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Our three biggest environmental challenges

• Climate change
Zero Carbon Bill passed
Climate Change Commission in place

• Biodiversity
Predator control funding 
Wilding pines and wallaby controls in 
Budget

• Freshwater
Today’s announcement

If New Zealand, with all its advantages can’t overcome these problems, then who can?





Managing all of our waterways

• Waterways in urban, farming, and forestry areas 
are polluted by contaminants

• Sources of pollutants are sediment, nutrient, 
heavy metals, and pathogens

• The same water quality standards apply in urban 
and rural areas

• This freshwater package will be progressed 
alongside a wider reform of our Three Waters 
system (drinking water, wastewater and 
stormwater)

• Urban centres are investing in upgrading their 
water systems – e.g. Auckland city is bringing 
forward nearly $1 billion of investment to stop 
storm water overflowing into the harbour and 
contaminating beaches.
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Our freshwater promises

• Stop further degradation
• Show material improvements within 

five years 
• Reverse past damage within a 

generation so that all of New Zealand’s 
waterways are in a healthy state.

All New Zealanders should be able to swim in their local river without fear of getting sick 



Freshwater reform process
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Strong support for improvement
• 17,500+ written submissions

• Submitters strongly supported the Government’s 
goal of improving freshwater quality

• There were different views on how to achieve that. 
Many in the rural community called for voluntary, 
ground-up approaches

• Many other stakeholders, Māori, and some farming 
leaders and companies, said this had not worked and 
we needed stronger regulation

• There was strong support for ‘enforceable limits’ 
particularly from environmental non-government 
organisations (NGOs) and Māori, linked to the need 
for measures to assist councils

• Widespread support for Te Mana o te Wai as a 
framework.



Prioritising how we use our freshwater

• Te Mana o te Wai provides the guiding 
principles and a hierarchy of obligations

• Sustaining the health of water bodies 
before providing for essential human 
health needs, and then to commercial 
uses. 
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Instruments for change

• RMA – a new process for making regional freshwater plans
• New NES – holding the line
• New NPS – new bottom lines (attributes)
• Stock exclusion and water take measurement regulations
• Mandatory and enforceable farm plans.



• A compulsory planning process for all regional policy statements / plans that 
implement the 2020 Freshwater NPS or otherwise relate to freshwater

• Councils will still develop plan content in conjunction with communities and iwi but 
they must notify plans by 31 December 2024 (changed from 2023 to provide more 
time) and make final decisions within two years of notification

• Regional freshwater hearings panels will be established with enhanced hearings 
powers, made up of expert freshwater commissioners, council and tangata whenua 
nominees

• A Chief Freshwater Commissioner (an Environment Court Judge or retired 
Environment Court Judge) to oversee the process 

• The freshwater hearing panels must make recommendations and the council makes 
final decisions on those recommendations 

• Submitter appeal rights to the Environment Court are available where the council 
decision differs from the panel’s recommendations - otherwise an appeal to the High 
Court is available on points of law.

RMA –
new process for making regional water plans
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New NES – holding the line

• Wetland and stream protection

• Interim intensification provisions -
controlling quantity of intensification

• Controlling quantity and quality of 
risky practices (e.g. winter grazing and 
feedlots)

• Standards and requirements to 
provide for fish passage.



New NPS – holding the line and working 
towards outcomes over the longer term 
• A suite of new attributes (eg, for sediment and macroinvertebrates (MCI)) to improve 

how ecosystem health is measured and managed. Councils will have to develop action 
plans and/or set limits on resource use to achieve these attributes 

• New bottom lines for some of these attributes specify minimum standards, including a 
strengthened bottom line for nitrate toxicity, to provide better protection from nitrogen 
toxicity for 95 per cent of freshwater species (fish and macroinvertebrates), up from 80 
per cent under the previous national policy statement, and a new bottom line for E. coli
at swimming sites during the bathing season

• Avoiding further loss and degradation of streams and wetlands
• Benefits for native fish species, as well as valued introduced species such as trout and 

salmon, by improving the way we manage the habitat of these species, the quality of 
water they live in, and their access to and from the sea

• A total overhaul, including improved structure and drafting of the existing direction in 
the NPS-FM.
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Mandatory and enforceable Farm Plans
• Regional councils and farming groups want mandatory farm plans
• Freshwater modules of Farm Plans (FW-FPs) document the actions farmers and 

growers will take to reduce risks and mitigate impacts their businesses have on 
freshwater environments

• They enable tailored actions for each farm e.g. critical source areas for sediment, or 
rules for winter grazing

• Mandatory and enforceable FW-FPs will be enabled through the Resource 
Management Amendment Bill 2019

• FW-FPs will be the first component of what could be multi-module farm plans

• Roll out of FW-FPs will start in the areas of most need first 
• Once FW-FPs are put in place some of the interim regulatory interventions under the 

NES will no longer be required.
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Stock exclusion
• Setback to be a minimum of 3m at any 

point
• Existing permanent fences remain in 

place (subject to freshwater farm plans)

• Dairy cattle and pigs must be excluded 
by 1 July 2023; beef cattle, dairy support 
cattle and deer by 1 July 2025

• Sheep remain excluded from the 
provisions

• Some of the proposed stock exclusion 
requirements in hill country will be 
managed through freshwater farm plans 
rather than national regulations.



Water-take measurement

• Amendments to the regulation requiring 
water takes to be measured

• All people taking water from aquifers, 
rivers and lakes must provide electronic 
records to councils daily

• Those taking more than 20 litres per 
second have two years to comply, others 
have up to six years.



Reducing excess Nitrogen in our waterways

• Dissolved Inorganic Nitrogen (DIN) - not progressing a bottom line for 
DIN at the moment, but specifying that levels will have to be 
maintained or improved, and increasing oversight of councils’ 
implementation of requirements

• Toxicity - Applying stricter limits on nitrogen toxicity attributes and 
setting national maximum allowable levels (bottom lines) to provide 
better protection from nitrogen toxicity for 95 per cent of freshwater 
species (fish and macroinvertebrates), up from 80 per cent under the 
previous national policy statement

• Input controls – introducing a national synthetic nitrogen-fertiliser cap 
of 190kg N/ha/year for all pastoral farms in New Zealand. Dairy 
farmers to report annually to councils the weight of nitrogen applied 
per hectare. Agencies will collect and report information on annual 
usage of synthetic nitrogen fertiliser applied across New Zealand 
annually 

• Nitrates in drinking water - a Ministry of Health-led taskforce is 
assessing whether more research is needed into links between nitrate 
levels and human health impacts and is due to report later this year.

0

50000

100000

150000

200000

250000

300000

350000

400000

450000

500000

19
90

19
91

19
92

19
93

19
94

19
95

19
96

19
97

19
98

19
99

20
00

20
01

20
02

20
03

20
04

20
05

20
06

20
07

20
08

20
09

20
10

20
11

20
12

20
13

20
14

20
15

20
16

20
17

20
18

Synthetic Nitrogen Fertiliser (tonnes N)

Seven fold increase in use since 1990



Swimming at local swimming spots

• All New Zealanders should be able to swim in their 
local river without fear of getting sick

• We are introducing a new attribute and national 
bottom line for E. coli that is applicable at 
swimming sites during the bathing season

• This change would mean efforts to improve E. coli 
will be increased for swimming sites.



Managing urban waterways
• The proposed changes to the Freshwater Management 

system apply in all areas – urban and rural

• Rules will prevent further loss of wetlands and stream 
habitat

• A suite of new attributes (eg, for sediment and 
macroinvertebrates (MCI)) will improve how ecosystem 
health is measured and managed

• The rules around wetlands, streams, and sediment are 
likely to have an impact on the way that urban 
development is managed. However, they also provide an 
opportunity for increased amenity value, flood mitigation, 
and improved stormwater management

• This package will be progressed alongside a wider reform 
of our Three Waters system (drinking water, wastewater 
and stormwater).
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• Significant amount of environmental and 
economic analysis of the package

• Eleven reports prior to consultation, and a 
further 22 to inform final decisions – working 
with New Zealand’s leading research 
institutes, universities, and private sector 
firms

• Changes made to the package since 
consultation have reduced the costs of the 
package by an estimated $3.4 billion (PV)

• Net benefits (benefits minus costs) estimated  
at $193 million per annum over 30 years 
($3.8 billion Present Value, PV).  

Impacts of the package



Investing in action
• 2019 – at risk catchments, Sustainable Land Use Budget package
• 2020 – more than $700 million directed at freshwater (including $100m for fencing, riparian 

planting and stock water reticulation); $367m for further on-farm action

• Accessible through primary sector groups, iwi, catchment groups, and councils.
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Healthy waterways within a generation
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