
 
 

NZ Freshwater Reforms  

– consultation information for the arable industry 

The Government has commenced a public consultation process on proposed freshwater reforms 

developed in response to increasing public concern over the declining quality of New Zealand’s 

waterways.  

The official closing date for submissions is 17 October, however late submissions will be taken 

until 31 October 2019. 

 

What are they seeking to achieve? 

The Action for Healthy Waterways document sets 

out a package of proposals to address two key 

government objectives around water: 

Stop further degradation of New Zealand’s 

freshwater resources and start making immediate 

improvements so that water quality is materially 

improving within five years.  

 

Reverse past damage to bring New Zealand’s 

freshwater resources, waterways and ecosystems 

to a healthy state within a generation.  

The Government expects evidence of improvement 

in water quality within five years, but acknowledges 

that it will take decades to restore the health of our 

waterways and that improvements will show up 

more quickly in some catchments than others.  

 

What do the proposals cover? 

The proposed actions are summarised on pages 12 and 13 of the Action for healthy waterways 

document. They are split into five key areas covering: 

• Policy direction 

• Ecosystem health  

• Safe drinking water 

• Managing storm water and waste water 

• Improving farming practices where needed 

While policy decisions in all of these areas will impact on the farming community, Section 8 is aimed 

directly at on-farm practices. It sets out proposals to restrict further intensification, set new 

standards for high-risk activities and introduce freshwater modules to farm plans. These proposals 

are listed at the end of this article, and can be read in full in Section 8 of Action for healthy 

waterways. Some specifically relevant issues are outlined below. 

https://www.mfe.govt.nz/sites/default/files/media/Fresh%20water/action-for-healthy-waterways.pdf
https://www.mfe.govt.nz/sites/default/files/media/Fresh%20water/action-for-healthy-waterways.pdf
https://www.mfe.govt.nz/sites/default/files/media/Fresh%20water/action-for-healthy-waterways.pdf
https://www.mfe.govt.nz/sites/default/files/media/Fresh%20water/action-for-healthy-waterways.pdf


 
 

Specifically relevant to many arable growers 

 

Tight restrictions on further intensification (section 8.2) 

Intensification may only occur where there is evidence it will not increase pollution. This impacts on 

land use changes such as vegetable growing, dairy grazing, dairying or pastoral farming, and 

expansion of irrigation. 

Mandatory Farm Environment Plans (FEP) and plans to include a freshwater module (section 8.3)) 

Proposal that all farms should have FEPs and all FEPs include a module on freshwater management. 

The FAR FEP template includes a module on Waterbodies - Wetlands, Riparian areas, Drains, Rivers 

and Lakes. Checking required to see if this will fit new criteria. Is likely to require additional 

monitoring and reporting on ecosystem health, and new bottom line targets for suspended 

sediments (eg soil loss from cultivation, winter grazing).  

Immediate action to reduce N losses (sections 5.8 and 8.4) 

New bottom lines for nitrogen and phosphorus in rivers. Proposed levels are annual medians of 1.0 

milligrams per litre of dissolved inorganic nitrogen, and 0.018 milligrams per litre of dissolved 

reactive phosphorus. This will mean tighter restrictions on nutrient run-off in high risk regions.  

All councils to have a process in place to reduce contaminant losses, including nitrate-nitrogen 

leaching by 2025. Specific high risk catchments have been identified (Northland, BoP, Waikato, 

Hawke’s Bay, Taranaki, Wellington, Tasman, Southland. Three options for consideration: 

• Catchment N-loss caps 

• National N-loss caps 

• Farm plans (FEP) demonstrate how N losses will be reduced over time. 

Excluding stock from waterways and riparian setbacks (section 8.5) 

Propose cattle, pigs and deer must be excluded from wetlands, lakes and rivers more than one 

metre wide. Some variations around slope, stock units/ha, irrigation and feed type. Riparian 

setbacks of 5 metres have been proposed. More details on this proposal can be found here. 

Controls on winter grazing and winter grazing expansion (sections 8.2 and 8.6) 

Concerns around impacts of pugging and effluent runoff on water quality. Proposal to introduce 

either nationally-set or industry-set standards.  Increasing the area of land under winter grazing 

would also trigger intensification issues (section 8.2).  

Feedlots and stock holding areas (sections 8.7 and 8.8) 

Proposing tighter rules around resource consents for feed lots. Proposing measures to control 

effluent and contamination loss from other stock holding areas (areas where stock are held for more 

than 30 days/year, or more than 10 days in a row, not including sheep yards, shearing sheds or 

milking sheds). 

  

https://www.mfe.govt.nz/publications/fresh-water/draft-stock-exclusion-section-360-regulations


 
 

What you can do 

There are two things you can do if you are concerned about the impacts of any of the proposed 

changes. First, try and attend a consultation meeting, and second, make a submission. Submissions 

must be made before 31 October, 2019.  

Information and consultation meetings 

The short time frame for this consultation means that some meetings have already been held. A full 

list of dates and venues is available here on the MfE website. 

How to make a submission 

There are two ways you can make a submission. Either use the online submission tool or answer the 

questions in the document and send them via email.   

The online submission tool lists specific questions linked to proposals in the document, however, 

you do not have to answer all the questions, and all comments are welcome. To ensure others 

clearly understand your point of view, you should explain your reasons for your views and give 

supporting evidence if needed. 

The official closing date for submissions is 17 October, however late submissions will be taken 

until 31 October 2019. 

How FAR will help through the submission phase and beyond 

 

• Support Federated Farmers’ Arable Section in developing a submission on the Action for 

healthy waterways. 

 

• Provide technical information and advice to growers who wish to develop submissions on 

the Action for healthy waterways. 

 

• Develop a five year research and knowledge exchange plan to support arable growers in 

transitioning to recognised good management practice in line with the likely proposed 

reforms (e.g. reducing N fertiliser use, farm nutrient management, reducing sediment 

losses). 

 

For more information contact far@far.org.nz  

  

https://www.mfe.govt.nz/consultations/public-meetings#primary
https://submissions.mfe.govt.nz/consultations/essential-freshwater-f483240c-4b48-4713-acaa-539915e31f4e/make-a-submission
https://submissions.mfe.govt.nz/consultations/essential-freshwater-f483240c-4b48-4713-acaa-539915e31f4e/make-a-submission
mailto:far@far.org.nz


 
 

 

Section 8 proposals  

Proposal RMA direction What will be different 
 
Ensure all farmers and growers 
have a farm plan, which 
includes a freshwater module, 
to manage risks to freshwater.  
 

 
Freshwater NES 

 
There is less pollution of rivers, lakes and 
groundwater from agriculture and 
horticulture because all farmers and 
growers understand and manage 
environmental risks and follow good 
practice. All farmers and growers have a 
farm plan by 2025.  

 
Tightly restrict any further 
intensification of land use 
through interim measures until 
all regions have operative 
freshwater management plans.  

 
Freshwater NES 

 
From June 2020, changes such as new 
irrigation or conversion to dairying will only 
happen where there is evidence it will not 
increase pollution.  

 
Reduce nitrogen loss in 
catchments with high 
nitrate/nitrogen levels through 
interim measures until all 
regions have operative 
freshwater management plans. 
  

 
Freshwater NES 
and/or farm 
plan 

 
In catchments with high nitrate/nitrogen 
levels there will be a reduction in nitrogen 
loss within five years.  
 

 
Exclude cattle, deer and pigs 
from waterways on low-slope 
land and where stock rates are 
similar to dairy.  
 

 
New regulations 
and farm plan 

 
There will be more fencing and wider 
setbacks to keep stock out of waterways, 
reduce erosion, and capture contaminants 
before they reach the water.  

 
Apply standards for intensive 
winter grazing, feedlots, and 
stock holding areas.  
 

 
Freshwater NES 
or industry 
standards 

 
There will be less erosion and less pollution 
of waterways from nutrients, sediment and 
pathogens. 

 

 


