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Submission to the Environment Committee on the Conservation Amendment Bill

The Engagement Institute’s submission is confined to the role of engagement in conservation decision-
making. The Engagement Institute does not take a position on the broader policy merits of the Bill,
including the appropriate balance between conservation protection, public access, visitor management,
commercial activity or administrative efficiency. Its concern is that decisions made under the Bill should
be informed by meaningful, inclusive, timely and transparent engagement, including engagement with iwi
and hapu where their interests and relationships are affected.

Introduction

The Engagement Institute welcomes the opportunity to provide this submission on the Conservation
Amendment Bill. The Engagement Institute is the peak body for the community and stakeholder
engagement profession, representing approximately 15,000 practitioners across Australia and New
Zealand. Our members work across government, industry and the not-for-profit sector, including in major
infrastructure, energy, transport, planning, health, environment, public policy and engagement with Maori,
iwi, hapu and mana whenua (together Maori). The Engagement Institute champions engagement
practices that are purposeful, ethical and effective, and recognises engagement as a professional
discipline requiring specialised skills and expertise.

The Engagement Institute’s interest in this Bill is to ensure that purposeful and meaningful engagement
helps inform better decisions regarding conservation areas. Conservation law in Aotearoa New Zealand
shapes connections with land, cultural heritage, environment and biodiversity, and intergenerational
stewardship. People and communities use and interact with land for numerous reasons: cultural,
recreational, tourism and economic. Decisions about conservation land must balance different interests,
while also respecting the special relationship with land of iwi and hapu.
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Recommendations

Bill clause / provision

Clause 5: new section
4A, section 4
requirements in
relation to land
management
processes

enforceable expectations for meaningful engagement.

Issue

The Bill should distinguish
engagement with iwi and hapu
from general public consultation
and should support engagement
processes that are early, respectful,
properly scoped and capable of
informing decisions.

These are matters where local knowledge, lived experience and place-based relationships should inform
decisions so that policy and operational choices are practical, evidence-informed and durable.

The Bill proposes significant changes to the Conservation Act 1987. The Engagement Institute does not
seek to comment on the substantive policy choices underpinning those changes. Its concern is that,
wherever the Bill enables decisions that may affect communities, mana whenua, public access,
environmental values or future generations, those decisions must be supported by clear, consistent and

The Engagement Institute’s recommendations are directed to engagement design and decision-making
transparency. They do not express a position on whether particular conservation policy settings should
be adopted, removed or retained. The recommended amendments are intended to ensure that, whatever
policy choices Parliament makes, affected communities, iwi and hapu have meaningful opportunities to
contribute evidence, identify risks and understand how their input has informed final decisions.

Recommended amendment

Amend new section 4A to require early,
distinct, resourced and culturally
appropriate engagement with iwi and
hapu before relevant decisions are
settled, including processes that
recognise tikanga, matauranga Maori,
existing relationship agreements, Treaty
settlements, statutory
acknowledgements and relevant takutai
moana rights where they are relevant to
the decision.

Clause 6: section 6
amended, functions
of the Department

Where the Bill creates or changes
departmental functions, it should
also make clear that engagement is
arecognised contributor to
decision quality, risk identification,

Insert an additional Department
function recognising meaningful,
inclusive and timely engagement as a
contributor to conservation decision
quality, risk identification,
implementation planning and public
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implementation planning and
public confidence.

confidence, proportionate to the
significance and likely impact of the
decision.

Clause 15: new
sections 13A to 13|,
National Conservation
Policy Statement

The National Conservation Policy
Statement will set important
national direction. The Engagement
Institute’s concern is that the
process for developing and
reviewing that instrument should
include engagement obligations
that allow community and iwi
knowledge to inform the policy
before it is finalised.

Amend the NCPS provisions to require
the Minister and Department of
Conservation to publish an engagement
plan, identify affected and interested
communities, provide plain language
and timely information, ensure
engagement is accessible and inclusive,
allow reasonable participation periods,
engage directly with iwi and hapd, and
publish a clear explanation of how
engagement informed the final NCPS.

Clause 23:
replacement Parts 3B,
3C and 3D, including
area plans and
concessions
framework

Area planning and concession
processes should include
engagement steps that are
proportionate to the likely effect of
the decision. The Engagement
Institute does not take a position
on the substantive merits of
particular concession or planning
outcomes.

Require early and targeted engagement
for area plans, concession allocation
processes and concession decisions
before preferred options are settled,
including where activities may
materially affect public access, visitor
experience, local infrastructure, cultural
relationships with place, mana whenua,
nearby communities or community
confidence in conservation
management.

Clause 24: section
23A amended,
amenity areas

Where visitor amenities areas are
established or materially changed,
affected communities and mana
whenua should have an
opportunity to understand the
proposal, provide relevant local
and cultural knowledge, and see

Amend the visitor amenities area
provisions to require early public
notification, targeted engagement with
affected communities and mana
whenua, clear information about the
proposal and impacts under
consideration, adequate time for local,
cultural and practical evidence to be
provided, and concise published
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how that input has been
considered.

reasons explaining how engagement
shaped the final decision.

Clause 25: section 26
repealed, disposal of
stewardship areas;
and related land
exchange and
disposal provisions

Any process concerning exchange,
disposal or reclassification of
conservation land should include
transparent engagement
arrangements proportionate to the
significance of the decision. The
Engagement Institute’'s concern is
engagement process, not the
substantive policy outcome of any
particular land decision.

If any exchange, disposal or
reclassification powers remain in the Bill
or are addressed through related
instruments, require public notification,
direct engagement with iwi and hapu
where relevant, and published reasons
explaining how engagement evidence
informed the final decision.

Clause 33: new
sections 48D and 48E,
regulation-making
powers; and Clause
35: new section 51UA,
offence relating to
international visitor
access levy

Access charging decisions may
affect how people experience and
interact with conservation areas.
The Engagement Institute’s interest
is that any such decisions be
supported by transparent
engagement and clear public
reporting.

Require transparent engagement before
regulations prescribe access levy
settings, including publication of the
rationale, affected locations, proposed
revenue use, equity considerations and
arrangements for public reporting on
revenue and conservation outcomes.

Clause 34: section 49
amended, public
notification and rights
of objection

Public notification and objection
rights are central safeguards. Any
changes that narrow, shorten or
remove these rights would directly
reduce community input and
weaken public accountability in
conservation decision-making.

Retain and strengthen public
notification and objection rights for
significant decisions, require accessible
information and adequate timeframes,
and require decision-makers to publish
aresponse to key themes raised
through submissions, objections and
engagement processes.

Summary of position
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The Engagement Institute supports quality decision-making grounded in evidence. Community
engagement is central to that objective because it brings forward information from communities, iwi,
hapu and affected users that may not be evident from technical studies or administrative assessment
alone. The submission does not advocate for a particular conservation policy outcome; it advocates for
engagement settings that improve the quality, legitimacy and transparency of decisions made under the
Bill.

The Engagement Institute therefore recommends that the Bill be amended to:

e Retain and strengthen existing community input and public notification requirements across
policy, planning and operational matters

e Require early, inclusive and transparent engagement before preferred options are settled

e Require decision-makers to demonstrate how community feedback has been considered and
why particular concerns have or have not been adopted

¢ Ensure that engagement processes are inclusive and accessible, including appropriately tailored
for iwi, affected communities, recreational users, conservation organisations, local government,
concession holders and the wider public.

The importance of meaningful engagement in conservation reform

Public conservation land is held and managed for a range of public purposes which can involve
competing desired land uses. Changes to public conservation land use is a classic “wicked problem” that
is difficult to solve because of competing interests. Strong engagement processes become essential
when addressing wicked problems, as it is the most effective way to balance the interests of all parties,
identify areas of agreement, and test trade-offs and mitigation measures.

Meaningful engagement is not a procedural courtesy. It is a core safeguard for good public administration
and sound conservation governance. Communities hold information that may not be visible in technical
reports, for example information about:

e access patterns

e cultural values

e cumulative impacts

e recreational use patterns
e localinfrastructure

e visitor behaviour

e the practical effects of proposed activities
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When that knowledge is excluded or heard too late, decision-makers lose an important source of
evidence and the quality of decisions is weakened.

The Engagement Institute’s concern is not with streamlining, economic use or administrative efficiency as
policy objectives. Its concern is that any decision-making framework should recognise engagement as a
practical tool for better outcomes. Well-designed engagement can identify risks, test assumptions,
improve implementation and build public confidence without preventing decision-makers from pursuing
the policy objectives Parliament ultimately adopts.

Treaty Obligations

Engagement with iwi and hapu is not equivalent to general public consultation. The Engagement Institute
is concerned that the drafting of the Bill does not recognise that engagement with iwi and hapu should

be designed in a way that recognises their distinct status, interests, knowledge systems and relationships
with place, and that enables their input to influence relevant decisions in practice.

The Bill must recognise that distinction in engagement design by requiring early, resourced and culturally
appropriate processes that can account for tikanga, matauranga Maori, existing relationship agreements,
Treaty settlements, statutory acknowledgements and relevant takutai moana rights where they are
relevant to the decision.

National Conservation Policy Statement

The proposed National Conservation Policy Statement is a central instrument in the Bill. Moving from
regionally informed conservation planning toward a centralised national policy approach creates a risks
the dilution of local and community input. Regional conservation boards have established relationships
with local communities, Maori, iwi and hapu, and those relationships help ensure that community
knowledge, local experience and place-based perspectives are embedded in both operational and
substantive decisions.

Centralising policy is not merely an administrative change. It changes the way the Department of
Conservation relates to communities across Aotearoa New Zealand, and it heightens the need for strong
statutory engagement obligations that preserve meaningful community and iwi input.

The process for preparing, reviewing and amending the National Conservation Policy Statement must
therefore include robust statutory engagement requirements. To ensure this occurs, the Bill must be
amended to include strong engagement requirements that oblige the Minister and the Department of
Conservation to:

e publish an engagement plan
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e identify affected and interested communities
e provide plain language and timely information
e ensure engagement processes are accessible and inclusive

e allow reasonable time for participation, proportionate to the scale and complexity of the
proposed change

e engage directly with iwi and hapu

e publish a clear explanation of how submissions and engagement outcomes informed the final
instrument

This would strengthen transparency and public confidence while ensuring that engagement informs the
policy-making process without prescribing the substantive content of the National Conservation Policy
Statement.

Concessions, visitor amenities and commercial use of conservation land

Concession, visitor amenity and commercial-use decisions are the kinds of decisions where engagement
must be mandatory, not optional. They can change access, visitor experience, local infrastructure
pressures, cultural relationships with place and community confidence in conservation management, and
are typically the types of decisions where technical or economic information alone will not give a
sufficient picture of the community and recreational value of the land. The Bill should therefore require
engagement before preferred options are settled, not after the practical direction of a decision has
already been set.

At a minimum, the Bill should be amended to require decision-makers to:

e notify affected communities and mana whenua early, while the proposal is still open to influence;

e provide clear information about what is proposed, what impacts are being considered and what
decisions remain open;

e allow enough time for local, cultural and practical evidence to be provided; and
e publish concise reasons explaining how engagement shaped the final decision.

Without these safeguards, engagement risks becoming a late-stage formality rather than a genuine input
into decisions that affect public conservation land.

Land exchange, disposal and enduring public interest

The Government has signalled its intention to remove these provisions from the Bill; however, if any
exchange, disposal or reclassification powers remain in the Bill or are addressed through related
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instruments, the Engagement Institute recommends that they be subject to public notification, direct
engagement with iwi and hapu where relevant, and published reasons explaining how engagement
evidence informed the final decision.

Changes to public engagement with decisions

The Engagement Institute is concerned that the Bill, as currently drafted, may make engagement more
discretionary, less consistent and less visible to the communities most affected by conservation
decisions.

A stronger Bill would make clear that meaningful engagement is a condition of effective conservation
governance. It would require public notification, accessible information, adequate timeframes, early
engagement before preferred options are settled, targeted engagement with affected communities and
mana whenua, and transparent reporting back on how evidence gathered through engagement was
considered. These requirements should be proportionate to the significance of the decision, but they
should not be optional where decisions involve Treaty obligations and enduring public assets.

The Committee should therefore use the current redrafting process to strengthen the Bill's engagement
safeguards across:

e the National Conservation Policy Statement
e area planning

e concessions

e visitor amenities areas

e access charging

The purpose of those safeguards is to ensure that affected communities, iwi and hapu can contribute
relevant evidence before decisions are settled, and to ensure that the Minister and officials have access
to knowledge held in community.

Conclusion

The Engagement Institute recommends that the Bill be amended to embed meaningful engagement as a
core feature of conservation governance, rather than as an optional or discretionary process. This
submission asks the Committee to ensure that, whatever substantive settings are ultimately adopted,
decisions made under the Bill are supported by clear engagement obligations, accessible information,
proportionate participation opportunities, culturally appropriate engagement with iwi and hapu, and
transparent reporting on how input has been considered.
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The Engagement Institute would welcome the opportunity to appear before the Environment Committee
to discuss this submission in further detail and to assist the Committee in identifying practical drafting
amendments that would make engagement purposeful, proportionate and enforceable.

Sincerely

Marion Short
Chief Executive Officer
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