Freshwater & Nitrate Policy Comparison: Labour vs Current Coalition
	Policy Area
	Labour Government (2017–2023)
	National–ACT–NZ First Coalition (since 2023)

	Core freshwater framework
	National Policy Statement for Freshwater Management 2020 (NPS-FM) implemented nationally
	NPS-FM under review, with intent to repeal or substantially replace

	Decision-making principle
	Te Mana o te Wai legally embedded: ecosystem health → drinking water → economic use
	Te Mana o te Wai removed from consenting direction and downgraded while replacement regime developed

	Nitrate standard – headline claim
	No single numeric “cap” (often misrepresented as 2.5 or 4 mg/L)
	Public rhetoric focuses on “practicality” and cost; no commitment to numeric ecological limits

	Nitrate standard – legal reality
	Attribute bands for Dissolved Inorganic Nitrogen (DIN) in rivers
	Attribute framework itself under threat

	Effective legal bottom line
	C-band DIN ≈ up to ~6.9 mg/L (anything worse must improve)
	National bottom lines proposed to be removed, leaving councils with weaker or no enforceable limits

	2.5 mg/L DIN
	Scientific aspiration only (ecological harm rises above ~2–3 mg/L) – not enforceable
	Not adopted; often dismissed as unrealistic

	4 mg/L DIN
	Never set by Labour as a national limit
	Sometimes floated rhetorically as a “compromise”, but not formally adopted

	Farm nitrogen controls
	Synthetic nitrogen fertiliser cap (190 kg N/ha/yr) and Freshwater Farm Plans
	Under review, with pressure to weaken or repeal

	Regional Land & Water Plans
	Required under NPS-FM to give effect to national standards
	Explicit intent to end or override regional land & water plans, centralising decision-making

	Environmental Legal Assistance Grants (ELAG)
	Funded and available to enable public interest litigation
	Ended, reducing access to justice for communities and NGOs

	Ministry for the Environment (MfE)
	Policy, science, and implementation capacity maintained (though stretched)
	~300 MfE staff cut, significantly weakening regulatory, scientific, and enforcement capacity

	Role of regional government
	Councils required to implement national freshwater bottom lines
	Councils constrained, prevented from exceeding national rules, or stripped of planning roles

	Underlying policy logic
	“Allow degradation to stop now; improve over time” (restoration promise)
	“Reduce regulatory burden and cost to land users”

	Who bears risk
	Ecosystems and downstream communities (with future improvement promised)
	Ecosystems, drinking water, and democratic participation, with fewer legal and institutional safeguards



