1 summarises where changes in the climate have been 
assessed as having a “definite” impact on local government roles and 
responsibilities. This was identified through the cataloguing exercise 
described in the second section of this document. 

Most of these roles either have the potential to impact on New 
Zealand’s emissions profile (mitigation), or have to factor in a 
changing climate (adaptation). 

Roles that set policies for resource use (acting as a resource consent 
authority and preparing the district plan) will have both mitigation 
and adaptation impacts.

¹ Draft LGNZ 2050: Local Government Position on Climate Change, October 2016.
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Role Mitigation Adaptation Why is this role important in the context of climate change?

Decision-making and the 
purpose of local government 
(Local Government Act)

  Allows impacts on the needs of current and future generations to be 
considered in decision-making. Longer-term, scenario based risk 
management decision-making will be needed. 

Provision of services (Local 
Government Act)

 Provides for consideration of the impacts of events (storms, flood, 
fire, storm surge) or slow onset changes in sea level rise on services 
provided by councils such as flood protection, water supply, waste 
services, transport networks, community facilities and amenities. 

Setting policies for resource use 
(Resource Management Act and 
subordinate policy statements)

  Provides an opportunity to set policies for resource use that help to 
mitigate and adapt to climate change. Council decision-making must 
have particular regard to the effects of climate change, the efficient 
use of energy and benefits of renewable energy. 

Preparing the district plan 
(Resource Management Act and 
subordinate policy statements)

  Allows operational rules and spatial plans to consider the impacts of 
climate change (adaptation) and to manage emissions (mitigation) 
while being consistent with regional policy statements. 

Spatial planning (legislated 
in Auckland only) (Local 
Government (Auckland Council) 
Act)

 Spatial plans will have to consider the effects of climate change on 
the suitability, location and type of houses, commercial premises and 
roads to construct. Likely to be adopted more widely in the future.

Preparing the regional 
land transport plan (Land 
Management Transport Act)

  Provides an opportunity to promote lower carbon and energy efficient 
transport options such as walking, cycling and public transport, 
and must take into account impacts of climate change on existing 
transport corridors (particularly coastal).

Developing waste management 
and minimisation plans (Waste 
Minimisation Act)

 Opportunity to reduce landfill emissions through the promotion of 
waste minimisation eg waste avoidance, recycling, composting and 
landfill gas collection.

Acting as consent authority 
(Resource Management Act)

 Councils can manage certain activities that exacerbate the effects of 
climate change or impose conditions to mitigate effects. 

Prepare and implement civil 
defence and emergency 
management plans (Civil 
Defence Emergency 
Management Act)

 Councils must understand, prepare for and respond to natural 
hazards that may be more frequent and severe because of climate 
change, placing additional management and financial burden on 
councils. 

Consenting new development 
(Building Act)

 Councils will need to consider greater risk of natural hazards 
when issuing building consents. Councils may also be liable for 
developments that increase exposure to natural hazards.

Table 1.1: Local government roles and responsibilities that are affected by climate change
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Cataloguing climate change responsibilities
This catalogue considers all local government roles that could be 
affected by climate change, and identifies which ones would be most 
affected. This was prepared by reviewing the legislation that creates 
responsibilities for local government that may be affected by climate 
change and workshopping with council representatives. 

Only the Resource Management Act mentions climate change 
expressly.  All the legislation discussed (Table 2.1) includes roles and 
responsibilities that are impacted by and can impact climate change. 

To fully reflect the broad activities carried out by local government, 
a limited number of roles that are not specified in legislation are 
also included. These were identified by workshop participants and 
include spatial plans and climate change response plans.

The following tables present these local government roles and 
responsibilities in three different categories as follows:

•	 Planning and policy

—— Setting policies for efficient and effective resource use 
(including land);

—— Promotion of cultural prosperity and recognition of 
indigenous rights and values;

—— Transport planning;

—— Making decisions on funding for local government services;

—— Biosecurity;

—— Civil defence and emergency response;

—— Waste management; and

—— Provision of infrastructure services.

•	 Assets and service delivery (including regulatory services)

—— Implementing planning rules;

—— Biosecurity and environmental stewardship; and

—— Civil defence and emergency response.

•	 Monitoring and enforcement

—— Monitoring resource use;

—— Promotion of public health; and

—— Marine transport, navigation and safety.

The extent to which climate change could impact on responsibilities 
is assessed and described using a four-point scale: definite, 
probable, possible, or unlikely, by asking two questions for each role:

•	 Mitigation. Do the decisions made by local government in this 
area have an impact on New Zealand’s emissions profile?

•	 Adaptation. Will the decisions made by local government in this 
area need to change to reflect the impacts of climate change?

A definite impact means that if the climate changes in ways that are 
expected; this will have definite impacts on council functions and 
responsibilities.

Local Government Act 2002 Rating Valuations Act 1998 Building Act 2004 

Local Government (Rating) Act 2002 Civil Defence Emergency Management Act 
2002

Forest and Rural Fires Act 1977 

Soil Conservation and Rivers Control Act 
1941

Resource Management Act 1991 Land Transport Management Act 2003 

Transport Act 1962 Land Drainage Act 1908 Waste Minimisation Act 2008

Health Act 1956 Maritime Transport Act 1994 River Boards Act 1908

Biosecurity Act 1993 Local Government (Auckland Council) Act 
2009

Housing Accords and Special Housing Areas 
Act 2013 

Table 2.1: Legislation that sets roles and responsibilities for local government 
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We are.

Ashburton.
Auckland.
Bay of Plenty.
Buller.
Canterbury.
Carterton.
Central
Hawke’s Bay.
Central Otago.
Chatham Islands.
Christchurch.
Clutha.
Dunedin.
Far North.

Gisborne.
Gore.
Greater Wellington.
Grey.
Hamilton.
Hastings.
Hauraki.
Hawke’s Bay  
Region.
Horizons.
Horowhenua.
Hurunui.
Hutt City.
Invercargill.

Kaikoura.
Kaipara.
Kapiti Coast.
Kawerau.
Mackenzie.
Manawatu.
Marlborough.
Masterton.
Matamata-Piako.
Napier.
Nelson.
New Plymouth.
Northland.
Opotiki.

Otago.
Otorohanga.
Palmerston North.
Porirua.
Queenstown- 
Lakes.
Rangitikei.
Rotorua Lakes.
Ruapehu.
Selwyn.
South Taranaki.
South Waikato.
South Wairarapa.
Southland District.

Southland Region.
Stratford.
Taranaki.
Tararua.
Tasman.
Taupo.
Tauranga.
Thames- 
Coromandel.
Timaru.
Upper Hutt.
Waikato District.
Waikato Region.
Waimakariri.

Waimate.
Waipa.
Wairoa.
Waitaki.
Waitomo.
Wellington.
West Coast.
Western Bay  
of Plenty.
Westland.
Whakatane.
Whanganui.
Whangarei.


