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Introduction/Context 
An initial evidence base for the Waikato Spatial Plan was completed in 2013 (Phase 1).  
This suite of documents included: Demographic projections for the region; an 
Infrastructure inventory; and reports on the four well beings (Environmental, Economic, 
Social & Cultural).  Headline strengths, challenges and opportunities were identified from 
this evidence as the basis for developing the Waikato Spatial Plan.  
 
A number of new information sources have been identified since the completion of Phase 
1 necessitating an update of the evidence to ensure that the original conclusions are still 
accurate and relevant. 
 
This has meant a series of short ‘Addendum’ reports for each of the original reports listed 
above, as well as a new short report titled “Regional Connectivity”. 

 

Evidence Update 
Phase 1 Summary 
The Phase 1 report summarised the key determinants for environmental wellbeing for the 
Waikato Spatial Plan as: 
 

·  Rural Environment 
·  Solid Waste 
·  Land, water and soil 
·  Biodiversity 
·  Climate and air 
·  Energy Resources 
·  Coastal and marine environments 
·  Minerals 
·  Environmental attitudes and kaitiakitanga 

 

The Environmental Wellbeing report stated that through the use of natural and physical 
resources we provide for the necessities of life as well as the comforts and pleasures that 
come with prosperity. In order to remain prosperous and healthy we need continued 
access to a healthy environment. We need to ensure that ecosystems can continue to 
provide us with the services that we rely on, such as healthy soils to grow food, clean 
water for drinking and to service our agriculture and other industries, wetlands to provide 
flood protection and water purification, clean air to breathe and so on. 

However, environmental monitoring has shown that the way in which we are using our 
resources is contributing strongly to their decline and that in some cases the effects on the 
resources may result in lost opportunities or limit the uses that are available in the future. 

The summary of the Phase 1 evidence indicated the following strengths, challenges and 
opportunities for environmental wellbeing in the Waikato: 
  



 

Waikato Environmental Wellbeing 

Strengths Challenges 

�  Good quality soils – the soils of the Waikato 
are generally versatile and some of the best 
quality nationally.  

�  Climate – the region has a mild climate that 
supports the high levels of primary 
production within the region.  

�  Renewable electricity resources – the region 
is rich in renewable electricity resources 
including hydro-generation and geothermal 
generation.  

�  Freshwater – in national and global terms 
the Waikato Region has generally a good 
and steady supply of freshwater.  

�  An extensive and varied coastal 
environment. �

�  Declining health of fresh water bodies - 
particularly in terms of nutrient 
concentrations and health for aquatic 
organisms.  

�  Loss of biodiversity – the Waikato has seen 
considerable biodiversity loss and although 
the rate of loss has slowed biodiversity is still 
in decline.  

�  Availability of water - Competition for water 
will be a future issue. A significant proportion 
of the region’s surface water resources are 
fully allocated meaning that there is little 
available for additional users.  

�  Health of rural soils – Although the soils of 
the Waikato are generally of good quality, 
they are declining in quality.  

�  Contamination of rural soils – in some parts 
of the region cadmium is accumulating in 
rural soils. This has the potential to limit 
future uses of these soils.  

�  Effects of climate change – the projected 
effects of climate change on the Waikato 
may see changes in the region’s climate 
which could impact on the community’s 
ability to provide for their wellbeing. In 
addition the effects of climate change could 
exacerbate existing environmental 
challenges such as natural hazards and loss 
of biodiversity.��

Opportunities for the Waikato Spatial Plan 

�  Improving collaboration amongst relevant agencies to improve our knowledge of resources including 
the coastal and marine areas, natural hazards and biodiversity.  

�  Ensuring that economic growth is joined up with the environmental limits of the regions natural 
resources and considered in conjunction with our desired objectives for the regions natural resources.  

�  Taking an ecosystem services approach to describing the impact that our activities are having on our 
resources. This may aid in the making of decisions that affect both our economy and our 
environment.  

�  Provide for consideration of the cumulative effects of land use decisions on natural resources.  

 

Have there been any significant changes to the evid ence 
since the completion of Phase 1? 
The significant changes since the Phase 1 evidence base report was completed are as 
follows: 

 
Healthy rivers project 

The Healthy Rivers project1 (Wai Ora: He Rautaki Whakapaipai) aims to change the 
regional plan to help restore and protect the health of the Waikato and Waipa rivers. This 
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plan change is in relation to four contaminants: Nitrogen, Phosphorus, Sediment, and 
Microbes.  This project is generating a lot of new information; however the majority of that 
information is not publicly available at this time.  From what information has been 
published – for example, the report “Evaluation of policies for water quality improvement in 
the Upper Waikato catchment”, we can conclude that to achieve the project’s objectives, 
there needs to be significant land use change in the catchments of these rivers.  Of 
particular relevance to the Waikato Plan, Work is continuing in New Zealand to better 
match land use to land suitability. New modelling work in the Waikato shows that in terms 
of land use capability some dairy farming areas should be retired or used for less intensive 
land uses, and other areas that are farmed for sheep and beef that could be converted to 
dairying. 

 

Development and articulation of Iwi environmental p riorities 

The Waikato region is home to the second highest M� ori population in New Zealand. A 
number of Treaty of Waitangi negotiations are settled or are underway with the Crown.  
Whilst a number of these settlements were achieved prior to development of the phase 
one report, since that time Iwi Authorities within the Region have been further developing 
their thinking in regards to their environmental priorities and their expectations in regards 
to environmental management. The Healthy Rivers Project has been one avenue for this 
and in addition several iwi environmental management plans have been developed, 
reviewed or are in progress2.  Local Authorities have a legislative obligation to take these 
management plans into account during their Resource Management Act processes.  
These documents provide clear direction in regards to iwi expectations for environmental 
improvement in the Waikato Region.  

 

Land use change and impacts - New reports from Waik ato Regional Council 

Recent updates to WRC’s rural-residential subdivision indicator shows that the number of 
rural-residential subdivisions in the region has jumped significantly since 20063. 

Analysis4 of pine to pasture conversion shows how conversions are continuing at pace in 
the Region. The following table is based on information produced in 2015, illustrates this. 

 

Pine to Pasture Conversion; Waikato Catchments (hecta res) 

Catchment 2001-2008 2008-2012 

&�����'�������(������)��������*��+� �� ,-�� �� .--�

'�������/�����('�����0��
���
�+� �� �1�� �� -�#�

In a 2014 report it was found that only 7% of the nitrogen and 18% of the phosphorus that 
was carried by the Waikato and Waipa rivers was from direct point source discharges.  
Diffuse agricultural sources in the rivers’ catchments are likely to have contributed 61% of 
the combined mass flow of nitrogen and 45% of the phosphorus (with natural sources 
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contributing the remaining proportions5).  These diffuse contributors can only be 
addressed by looking at land use activities and their management. 

In addition, research undertaken in 20146 found that: 
�  Dairy cows in the Waikato produce nitrogen equivalent to 37 million people 
�  Dairy cows in the Waikato produce Biochemical Oxygen Demand waste equivalent to 

over 30 million people 
�  Between 2008 and 2013, dairy cow numbers in the Waikato increased by 120,000. 

In summary, we are seeing a continued growth in the extent of pastoral farming within the 
Region and continued intensification of dairy cows per hectare.  This continued growth will 
exacerbate current concerns in regards to nutrients in water bodies and the use of water.  

 

National Policy Statement for Freshwater Management  - Case law 

The National Policy Statement for Freshwater Management (NPSFM) was in place during 
the development of Phase One information, but was not well tested through the 
Environment Court.  The NPSFM requires that overall freshwater quality within a region 
must be maintained or improved.  This was tested in Ngati Kahunganu Iwi Inc v Hawke’s 
Bay Regional Council [2015]7, where the Court considered whether the NPSFM allows for 
Councils’ to contemplate degradation of a particular water course provided that quality is 
overall maintained or enhanced across a region.  In short, the Court held that this type of 
‘unders and overs’ approach is not permissible.  This has implications for land use across 
the Waikato Region in that intensification or changes in land use in areas of acceptable or 
good water quality cannot be permitted if that would lead to degradation of a particular 
water course. 

 

New biodiversity initiatives 

The Waikato Regional Policy Statement implementation agreements8 have highlighted that 
biodiversity is a priority issue for the Regional Council and many territorial authorities. 
Agreements with a number of territorial authorities have been reached to create Local 
Indigenous Biodiversity Strategies (LIBS). LIBS will provide a regional-scale ecological 
restoration framework that connects up the numerous ecological projects that are already 
going on and stitch them all together. LIBS are as much about increasing wellbeing, 
employment and education opportunities, reducing health costs, and providing for 
kaitiakitanga, as it is about enhancing biodiversity. 
 
Increasingly economists are identifying non-market benefits and costs. One example is the 
MfE study “Our clean green image: What’s it worth”. The study noted in terms of the dairy 
industry “If New Zealand’s environment was perceived as being degraded, on average the 
consumers surveyed would purchase 54% less consumer products” (estimated annual 
loss NZ$241-569 million (in 2001 $)). The study also noted that under worsened 
environmental perceptions, tourists in New Zealand would alter their stay by an average 
of, for example, 48% (Australia), 79% (Japan), 77% (Korea), estimated annual loss 
NZ$530 – 938 million (in 2001 $).  A recently published paper (April 2015) estimates the 
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costs of adverse environmental effects (e.g. loss of recreational opportunities) and clean-
up costs of New Zealand dairy farming, costs that are generally borne by society rather 
than industry. It revealed that, for the worst case scenario, the costs to society of dairy 
farming are approximately equal to the export revenue and gross domestic product (GDP). 
The authors say the solution is to prevent pollution rather than try and clean it up 
afterwards; farmers can reduce their nutrient losses at a far lower cost than the price to 
remove nutrients once they reach freshwater. 
 

Environmental Evidence 

Significant Changes What this means 

The Phase 1 Environmental 
Evidence Base correctly identified the 
key information important to 
understand the environmental issues 
in the region. However, since the 
Evidence Base was prepared, our 
understanding of the environmental 
issues has continued to evolve 
through the changes identified above.  

�  We need to focus on land use change in order to address water 
quality issues – we need to change from talking about the 
‘problem of water quality’ to the ‘problem of land use’. Business as 
usual land use is no longer acceptable, spatial planning is about 
optimising land use and economic activities. 

�  An integrated approach to land use issues that focuses on 
multiple benefits (economic, social/cultural, soil health, 
biodiversity, carbon storage, water quality etc) is likely to provide 
optimal outcomes from efforts. 

�  The issue is increasingly about the potential for farming in the 
Waikato to remain viable and prosperous into the future by taking 
into account market and non-market values. It is clear that 
business-as-usual land use practices will not meet the new 
requirements of the NPSFW, the Vision and Strategy for the 
Waikato River, aspirations of iwi, the Healthy Rivers project, 
recent case law directions and so on. In addition, continuing 
decline in soil quality, continuing subdivision of high quality soil for 
housing and lifestyle blocks, climate change, difficult economic 
conditions for New Zealand farmers, and increasing costs to 
society (externalities) all combine to signal that there needs to be 
a good discussion in the Waikato about how farming can be 
sustained into the future, in a way that is economically successful 
and significantly less environmentally damaging. 

New work on Local Indigenous 
Biodiversity Strategies �  The Region and its territorial authorities have made a good start to 

improving ecological connections between areas of indigenous 
biodiversity. The Waikato Plan should support this as something 
that is going in the right direction. It could for example provide a 
regional picture of how biodiversity connections could eventually 
be optimised.  

�  Most benefit occurs when biodiversity improvements are linked to 
other benefits, such as improved water quality, reduced erosion, 
carbon storage, stock shelter, recreational and cultural benefits as 
well as economic opportunities (e.g. eco-tourism).  

 

Does this new information change the conclusions fr om 
Phase 1? 
The new information does not materially change the conclusions reached in the Waikato 
Plan Phase 1 evidence base.  However, it does allow us to sharpen our focus to the core 
challenges and topics that greater collaboration through the Waikato Plan could add real 
value. 

 

  



Revised Strengths, Challenges and Opportunities 

Waikato Economic Wellbeing 

Strengths Challenges  

�  Good quality soils – the soils of the Waikato 
are generally versatile and some of the best 
quality nationally.  

�  Climate – the region has a mild climate that 
supports the high levels of primary 
production within the region.  

�  Renewable electricity resources – the region 
is rich in renewable electricity resources 
including hydro-generation and geothermal 
generation.  

�  Freshwater – in national and global terms 
the Waikato Region has generally a good 
and steady supply of freshwater.  

�  An extensive and varied coastal 
environment. 

�  A lot of work is occurring in the Waikato 
region to improve biodiversity and 
environmental quality. 

 

�  Current  pastoral  land use is  resulting in 
environmental damage, including 
declining soil and water quality. Such 
damage is no longer acceptable . Declining 
health of fresh water bodies - particularly in 
terms of nutrient concentrations and health 
for aquatic organisms  

�  Loss of biodiversity – the Waikato has seen 
considerable biodiversity loss and although 
the rate of loss has slowed biodiversity is still 
in decline.  

�  Availability of water - Competition for water 
will be a future issue. A significant proportion 
of the region’s surface water resources are 
fully allocated meaning that there is little 
available for additional users.  

�  Health of rural soils – Although the soils of 
the Waikato are generally of good quality, 
they are declining in quality.  

�  Contamination of rural soils – in some parts 
of the region cadmium is accumulating in 
rural soils. This has the potential to limit 
future uses of these soils.  

�  Effects of climate change – the projected 
effects of climate change on the Waikato 
may see changes in the region’s climate 
which could impact on the community’s 
ability to provide for their wellbeing. In 
addition the effects of climate change could 
exacerbate existing environmental 
challenges such as natural hazards and loss 
of biodiversity 

Opportunities for the Waikato Spatial Plan 

�  Improving collaboration amongst relevant agencies to improve our knowledge of resources including the 
coastal and marine areas, natural hazards and biodiversity.  

�  Ensuring that economic growth is joined up with the environmental limits of the regions natural resources 
and considered in conjunction with our desired objectives for the regions natural resources.  

�  Taking an ecosystem services approach to describing the impact that our activities are having on our 
resources. This may aid in the making of decisions that affect both our economy and our environment. 

�  Provide for consideration of the cumulative effects of land use decisions on natural resources. 
�  Provide regional coordination of the many initiative s underway in the region for rebuilding the 

region’s biodiversity, and aim for multiple co-bene fits in addition to biodiversity. 
�  Undertaking work to better understand the mismatch between land use and land suitability, and to 

better understand the options to achieve better ali gnment of land use and land use capability. 
�  Support a holistic and collaborative approach by cou ncils, iwi and stakeholders to land and water 

management that seeks multiple benefits. 
�  Develop a collaborative approach that ensures Waika to farming can be economically and 

environmentally successful into the future. 
�  Identify the ‘full’ costs and benefits of activitie s and future developments, including non-market 

values. ����

 

 


