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Should’a – could’a – would’a – didn’t – damn! 

 
What choices does New Zealand have to make its drinking 

water safe in the wake of the Havelock North enquiry –  

and will the changes we make lead to safer drinking water? 



Scope of Presentation 

 

• The Reality of the Science 
 

• The Reality of the Bureaucracy   
 

• The Reality of the Politics 
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Monitoring, compliance and the law 

Health (Drinking Water) Amendment Act 2007 

 Ministry of Health, Public Health Units,  

Territorial Authorities, Water suppliers 

Building Act 2004 

 

Resource Management Act 2013 

Ministry for the Environment, Regional Councils 

Groundwater 

2.  Treatment 

 

 

 

Building inspectors 

Source to tap approach 

Rivers 

1. Drinking Water Source 

 

RMA Tools 

 

Council Officers 

NZ Drinking Water Standards, 

Ministry of Health 

Risk Management Plans 

Drinking water assessors 

3. Supply 

 

 

 

Territorial Authorities 



Collaboration 

• Communicable disease 

• General Practice 

• DHBs and secondary care 

• ESR (Science) 

• Laboratories 

• National Drinking-water Advice 
and Coordination Service (NDWACS) 

• Engineers 

 

 

• Ministry of Health 

• Health Legal 

• Regional Councils 

• Territorial Authorities 

• Iwi 

• Primary Industry 

• NGOs 

• Designated Officers 
(enforcement) 

 

 



Canterbury Water  

Management Strategy (CWMS) 



Nitrate in 2017: 

 

9 wells (4%)  

showed a decrease 

 

55 wells (25%) 

showed an increase 

 

160 wells (71%) 

showed no decrease 

 

 

 

 

 

A demonstrable decrease in nitrate concentrations 
in shallow groundwater by 2020 (CWMS Target) 



CWMS: Drinking Water Targets  

vs  Irrigated Land Area Targets 



CWMS:  

Irrigation Targets by 2040 

• Average annual nitrate levels in all groundwater wells are 
below 50% of MAV for drinking water. 

 

• 850,000 hectares of irrigated land  



Growth of Dairy in NZ 



Nitrates  

• Emerging issue throughout Canterbury in the 2000s 

 

• Trend for increasing nitrate levels in ground water 

 

 



Canterbury v Alberta 

• 1.25m Dairy 

 

• 505,461 Beef 

 

• 45,346 km² 

 

 

• 76,000 Dairy 

 

• 1.5m Beef 

 

• 661,848 km² 

 

 

 

 



Parliamentary Commissioner for the Environment 

Water quality in New Zealand (2013):  

 Land use change and nutrient pollution 

Declining water quality is attributed to dairy farming: 

 
1. Intensification: 

  More cows per hectare 

 

2. Expansion: 

  More hectares for cows 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Dr. Jan Wright – Parliamentary Commissioner for the Environment 

 



http://www.parliament.nz/en-nz/parl-support/research-papers/00PLEcoC51261/freshwater-quality-in-new-zealand 

 

The biggest source of nitrogen in New Zealand’s waterways is urine from farm 

animals 
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OECD Environmental Performance  
  Reviews: New Zealand 2017 



Dairy expansion 1996-2020 

• The 2015 update report* contains new 
information on land use that was not 
available in 2013.  

 

• It shows that the conversion of sheep/beef 
farms to dairy farms has continued.  

 

• However, the predicted increase in 
forested land has not begun to occur. 

 

• This is not good news for water quality. 

 

• The modelling in the 2013 report is likely 
to have underpredicted the nutrients that 
will be lost from land into water. 

* 



‘Standard’ mitigation was not enough  

 to keep nitrogen losses constant,  

    let alone reduce them 



Nitrate-Nitrogen 

 in the Ealing Hinds area 
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Samples with E. coli also detected: 



Te Waihora 
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So what is the solution to pollution  

 for rural Cantabrian babies? 

Ministry for the Environment 



Process for LMCs wrt drinking water 

and methaemoglobinaemia 

• If your client is not on a town drinking water supply: 

 

1. Check maps to see whether they live in a high or 
moderate risk zone 

 

2. If yes – ensure that their drinking water supply is checked 
for nitrates and e.coli (about $50) 

– Lists of accredited laboratories are available on the CPH website 

 

3. Provide leaflet for mother 

 



Nitrate in Drinking Water:  

    Pamphlet 



Health Pathways 

• Information now provided on health pathways for GPs and Midwives. 

• Acts as a prompt for LMCs to ask questions about drinking water source.  

• If on own bore, information available.  



Water Testing results: 

• If the level of Nitrate-Nitrogen exceeds the MAV (>11.3mg/l)… 

 

• Only use bottled water for making up infant formula 

 

• In any case – Breast is always Best: 



Microbial Contamination  

    of Water 

Legionella 

Cryptosporidium 

e. coli 

Hepatitis A 

Pseudomonas 

Norovirus 



• 18,000 cases of campylobacter 
per year 

 

• 34,000 cases of waterborne 
gastrointestinal disease per year 

 

• Both likely to be underestimates 
in 2008 

 

• Population has increased by 
20% since 2000 



Campylobacteriosis rates for four regions  

 included in Regional Implementation Plan 

Average Annual Rates of Campylobacteriosis in Ashburton, Selwyn, 

Hurunui, Waimakariri and New Zealand By Age Rates: 2007 - 2011
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Some Canterbury  

 Waterborne outbreaks 

• Darfield August 2012 
– 118 cases of gastro – 29 Campylobacter 

– Infiltration gallery water supply 

– Failure of chlorine analyser 

– Flooding 

 

• Dunsandel November 2009 
– E.coli transgressions 

– Animal source 

– 70M well 

 

• Springston February 2008 
– Nearly 50% of township affected 

– Most cases identified as campylobacter 

– At least one case e.coli 0157 

– Cracked bore with intensive farming 

 



Health Effects of  

Land use intensification 

• Water quality 

• increased greenhouse gas 

• loss of biodiversity and 
ecosystem services 

• weaker rural communities 

• increased risk of zoonotic 
disease  

• increased antimicrobial 
resistance.  



Achieving Compliance 

Braithwaite Compliance Triangle - Office of the Auditor General 2007 



Who does what? 

 Medical Officers of Health    Drinking Water Assessors  

South Australian Government 2014 



Speak softly and carry a big stick* 

• Regulatory agencies will be able to speak more softly when they 
carry big sticks 

 

• Failure to follow up low level warnings reduce the credibility of the 
regulator and make compliance less, not more, likely 

 

• Pressure from industry can result in agencies taking softer measures 
for longer than is appropriate 

*Theodore Roosevelt. In a letter to Henry L. Sprague; January 26th 1900 



Regulatory Capture 

• Enforcement is the first victim of pressure on 
regulatory  agencies by powerful interests 

 

• Regulators must retain independence 

 

• Regulatory capture identified in: 

– Ministry for Primary Industries (Heron M 2016) 

– Regional Councils (McNeil JK 2008) 

 
 



The reality of Bureaucracy 

• Increasing pressure from population  

    and farming intensification 

 

• Aging infrastructure 

 

• Under-resourced and under-prioritised 

 

• A soft approach to compliance 
[eg The water safety plan does NOT have to provide a pathway to compliance]* 

 

*Ministry of Health Environmental Health Protection Manual  8.7 



Resource consent  

  in the 21st Century 

“Let them eat cake” “Let them drink bottled water”  

“[Irrigation] potentially puts bottle 

fed babies at greater risk,  

but on the other hand  

 a very simple mitigation  

  measure is available  

– bottled water can be 

 purchased or supplied.”* 

 
*Rangitata South Irrigation Ltd Consent Decision  



Moral Hazard 

Multi-barrier (belt and braces) approach 

 

 

Treatment can mitigate poor source protection 

 

 

Treatment is needed because of poor source protection 

 

 

Treatment does the job 



Barriers to Compliance, 

 Monitoring and Enforcement 

• Resourcing 
– There are not enough DWAs 

 

• Politics 
– A credible regulator makes individual 

enforcement-related decisions based on facts 

 

– There is no room for politics.  This is often not 
the case and this must urgently change 

 

• Failure to separate  

 governance and operations 
– Governance sets strategy and policy directions 

– Day-today decisions are not to be interfered with 

(see also Cabinet Manual s3.5)   



Health Act 1956  

 

 

 



Drinking Water Assessors  

 (wherever they are housed) 

• There is a need for many more of them 

 

• They need to be supported technically and legally by their Ministry 

 

• Their Ministry (rather than the Minister) need a greater focus on 
operations (cf Cabinet Manual 3.5) 

 

• Chief Executive’s relationship with Minister is critical 



A good relationship between 

Chief and Minister* 

• The willingness to give and receive free and frank advice 

• The capacity to foresee and manage risks in advance  

• Trust in third party relationships formed  

• The value of Parliamentary contacts of the Ministry   

     recognised by the Minister  

• The acceptance of independent  

  professional contributions by senior staff  

• Trust in appointments 

 
*Len Cook. Framing the Debate – why the governance of the relationship between ministers and chief executives is important and what 

are the current issues and tensions.  Presentation to the New Zealand Institution of Public Administration Wellington, March 12, 2013  



Political reality 

• Increasingly political appointments at a high level 

 

• Operations subsumed by policy  
– (Departments subsumed by Ministries in the 90s) 

 

• Ministerial involvement in operational issues 

 

• Regulatory capture at the highest level 

 

• Loss of independence of regulators 
– Softly-softly approach 

– Under resourcing 

 

 



Conclusions 

• The failure of CME exemplified by the Havelock North 
outbreak is widespread in NZ and not limited to drinking 
water, TLAs or the MoH 

 

• The science tells us that the challenges are enormous 
and require a multi-agency approach 

 

• Regulatory capture has affected CME in drinking water 
from the lowest levels of bureaucracy to the highest levels 
of government and needs to be addressed at all levels 

 

• There is no room for politics.  
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