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Some of the rationale for not disestablishing the Canterbury Regional Council, Environment Canterbury (ECan)

21 September 2026

Introduction
The Government is considering replacing regional councils with new governance arrangements, based on smaller unitary authorities. There has been no substantive case made for this plan, no public consultation, and thus no opportunity to submit on this proposal. These reforms may harm braided river management.

BRaid’s interest in this matter arises from its charitable purpose of protecting, enhancing and restoring braided river ecosystems, and promoting their effective management. Hence, BRaid is concerned that these changes could weaken integrated management of Canterbury’s braided rivers, groundwater systems and catchments, fragment technical expertise, and undermine long-term environmental planning and monitoring. This document outlines environmental and governance risks that should be carefully considered before any changes are made.

Disestablishment of regional councils could be interpreted as weakening or removing environmental regulation, cementing private property rights ahead of community and environmental wellbeing. Federated Farmers is lobbying hard to replace regional councils with smaller unitary authorities, with a metropolitan unitary around Otautahi Christchurch and a rural Waitaha Canterbury unitary council. 

Fragmented governance risks weaker environmental oversight, inconsistent standards and poorer management of interconnected natural systems. It is feared that disestablishing Environment Canterbury (ECan) will waste the millions of dollars ECan spent on, and the thousands of hours people have contributed to, developing regional land and water plans for Waitaha Canterbury over the past 30 years. These regional plans will have no status if unitary councils develop their own siloed resource management plans. 

1. Fragmentation of natural systems 
Nature is interconnected. What happens on land affects waterways, the climate, and soils, and the coast. This is recognised by regional councils’ existing functions and responsibilities for natural hazards, water, air, and coastal management, and land use which affects waterways. 
Regional councils were established in 1987 to be replace catchment boards and a plethora of smaller bodies doing specific tasks. Regional boundaries followed river catchments to help promote integrated natural resource management. Waitaha Canterbury ‘s braided rivers and  groundwater systems are connected, complex, and dynamic ecosystems. Having separate unitary councils ignores these connections. It fragments water and catchment management, and risks inconsistent land use, water policies, and rules across the region.


2. Fragmentation and loss of technical expertise
Sound environmental planning and management requires understanding our river and groundwater systems, setting environmental limits (such as nitrate limits for land use runoff), and managing water takes and discharges. This requires specialised scientific and technical knowledge. ECan has dedicated teams of hydrologists, river engineers, and freshwater scientists who contribute to planning decisions.

ECan’s technical and scientific staff oversee and organise state of the environment monitoring  across Waitaha Canterbury. This includes monitoring river flows, groundwater levels, ecological health, and contaminant levels. They analyse and publish the results, which helps the public understand trends in environmental indicators, enabling the Council to respond with appropriate plans, policies, and rules.

Axing the regional council will see technical expertise fragmented and dispersed. Critical region wide monitoring and data sets may be discontinued and lost. Small unitary councils are unlikely to have the staff capacity, funds or desire to prioritise state of the environment monitoring and reporting.  Public knowledge about the health of our environment suffers. 

3. Weakening of environmental regulation
Current hard-won regional rules to manage the impacts of activities such as earthworks, gravel extraction, riverbed works, and exclusion of stock from waterways will have to be relitigated as unitary councils develop their own land and water plans. Existing regional plan provisions may need to be reviewed or replaced. Environmental protections could be weakened or applied inconsistently across Canterbury. This wastes time and resources and risks poorer environmental outcomes. Current regional plan provisions have not prevented a ‘nitrate emergency’. The local plans of smaller unitary councils seem even less likely to do so.

4. ‘Whole of river’ approach to flood mitigation and protection at risk
ECan manages nearly 60 flood protection schemes. It oversees gravel extraction from riverbeds through its Canterbury Regional River Gravel Management Strategy. BRaid members and associated groups have worked hard to encourage a culture change in river engineering at ECan over the last 30 years. ECan has shifted from focusing on hard solutions to a more holistic ‘whole of river’ approach. This includes giving braided rivers more room to move during high water flows, mitigating the potential for flooding downstream.

There is now greater recognition of the importance of safeguarding riverbed nesting sites from gravel extraction, wider use of indigenous species (rather than just willows and poplars) in riparian and flood protection plantings, and more wetland restoration to improve habitat.

Axing ECan will mean the loss of the region wide river management team, their expertise and more holistic approach. It will mean potentially having to start again educating and convincing new staff or private contractors at any new organisation. It risks a lack of critical mass and expertise, as smaller unitary councils try to fund and run their own river and catchment management units. This encourages duplication, higher costs, and increasing risks to the public at a time when extreme flood events are rapidly increasing in scale and frequency. The risk also includes  insurance retreat and concurrent economic impacts. With gaps in expertise and capacity, unitary councils may contract out work to large private companies that lack the local relationships and knowledge of Council staff, and are less accountable.

5. Worse environmental outcomes and loss of accountability through private provision of regional council functions 
Councils are publicly accountable through elected councillors, triennial elections and through the Local Government, and Official Information Act. There are no such constraints on corporate management of river works. French multinational Veolia is contracted to manage four of Wellington’s wastewater plants including Moa Point. Veolia was responsible for major sewage spills into Cook Strait in February 2026 and ongoing sewage pollution[footnoteRef:1]. Small unitary councils potentially contracting out flood protection and river management risks a similar focus on profits and shareholder dividends at the expense of healthy natural systems and community enjoyment and safety.  [1:  An independent review of Veolia’s operations in 2022 for Wellington Water concluded that Veolia’s management of the Wellington wastewater plants failed basic asset management.
https://www.rnz.co.nz/news/politics/460842/company-running-wellington-wastewater-treatment-plants-failed-basic-asset-management-report ] 


A proposed 4% rates cap will mean further under-investment in protecting and restoring indigenous biodiversity and life-supporting ecological infrastructure. Unitary councils are likely to be more focused on immediate challenges such as rubbish, roads, potholes, and drinking water pipes than on managing large scale natural systems such as rivers, aquifers, and estuaries. Funding for compliance monitoring and enforcement is likely to decline further, especially in any provincial mid and South Canterbury unitary authority that rely on a small number of ratepayers. Reduced investment in monitoring, compliance and enforcement could result in environmental problems being addressed less effectively and/or being identified too late.

6. Potential conflicts of interest
Christchurch City only stopped discharging sewage into the Avon Heathcote Estuary and moved to an offshore pipeline after Environment Canterbury indicated it would not grant resource consents for further estuary discharges. Unitary councils would be assessing and deciding their own consent applications for wastewater, stormwater, and other discharges from Council operations and infrastructure. This risks conflicts of interest and waterways being more vulnerable to pollution.

7. Uncertain future for regional parks
ECan manages two regional parks for recreation and conservation focused on rivers: Ashley Rakahuri Regional Park and the Waimakariri River Regional Park. What happens to them under any new regime?

8. Significant uncertainty remains
There is currently limited public detail on how proposed governance arrangements would operate, how responsibilities would be allocated, or how environmental functions would be maintained during any transition.

The Canterbury Mayoral Forum, which represents all 10 city and district mayors in the region, has stated that  it does not support the plan to disestablishment of ECan, in its current form. Their concerns include:
· Lack of detail or clarity on how roles and governance arrangements will actually work.
· Implementation risks: Moving too fast could create huge disruptions for essential services.
· Democratic accountability: There are strong fears regarding a loss of representation,
particularly for rural communities.

9. Spatial planning best done at regional level
Spatial planning is intended to be strategic and ensure better integrated decisions about where best to accommodate future population growth, the location and sequencing of key infrastructure, housing and other development while protecting environmental health and functioning and biodiversity. We need a stronger not weaker regional focus and government for spatial planning to be effective.

10. What you can do:
· Contact an MP or local candidate:
· MPs email addresses are: firstname.surname@parliament.govt.nz 
· Ministers email addresses are: firstname.surname@ministers.govt.nz
· Enrol to vote or update your details before 25 October; encourage others to do similarly

More specifically:
· Ask decision-makers how proposed reforms would affect braided river management, flood protection, biodiversity, groundwater management, and environmental monitoring.
· Participate in any consultation or engagement processes relating to local government reform.
· Share information and discuss the potential impacts of governance changes on Canterbury’s rivers and natural environments.
· Encourage decision-makers to retain strong regional-scale planning, monitoring and management of natural systems.
