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Accelerating Infrastructure Consents to meet Climate Targets 

Report No: TW2023/204 
Type: Briefing 
Purpose: To advise that Te Waihanga intends to publish a report examining the capacity of 

the current resource management system to consent new investments in low-
carbon and renewable energy in time to meet our net-zero 2050 emissions 
target.  The core finding is that these targets will not be met without significant 
reductions to infrastructure consenting timeframes. 
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Policy  

Summary 

• Te Waihanga is intending to release a report prepared by Sapere Research Group titled 
‘Infrastructure Consenting for Climate Targets: Estimating the ability of New Zealand’s 
consenting system to deliver on climate-critical infrastructure needs’. 

 
• The key finding of the report is that for New Zealand to meet its net zero 2050 targets, 

resource management reforms will need to be fully operational by 2028 and achieve a 50% 
reduction in projected consent processing times at that point. 

 
• Any increase in delay beyond 2028 makes it highly unlikely that New Zealand will be able to 

meet our climate change aspirations. 
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Report 

Introduction 
1. The Climate Change Response Amendment Act 2019 committed Aotearoa New Zealand to reduce net 

emissions of all greenhouse gases (except biogenic methane) to zero by 2050. The New Zealand 
Infrastructure Strategy went on to identify net-zero carbon 2050 as a critical infrastructure objective. 
Major investments in low-carbon transport and renewable energy are identified in New Zealand’s 
Emissions Reduction Plan as essential to meet the 2050 net zero target. 

2. The time and effort needed to consent new investments is one of many challenges faced.  In 2021 Te 
Waihanga commissioned research into “The cost of consenting infrastructure projects in New Zealand”.  
A newly commissioned research report “Infrastructure Consenting for Climate Targets: Estimating the 
ability of New Zealand’s consenting system to deliver on climate-critical infrastructure needs” builds on 
that work to investigate the impact of consenting timeframes specific to emissions-reducing 
infrastructure.    

Key Findings 
3. The research shows that we won’t meet our net-zero 2050 emissions target without significant 

reductions to infrastructure consenting timeframes. 

4. Projections suggest that 40% more resource consents (across all sectors) will be processed by 2050 
compared to today.  New transport and energy investments make up the bulk of this demand.  
Achieving a net zero emissions future requires nearly tripling our power generation and changing how 
people and goods move around the country. 

5. The processing time for consenting new projects and renewing existing ones is expected to increase if 
recent trends continue.  

6. Under the current consenting framework, New Zealand is on track to miss between 11-15% of the 
emission reductions required from the energy and transport sectors by 2050 due to consenting delays 
(even under optimistic scenarios with unconstrained consenting resources). The resulting emissions 
liability is $5-7 billion if fulfilled carbon reductions are fulfilled elsewhere in the economy or through the 
purchase of carbon credits. 

7. But New Zealand does not possess unlimited personnel to manage the anticipated increase in consent 
applications. Under more realistic scenarios where consenting resources are constrained, between 29-
34% of emissions targets are in jeopardy.  If this occurred, the resulting emissions liability for New 
Zealand is $13-16 billion. 

8. These shortcomings do not account for the risk of abandoned projects (projects that do not make it to 
the consent phase due to consenting cost).  Slow resource consenting times don’t just push out the start 
dates of projects, they can also put investors off a project.  Modelling suggests that the processing time 
in 2050 for consents of high complexity will reach 6.5 years even with regulatory intervention, to 12 
years without.  

9. A less-than-effective RM reform and/or delays in its implementation would make it highly unlikely that 
New Zealand will be able to consent the infrastructure needed to support its climate change aspirations. 

10. If a new resource management system is to improve consenting timeframes, projections show it must 
be fully operational by 2028 and achieve a 50% reduction in projected consent processing times at that 
point in time. 

11. While the need for a more efficient consenting framework is well understood, this study is the first to 
identify the percentage efficiency-gain required to meet net zero carbon targets. 
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Te Waihanga’s Recommendations 
12. The new Resource Management system must enable much faster consent processing times than our 

current system. 

13. A multi-pronged approach is required to achieve these efficiency gains including by: 

• developing a streamlined and enabling National Planning Framework for Infrastructure 

• targeted changes to the Spatial Planning Act and Natural Built Environment Bills that will help make 
processing applications for infrastructure more efficient  

• introducing a National Environmental Standard for Infrastructure under current legislation (the 
Resource Management Act 1991) in order for it to be in place by 2028 

• updating the National Policy Statements on Renewable Energy and Electricity Transmission, 
providing more enabling language to recognise the national significance of consenting these assets 

• stopping the growth, and ideally significantly shortening, infrastructure consent processing times 
(including under our current RM system). 

14. With numerous policy reforms already underway, further work on likely efficiency-gains and impact on 
consenting timeframes would be prudent.  

Conclusion 
This research is the first to quantify the likely efficiency-gains required and can assist in guiding fit for purpose 
policy consistent with net zero carbon targets. Given the challenge in predicting future investment trends, 
technologies, legislative impacts and economic cycles, the research projections include a level of uncertainty.  
Nevertheless, the evidence base makes clear that significant improvements in our consenting timeframes are 
required to meet New Zealand’s net zero targets.  


























