
The Government’s water reforms may not be going to plan
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ANALYSIS: Running the tap and flushing the toilet was always going to cost more in the coming years.

As the country gets to grip with decades of underinvestment in water infrastructure, and as prolonged boil water notices and poor

condition pipes and wastewater plants are clamped down on, the bill was always going to arrive on the homeowner’s doorstep.

Tuesday, August 19, 2025 Subscribe Log In

NEWS POLITICS BUSINESS OPINION AUCKLAND LIFE SPORT PUZZLES SUNDAY STAR-TIMES REGIONS

Sign in to thepost.co.nz with Google

1 more account

Dave Stewart

dextermods@gmail.com

The Fuzztards

thefuzztards@gmail.com

https://www.thepost.co.nz/
https://www.thepost.co.nz/
https://www.thepost.co.nz/nz-news
https://www.thepost.co.nz/politics
https://www.thepost.co.nz/business
https://www.thepost.co.nz/opinion
https://www.thepost.co.nz/post-auckland
https://www.thepost.co.nz/life-culture
https://www.thepost.co.nz/sport
https://www.thepost.co.nz/puzzles
https://www.thepost.co.nz/sunday-star-times


But now the potential cost of this water bill is being unearthed. And with it, the political risk facing the Government will also be

exposed in the coming months.

On Saturday, The Post reported on the details of Water Service Delivery Plans being produced by councils across the country,

which outline both the cost of capital investment in water in the coming decade, and the prospective cost to the ratepayer.

The estimates are blunt, distilled into the possible cost for an average connection. It might be that such figures exceed what the

majority of households actually see. But the trajectory is clear: the cost of water is going up.

On average, according to these plans, water bills in Christchurch are expected to increase by $900 a year. In Hamilton, it’s $1700.

In Nelson, $750. In Dunedin, a $1200 lift. In Selwyn, $1800. In Wellington, bills could rise from $2100 to $4800.

https://www.thepost.co.nz/politics/360791194/surging-cost-water-services-begins-become-clear-across-new-zealand


There is reason to believe that water is going to cost more under this scheme than Labour’s hypothesised and repealed Three

Waters model, and more than National planned when it drew up its Local Water Done Well reforms.

At their core, both Labour’s and National’s policies hoped for a similar outcome: region-sized water entities drawing on

reasonably priced debt to provide quality water services at a scale that allowed for efficiencies.

Labour sought to achieve this by taking water infrastructure from councils and have them choose professionals to run new super-

sized water entities, which in theory would have the revenue-gathering heft to go to market and acquire the necessary debt to

Local Government Minister Simon Watts says the majority of councils will be creating a regional water entity under the Local Water Done Well policy, as a September
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fund infrastructure repair and renewal.

National has let councils keep control and decision-making, encouraged them to work with neighbours to form super-sized water

entities, and enabled them to acquire the necessary debt to fund infrastructure repair and renewal from the Local Government

Funding Agency, conditional on the size of the water service provider established.

The Government has spent 18 months erecting this scheme and cajoling councils into meeting its terms.

But as a September 3 deadline for councils to produce their plans to the Government nears, there are early signs the policy has

not worked out quite as National might have hoped.

There is a straightforward sum: asking councils to work with their neighbours looks to be producing more than 40 water entities

across the country. The Labour model proposed 10.

Regional entities in Taranaki, South Canterbury, and Western Bay of Plenty have fallen over. The fewer councils in a water entity,

the fewer connections it can draw revenue from, the less favourable the debt it can raise.

Asking councils to work with their neighbours looks to be producing more than 40 water entities across the country.
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Many councils will be delivering water services “in-house”, also limiting their debt-borrowing capacity.

Already the Department of Internal Affairs has sent letters to six councils asking they reconsider going it alone, and join with their

neighbours.

But with the September 3 deadline approaching, the Government may instead be reaching for the stick.

Local Government Minister Simon Watts can appoint Crown facilitators or specialists to push councils towards forging regional

entities.

This may mean the Government finds itself, to some degree, in the position Labour was -- effectively compelling councils to work

with their neighbours.

And it would be doing so after letting councils determine their own fate and, in a case like Stratford District Council in Taranaki,

acting on the views of their constituents.

Essentially, the Government would be riding roughshod over local opinion.

Intervening in one council’s plan of course means also compelling its neighbours to work with them. Some councils might be told

to work with their neighbours not because their own plan is unsustainable, but because their neighbour cannot do it alone.

Again, the Government risks overlooking the local view.

It could be a testy few months between the Government and the councils it deems to have failed to meet the Local Water Done

Well threshold.

No doubt Watts and his department will seek to downplay any conflicts which expose cracks in the policy.
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Linked to the question of scale is a question of cost.

The Government has focused its reforms on producing financial sustainability for water service providers, forgoing any stipulation

of affordability for consumers.

Smaller rural councils, which have high infrastructure renewal burdens but small ratepayer bases, have raised issue with this ‒
telling Watts the cost per household will be too high, even in regional entities.

Rising water bills might be bitter to swallow, not just in rural centres, after years of inflation and rates rises.

This presents a political management problem for the Government in itself.

But this also comes at a time when the Government has been whacking councils for claimed wasteful spending, and plans are

afoot for a cap on rates rises.

Will the Government cap the amount councils can spend on capital? Surely not, if it does not want to hobble its own water

reforms.

Councils could use the rising water bills prompted by the Local Water Done Well policy to whack the Government in return.

Lost in the murk

It has always been difficult, as the debate about water reforms has ebbed and flowed, to know what numbers hold water.
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There has been much contest and sniping over the long-range estimates, and there is considerable variation between a

centralised public entity model and the new council-by-council approach. A true basis of comparison is difficult to obtain.

To the Government’s benefit, household estimates for water costs under the Three Waters reform never truly sank in.

Now, six years after Labour first outlined its water reform plans, the cost under this model is becoming clearer.
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