
In Confidence

Office of the Minister for the Environment 

Chair, Cabinet Environment Committee

Report-back on effective investment of waste disposal levy revenue

Proposal

1 This paper provides an update on work to put in place the foundations for a 
transformed waste and resource recovery sector based on a strategic investment 
approach. This paper follows Cabinet’s decisions to increase and expand the waste 
disposal levy (waste levy) in June 2020 (CAB-20-MIN-0264.01). It also asks Cabinet 
to confirm the timing for increasing and expanding the waste levy.

Relation to government priorities

2 This work contributes to achieving the commitments in the Labour party manifesto 
and waste action plan, to future proof our economy through preventing, reducing and
recycling waste consistent with a zero waste approach where waste and pollution 
are designed out. This will create jobs, grow the economy and protect our 
environment.  

Executive summary

3 Cabinet agreed in June 2020 to changes to improve the effectiveness of the waste 
disposal levy by: 

 expanding its coverage to additional landfill sites, including those that take
construction and demolition materials (the levy currently applies only to municipal
sites that take household waste)

 increasing the rate of the levy (from $10 per tonne progressively up to $60 per
tonne).

4 These changes are designed to create a stronger economic signal to reduce waste, 
and raise more revenue for investment in waste minimisation. This also brings New 
Zealand closer in line with similar economies elsewhere.

5 In June, Cabinet noted that the expanded levy created a significant opportunity to 
achieve a step change in New Zealand’s performance on waste and that the Ministry
for the Environment (the Ministry) was developing a strategic investment approach to
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waste; and work with industrial monofills to better understand and minimise their 
waste.

Confirming the timing of the levy increase and expansion 

14 In June 2020, Cabinet noted it would review the implementation dates in table 1 in 
light of the economic conditions at the time the Minister submits the regulations for 
approval. The regulations are due to go to Cabinet Legislation Committee (LEG) in 
March. 

15 The Treasury’s Half Year Economic and Fiscal Update 2020 notes the initial 
economic impact of COVID-19, while still large, has been less severe than 
anticipated. Household spending and the employment market have also remained 
stronger than initially predicted. I am therefore recommending that Cabinet confirm 
the timing outlined in table 1, so that the regulations giving effect to the changes can 
be finalised and submitted to LEG.  

16 I propose to communicate Cabinet’s decision on the timing of levy increases 
immediately to give the sector certainty and enable them to plan for the changes. 

Putting in place the foundations for a transformed sector 

17 When the levy rates set out in table 1 are put into regulation, the revenue from the 
waste levy would increase substantially – from around $36 million per annum at 
present up to around $276 million per annum (see figure 1). This will create a 
significant opportunity to improve New Zealand’s performance on waste. 

18 Levy funds can be invested in onshore recycling infrastructure, research and 
development, behaviour change and other key levers to minimise waste. There is 
also a significant opportunity to invest in projects that support waste minimisation 
and achieve emissions reductions, as recommended by the Climate Change 
Commission.

19 Since the levy decisions were made, the New Zealand government has declared a 
climate emergency, committing to urgent action on reducing emissions. The Climate 
Change Commission has released draft advice which highlights the contribution the 
waste sector can make to overall emissions reductions, particularly through 
investment in diversion of organic waste from landfills. I am also interested in 
exploring waste opportunities with multiple benefits, such as the potential for forestry 
waste to be used in biofuels, to help de-carbonise our transport sector, especially 
international transport which has fewer alternatives to biofuels

20 Cabinet agreed that the Ministry should continue to develop the proposed strategic 
investment approach for levy funds, and report back to Cabinet with proposals for 
the content of the guiding strategy and plans, the process for finalising them, and the
supporting institutional and administrative arrangements for making investment 
decisions and allocating funding. The proposed timeline is outlined in paragraph 67 
and table 2. 
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Figure 1: Projected levy revenue1 
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21 The key components of the strategic investment approach are:

Components of the strategic investment approach

Setting up the long term direction, regulatory tools, systems and structures:

 Updated legislation on waste

 A new long-term strategy (with links to relevant parts of the Government’s emissions reduction 
plan)

 Appropriate supporting institutional and administrative arrangements 

Planning and coordination of specific activities:

 A rolling series of shorter term action and investment plans across all areas of activity and 
spending

 A long-term infrastructure plan 

 A plastics action plan

22 Initial reactions from the sector to this approach have been strongly supportive.

Ensuring the right legislative framework and regulatory tool-kit

23 Updated or new legislation (replacing the Waste Minimisation Act 2008 and Litter Act
1979) will put in place new arrangements for administering the increased levy funds 
using the strategic approach outlined in this paper. This would include how levy 
funds would be managed and used, and the governance and institutional 
arrangements for doing so. It may extend to embedding the strategic approach more 

1 Future levy revenue has been projected based on the cost-benefit analysis undertaken by the New Zealand 
Institute of Economic Research (NZIER). Key sources of uncertainty in the projected figures include: the extent 
to which waste producers will respond to the price signal by reducing their disposal of waste to landfill 
(COVID-19 provides additional economic uncertainty); the actual tonnages for landfill types other than 
municipal sites, for which limited data is currently available; the extent of levy avoidance behaviour (which 
would in turn reduce levy payments received); and the implementation timeline (which needs Cabinet 
confirmation).
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effectively in the legislation, by requiring a long term strategy, with periodic updates, 
and linking it more tightly to local authority planning and spending.

24 This is also an opportunity to update the regulatory tools in the Act with a 
combination of new and more streamlined powers. For example, New Zealand lacks 
tools starting to be used successfully overseas, such as the ability to specify 
minimum recycled content in products.

25 The updated legislation will also improve the compliance, monitoring and 
enforcement powers, providing a wider range of tools in relation to enforcement of 
the levy regime and other regulations, as well as modernising the outdated Litter Act.

26 Key upcoming decisions (as part of the strategy and legislation work stream) include 
the roles and responsibilities of central and local government for waste minimisation, 
including how levy revenue will be allocated between central and local government,2 
and the governance and decision-making structures for ensuring funds are used 
effectively. 

27 The new legislation is planned to be in place by early 2023, to provide a sound basis 
for administering the significantly increased levy funds forecast for the 2023-24 
financial year and beyond.

Setting a shared vision for a low-waste, low emissions future

28 A revised Waste Strategy for Aotearoa New Zealand will set a clear long term 
direction to help all those working on waste minimisation to plan and coordinate, 
whether in central government, local government, the waste sector, industry and 
business more generally, iwi/Māori, community groups, and the general public.

29 The strategy will include a shared overall vision and goals, guiding principles and 
values, as well as guidance on roles, priorities, linkages and sequencing for all 
activity and spending on waste minimisation. It will provide an overall “map” looking 
across:

 different waste challenges or goals (eg, plastics, paper/card, organic material, 
kerbside collection systems, reduction of littering)

 potential interventions for each challenge (eg, phasing out or bans, product 
stewardship, infrastructure investment, education, investment in research)

 the relevant actors (central government, local authorities, waste sector 
businesses, community).

30 Collaborative development of proposals is currently underway with a Māori technical 
experts group and a wider advisory group. Public consultation on proposals for both 

2 The Waste Minimisation Act 2008 outlines that levy funds are to be allocated to: 
 territorial authorities (50 per cent of levy revenue, to be spent on matters to promote or achieve waste 

minimisation, in line with waste management and minimisation plans); 
 projects to promote or achieve waste minimisation (largely allocated through the contestable Waste 

Minimisation Fund) (for which the Minister for the Environment is the decision-maker); and
 the Ministry for the Environment to cover the costs of collecting and administering the levy and waste 

minimisation projects (as well as paying any necessary refunds to site operators). 
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73 The tools that the Ministry has for helping ensure that territorial authorities spend 
levy funds in ways that meet strategic priorities include:

 Informal: the Ministry will work with councils (including through Local 
Government New Zealand and WasteMINZ) to help develop a shared vision and 
understanding of priorities. This will be informed by the developing strategy and 
infrastructure plan work, which requires close engagement with councils, as well 
as the CRRF investment work and developing thinking on solutions for individual 
waste streams and systems.

 Formal: the Ministry has an audit programme underway to ensure councils meet 
their statutory obligations for spending levy funds. The Waste Minimisation Act 
2008 has tools for giving directions to territorial authorities about the content of 
their waste management and minimisation plans, and/or setting performance 
standards for implementation of their waste management and minimisation plans.
These tools would be better reserved for giving effect to a revised waste strategy.

74 As outlined at paragraph 35 above, as the quantum of levy revenue received by 
territorial authorities increases, clear roles and responsibilities for central and local 
government will become increasingly important, along with clear tools for ensuring all
levy funds are invested strategically (whether by central or local government). 

75 The Ministry will consider roles and responsibilities, levers to influence spending, and
the strategic relationship between the national waste strategy and council waste 
management and minimisation plans when reviewing the Waste Minimisation Act 
2008. 

76 There is substantial scope for working with councils on investing levy funds to help 
solve existing problems in kerbside recycling systems, such as moving from co-
mingled to separate collection systems for glass and paper/card;4 and development 
of kerbside organics collections to keep household organic waste out of landfills.  

Financial Implications

77 Increased levy revenue from the expanded waste levy must be spent in accordance 
with the Waste Minimisation Act 2008, as reflected in Vote Environment 
appropriations. Funding for implementation of levy decisions was received in the 
Vote Environment budget for 2020/2021.

Legislative Implications

78 The changes to the waste levy can be made by regulation. The Parliamentary 
Counsel Office is currently drafting regulations under section 41 (waste disposal 
levy) and section 86 (records, information and reports) for submission to LEG in 
early 2021. 

79 This paper notes that amending legislation is planned for 2022-23 to update the 
Waste Minimisation Act 2008 and the Litter Act 1979. I have put forward a bid for this
legislation into the next legislation programme. 

4 Including in major centres such as Auckland.
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Te Tiriti o Waitangi Implications  

80 No individual Treaty settlements to date have relevant clauses on waste or resource 
efficiency, although a number establish an ongoing, good faith relationship between 
the Ministry and settlement entities. 

81 Development of a new waste strategy provides an opportunity for incorporation of 
Māori principles and mātauranga Māori. The move towards a more mindful and 
circular approach to the use of the planet’s finite resources is in keeping with these 
principles. The Ministry is working with a Māori expert group to develop a conceptual
framework for the new strategy that incorporates mātauranga Māori. 

Impact Analysis

Regulatory Impact Statement

82 No decisions on potential legislation are being sought at this time, so a Regulatory 
Impact Statement has not been prepared. A Regulatory Impact Statement would 
substantively duplicate other policy development work that is underway as part of the
review of the waste strategy and legislation.

Climate Implications of Policy Assessment

83 The Climate Impacts of Policy Assessment (CIPA) team has been consulted and 
confirms that the CIPA requirements do not apply to this proposal as there is no 
direct impact on emissions beyond the estimated emissions impact disclosed when 
Cabinet considered the levy proposals in June 2020.5

84 These proposals will support emissions reductions by ensuring governance and 
institutional arrangements are fit for purpose for expansion of the waste levy; helping
achieve an overall reduction of waste (including organic waste) from landfill; and 
developing a strategic approach that supports investment of levy funds in projects 
that have climate as well as waste minimisation benefits. 

Population Implications

85 The main potential population-level implications of these proposals are for rural 
communities, including rural Māori communities. These communities may have more
limited existing alternatives to landfill disposal, meaning they could face higher 
disposal charges in the future, and may also be more affected by any rise in 
undesirable disposal practices such as dumping of waste.

86 Some of the ongoing work outlined above will help to address these challenges 
(including the work on managing rural waste and illegal dumping and littering). Levy 
funds can also be invested in solutions. For example, levy funds have been invested 
in an innovative marae-based waste minimisation programme, Para Kore.  

5 A CIPA disclosure including quantified emissions impacts was included with the levy proposals Cabinet 
considered in June 2020. This disclosure indicated that the estimated cumulative impact (from 2020 to 2050) of 
extending the waste disposal levy is a reduction in emissions of 3.66 million tonnes carbon dioxide equivalent.
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87 Most of the employment potential from investment of CRRF and levy revenue is 
typically in male-dominated industries during the construction phase. Future 
investment presents an opportunity for a more even mix for ongoing employment 
(although waste minimisation roles are likely to still skew male overall). To date, 
gender has not received a lot of attention as a focus topic and it could be an issue to 
raise for discussion with sector groups. 

88 I do not consider there are substantial risks of negative population impacts for other 
groups including children, seniors, disabled people, people who are gender diverse, 
Pacific peoples, veterans, or ethnic communities. However, greater investment in 
resource recovery could provide an opportunity for further social and cultural 
procurement in ways that could benefit some of these groups.

Human Rights

89 The proposals in this paper are consistent with the New Zealand Bill of Rights Act 
1990 and the Human Rights Act 1993.

Consultation

90 Relevant government agencies have been consulted on this paper, including the 
Treasury, Ministry for Primary Industries, Ministry of Business, Innovation and 
Employment (MBIE), Ministry of Housing and Urban Development, Department of 
Conservation, Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade, Ministry of Justice, Ministry of 
Transport, Inland Revenue Department, Ministry for Social Development, Ministry of 
Health, Department of Internal Affairs,  Kāinga Ora – Homes and Communities,  
Stats NZ, Te Puni Kōkiri, Te Arawhiti, and Waka Kotahi NZ Transport Agency. 

91 The Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet and the Public Service 
Commission were informed.

92 Feedback from agencies was generally supportive of changes to the levy and the 
strategic investment approach outlined (including the link to the Emissions Reduction
Plan). The Inland Revenue Department noted that the planned review of the Waste 
Minimisation Act would consider whether some of the increased revenue should 
instead be directed to the Crown’s consolidated fund.

93 MBIE recommended that the Ministry consider the need for support for businesses to
comply with the waste levy, along with the specific impacts on particular industries 
(such as recycling operators). The Ministry will incorporate this into its 
implementation plan. 

Communications

94 I intend to communicate Cabinet’s decision on timing of changes to the waste levy to
stakeholders once decisions have been made, to give them as much certainty as 
possible about future levy rates and coverage.

95 The Ministry is working with the sector on implementation of its work. Ongoing 
engagement will provide an opportunity for stakeholders to help agree a common 
vision for the future, as well as provide input into strategic investment of levy funds. 
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