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Talking points for Rich Ward

WAI3325 Brief of Evidence

My name is Richard Ward, and | am General Manager Local Government Policy,
Partnerships and Operations at the Department of Internal Affairs (DIA).

My evidence covers:

o DIA’s function and the water quality and environmental regulatory regime for the
treatment and supply of drinking water

o The impact of climate change on water services
o Local Water Done Well reforms

o Water supply to marae and papakainga.

DIA’s function and the regulatory framework for the safety and environmental
performance of water services

DIA provides advice to the Minister of Local Government on key strategic policy issues
facing the local government sector portfolio, including the key area of water services
reform.

Following the Havelock North water contamination event in 2016, a government inquiry
recommended the establishment of a dedicated water regulator.

In 2020, the Water Services Authority — Taumata Arowai (the Authority) was established
by the Water Services Authority — Taumata Arowai Act 2020.

The Authority regulates drinking water suppliers for safety and quality and oversees the
environmental performance of stormwater and wastewater networks. DIA monitors the
Authority, on behalf of the Minister of Local Government.

The drinking water regulatory framework, which is enforced by the Authority, was
established by the Water Services Act 2021 (the Act). The main purpose of the Act is to
ensure drinking water suppliers provide safe drinking water to consumers.

The Act requires drinking water suppliers to:
o Have a drinking water safety plan
o Comply with legislative requirements (such as drinking water standards)

o Provide a source water risk management framework that enables risks to source
water to be properly identified, managed and monitored and

The Act provides mechanisms that enable the regulation of drinking water to be
proportionate to the scale, complexity and risk profile of each drinking water supply.

Climate change impacts

There are systemic issues with water infrastructure and service provision in New Zealand
that are leading to:

o Poor compliance with drinking water regulatory requirements, with associated
public health risks
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o Persistent under-investment, resulting in deteriorating asset quality and the
accumulation of a large infrastructure deficit.

The effects of climate change exacerbate these issues, with extreme weather events
damaging drinking water and wastewater infrastructure, disrupting services, increasing
contamination risks and reducing water availability.

Maori communities, especially in rural areas with private or small-scale communal
systems, are particularly affected due to limited resources and higher vulnerability to
drought, flooding, and contamination.

Addressing water infrastructure challenges - Local Water Done Well reforms

Local Water Done Well is the current government’s plan to address water infrastructure
challenges. The policy continues council ownership of water services and recognises the
importance of local decision making and flexibility for communities and councils. At the
same time the policy strengthens regulatory oversight and ensures financial
sustainability of water service providers.

My brief of evidence sets out the background to the key pieces of legislation that
implement Local Water Done Well.

A key point is that under the Local Government (Water Services) Act 2025, one of the
objectives of local government water service providers (councils or water organisations)
is to provide water services that are resilient to external factors, for example climate
change and natural hazards.

The Act provides that all persons must act consistently with Treaty settlement
obligations in performing and exercising functions, duties and powers under the Act.

Territorial authorities’ obligations to assess communities’ access to drinking water

Under the Water Services Act, councils must assess community access to drinking water
every three years, or earlier if concerns are raised. Councils must notify the Authority of
any:

o Suppliers that are failing to meet statutory obligations

o Risks arising from absence of or deficiency in a drinking water service or a
supplier that is at risk of ceasing to provide a service.

Councils must consider their assessment findings in relation to a water services
strategy/statement of expectations, district plans, and public health duties.

Water service providers must ensure water supply when existing suppliers are facing a
significant problem.

Wastewater and stormwater

Under the Local Government (Water Services) Act, councils must assess communities’
stormwater and wastewater services, to assess their adequacy from a public health
perspective.

My brief of evidence sets out the detail of mechanisms that are provided under Local
Water Done Well legislation in relation to wastewater and stormwater.

Changes to wastewater and stormwater environmental performance standards and
development of infrastructure design solutions are intended to:
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o reduce regulatory burden by ensuring environmental regulation in water services
legislation is proportionate to risk and benefit

o deliver greater standardisation of treatment systems

o reduce and provide greater certainty of costs in design, build and operation of
wastewater systems

o support more consistent national monitoring.

At the time of preparing my brief of evidence, the Authority was developing national
wastewater environmental performance standards (the standards) to be in place by late
2025. In consulting on the standards, the Authority sought feedback on how factors such
as climate change should be addressed.

The first set of standards has now come into force, on 19 December 2025. The standards
include discharging biosolids to land, overflows and bypasses of untreated or partially
treated wastewater, discharging treated wastewater into water and discharging treated
wastewater to land. A second set of wastewater standards is currently being scoped to
further streamline aspects of wastewater consenting.

Legislative changes to enable new planning and regulatory tools for the management of
stormwater networks, respond to the increased exposure of people and property to
flood risks due to extreme weather and urban intensification.

Water supply to marae and papakainga

Evidence before the Tribunal has addressed issues with water supply to rural marae and
papakainga and suggests that climate change impacts will mean Maori may not be able
to enjoy the customary use of their whenua.

My brief of evidence outlines the findings of recent advisory groups that have considered
issues with water supply to marae and papakainga.

My evidence also discusses two funding initiatives established to improve rural marae
drinking water infrastructure: the Rural Drinking Water Programme (2022) and Marae
Drinking Water Infrastructure Fund (2024).

Rural Drinking Water Programme

The $30 million Rural Drinking Water Programme was established to install upgraded
drinking water infrastructure for rural applicants not connected to a town supply. Of that
figure, $20 million was set aside to upgrade drinking water systems for rural marae,
kohanga reo, and papakainga; $10 million was set aside for other private rural drinking
water supplies that are not for profit and in areas of high vulnerability.

The programme provides training and maintenance to support communities to keep
their water safe and meet the Authority’s drinking water standards.
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Figures about installations have been updated since my brief of evidence was written. As
at 31 December 2025, the programme has installed upgraded drinking water
infrastructure at 80 rural marae, papakainga and kohanga reo, and 11 other private rural
drinking water supplies?. Infrastructure at one further marae was installed in January
2026.

The programme’s funding has been fully allocated and applications from marae
exceeded the available funding. In February 2023, the programme closed to further
applications from rural marae, kainga and kohanga reo. In December 2024, DIA advised
the then Minister of Local Government Hon Simeon Brown that the applications from
rural marae exceeded the available funding. Based on this advice, Minister Brown
decided to establish the $10 million Marae Drinking Water Fund.

Marae Drinking Water Fund

The Marae Drinking Water Fund was originally established as a $10 million programme
to provide marae that are not connected to a town supply with upgraded drinking water
infrastructure, training and maintenance to help them keep their water safe and meet
the new regulatory requirements and the Authority’s drinking water standards.

| have the following updates to the information provided in my brief of evidence:

o Separately, around the same time the fund was established, Te Arawa Lakes Trust
(TALT) agreed that $2.5 million previously allocated for activities relating to Three
Waters reform as part of an iwi collective, but unspent, would be redirected to
marae drinking water infrastructure within their rohe. With the shift to Local
Water Done Well, Cabinet agreed to redirect the funding to align with Local
Water Done Well;

o In mid-2025, a further $1.497 million was added to the fund, from Water Reform
programme underspends;

o In total, the fund is now $13.997 million;

o Asat 31 December 2025, 29 plants have been installed. We anticipate installing
35 to 40 sites, and a further six to eight within the TALT rohe, with most of the
remaining plants to be installed in late March/early April 2026.

Any further funding would be subject to standard Budget processes, noting that water
supplies and services are funded locally or by the recipients of private supplies.

1 The location of the rural drinking water infrastructure installations is shown on page 5 of the report at

NIFF December 2025 RDW Report FINAL 26.02-New.pdf
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