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Plan Change 10 Hearing 
 
Response to Panel’s request for information 
 
TOPIC: Non-Benchmarked Averaging Approach to NDA 
 

 
 

1 Introduction 

The issue of the use of an averaging approach to Non-Benchmarked NDA allocation has been 
raised in the Hearing process in two contexts: 
 

1. As a potential inequity when considered against benchmarked farming operations which 
end up with a low benchmark1 

2. As a potential way of reallocating some nitrogen (see evidence of Ms Moleta at paragraph 
49 and subsequent analysis). 

 
These issues are connected and are addressed collectively below. As previously provided to the 
Panel the following table contains the areas of benchmarked and non-benchmarked land. 
 

 
Area (ha) 

 

Land Use Sector Benchmarked 
Not 

Benchmarked 
% Not 

benchmarked 

Dairy 4686 315 7% 

Drystock 11248 4613 41% 

Grazed trees 1346 0 0% 

Plantation forestry 7067 2096 30% 

Bush and Scrub 7721 2273 29% 

 

32068 9297 29% 
 
As discussed below, the focus on benchmarking was on properties 40 hectares and above. 
However a number of properties below 40 hectares were also benchmarked. This occurred either 
because properties were being sold or because subdivision was being considered. This provides 
some useful information about the balance of the non-benchmarked land however it is noted that: 
 

a) There are 58 benchmarks representing properties less than 40 ha in size. While 21% of the 
small block sector’s effective area has been benchmarked and this could approximate a 
representative sample of all small blocks <40 ha, there is much less certainty on the 
representativeness of the six area bands that span 0.05-40 ha2. 

b) Farm enterprises often extend beyond legal boundaries such as titles or valuation 
references (that is, a properties can be made up of multiple parcels, titles or valuation 
references and the farm enterprise can include paper roads, road reserves and leases). 

c) Legal definitions of property boundaries are constantly changing as the parcel layer is 
refined or subdivisions are processed. 

d) The area of a farm enterprise often changes as leases and other grazing arrangements are 
revised. 

                                                
1
 Noting that low benchmarks/NDAs may simply reflect the geophysical nature of the land. For example 

steep land may attract a low NDA commensurate with its use. Many of the smaller non-benchmarked 
properties are on relatively good land. 
2
 The Regional Council considered the matter of what threshold should be used to apply to rule LR R4. 

Thresholds of 4 hectares and 5 hectares were debated and it was noted that the small block information for 
properties of this size could not be used to provide any conclusive analysis.  
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For all non-benchmarked land Regional Council staff mapped areas of land use to create a data 
layer. While this identified sector land-uses it could not identify differences in intensity of land use. 
It also could not distinguish between the boundaries of farming enterprises as could be done with 
benchmarked enterprises (on the basis of mapped land areas provided). Therefore an area 
identified as non-benchmarked could cover multiple titles and multiple farming enterprises. The 
GIS layer is however relatively accurate in terms of sector land use area. 
 
Further differences in analysis assumptions occur around how land is treated. For example the 
SBSR removed roads from consideration (as they are not in private ownership). Council’s GIS 
layer includes “grassed” roading – such as paper roads and wide grass verges as these are often 
farmed – particularly paper roads. 
 
 

2 Context for position 

Non-benchmarked land is included within the PPC10 allocation methodology to ensure the 
catchment allocation mathematics remains correct. Simplistically, the total area of non-
benchmarked is included as an approximately 4,600 ha sized Drystock farm at the benchmarked 
average. The “property” then moves in relation to the allocation methodology and receives a NDA 
allocation of 24.7kgN/ha. This is slightly less than the Drystock NDA average due to the increase in 
NDA allocated to underdeveloped land that lifts to the lower range boundary. See note to Table LR 
63. 
 
The non-benchmarked average allocation position was adopted for the following reasons:  
 

1. The benchmarking process was controversial4 and a focus was placed on the larger, more 
commercial properties. The threshold was made 40 hectares for this. 

2. Experienced staff managing the data provided a view on the likely matching of the average 
to reality. 

3. On the basis of a “least harm” principle the average provided a basis for allocation that 
would be close to average farm performance. That is, most farms are likely to be close to 
this figure. The top of the range would still lose. 

4. From #3 above, a mechanism was included in Schedule 1 “unless evidence provided” to 
recognise that there may be some farming operations who would want to claim “actual” 
nitrogen loss for the 2001-04 benchmarking period. Equally there may be some properties 
where, for example, forestry might be present in which case Council would be able to 
reduce the nitrogen allocation. The reference to aerial photography is relevant to this 
mechanism. 

5. Staff were endeavouring to avoid complexity in PPC10 unless completely necessary. In 
some cases “averaging” provides an appropriate counter to complexity. 

 
As part of responding to the consultation feedback from small block owners Council undertook 
research to further understand the dynamics of this sector to inform PPC10. A robust analysis was 
undertaken and presented to StAG on 10 November 20155. This Report “Lake Rotorua Catchment 
Small Block Sector Review 2015” (attached) provided a further opportunity to test the assumptions 
underpinning the averaging approach and to get a greater understanding of the distributional 
impacts of the allocation methodology. 

                                                
3
 This number may shift in relation to legitimate changes to the base data. 

4
 An example of the controversial nature of the process is provided n Mr MacCormick’s EIC at paragraph 14. 

A number of dairy farmers did not agree to provide their OVERSEER
®
 files as required under Rule 11. This 

resulted in Council not being able to re-run these files for later OVERSEER
®
 versions leading to averaging 

for these farms. A number of requests for this information were made and subsequently a number were 
provided post the allocation decisions. The impact of this potentially alters the dairy allocation raising a 
further question of equity and fairness. 
5
 http://www.rotorualakes.co.nz/stag_meetings_2015 

 

http://www.rotorualakes.co.nz/stag_meetings_2015
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3 Findings of Lake Rotorua Catchment Small Block Sector Review 
2015 

3.1 Definition of small block 

40 hectares was used to define the upper bound of the size range. While clearly 40 hectares is a 
largish property this definition is as distinct from the applied benchmarking threshold. 
 
The Small Block Sector Review (SBSR) first defined “small block” in an attempt to reduce the 
uncertainty associated with the issues raised around mapping. Valuation references – with a 
number of exclusions such as for roading, DoC land and small blocks that were part of over 40 
hectare enterprises – were used to as closely as possible approximate the number of small blocks. 
 
This is an important consideration for the PPC10 rule structure as the number of properties – that 
ultimately may seek a NDA through a resource consent - can only be assumed at this point. 
 

3.2 Findings of SBSR 

In terms of properties under 40 ha in size there is less benchmarking coverage. The following table 
show the number of blocks by category. The land use of these blocks generally falls into the 
Drystock category. 

 

 
Of these, 58 properties were benchmarked, generally at the larger end of the size range. These 
properties covered 1016 ha in area – but only 855 ha of effective area. 
 
A key table – Table 6 - can be found on page 12 of the Report (note all figures in kgN/ha): 
 

 
 
This table shows that the benchmarked larger, small blocks when allocation a NDA through 
PPC10’s allocation mechanism would receive close to or higher than the allocation methodologies 
24.7 kgN/ha. 
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4 Consideration of Alternatives to PPC10 

Three scenarios have been looked at to assist the Panel’s understanding of this issue. The SBSR 
has been used as the key supporting document for this. 
 
The three scenarios that have been considered are: 
 

1. Allocate benchmarked nitrogen loss by size class to non-benchmarked land 
2. Allocate the bottom of the Drystock range (18 kgN/ha) to non-benchmarked land 
3. Allocate 22 kgN/ha to non-benchmarked land 

 
For scenarios 2 and 3 a critical assumption has been made that properties are allowed to seek a 
controlled activity consent to secure an NDA based on what was occurring in the benchmarking 
years. To not allow this would introduce another issue of equity and fairness that would need to be 
considered. 
 
The assumption is that properties that are commercial in nature, large enough to make the 
transaction worthwhile, are seeking to engage with the Incentives Scheme, or are operating more 
intensively than the stocking rate table limits (such as horse operations) would apply and achieve 
at least the 24.7 kgN/ha. This is included in the tables below in relation to all properties greater 
than 10 ha. 
 
It should be noted that this is a gross assumption about individuals’ behaviour in relation to the 
nitrogen loss of properties. The assumptions will only be able to be tested for accuracy when the 
2022 consenting process is completed. At this point Council would be in a position to “add up”: 
 

 NDAs consented in 2017 

 All other NDAs consented in 2022 

 Activities operating under rule LR R7 

 An estimate of activities operating as permitted activities (other rules). 
 
 
Use of Effective Area 
Effective area – the area under grazing, cropping, horticulture and effluent disposal (see PPC10 
Definitions section) - is used as the basis of for all NDA calculations. 
 
Table 3 below from the SBSR contains the effective area that has been identified for each size 
category. The total effective area used in this analysis is 4085 ha (4155 ha less the area in dairy 
and grazed trees). This analyses small blocks as being part of the Drystock sector. 
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4.1 Allocate benchmarked nitrogen loss by size class to non-benchmarked land 

In this scenario the comparison is to assess how close the allocation of 24.7 kgN/ha is to an 
“actual” allocation that would have been applied had the properties been benchmarked. This is 
based on all non-benchmarked land (4,085ha effective area) being allocated the size category 
average. This is based on the benchmarking information that is available and analysed in the 
SBSR. 
 
As noted above the data is not overly robust for smaller properties but is better for the larger 
properties. For example: 
 

Small block size 
category 

Number 
benchmarked 

Total % benchmarked 

Up to 4 ha 4 888 0.5% 

4 – 10 12 157 8% 

10 – 20  19 265 5% 

20 – 30 15 102 19% 

30 – 40  8 56 27% 

 
If the allocation was based on the results suggested by the SBSR the following would be the 
degree of difference from the 24.7 kgN/ha allocation position: 
  



 

SEW-133911-559-847-V1:sew/clm 

 
 

Small block 
size category 
(ha) 

Area Effective 
Area  

Allocation 
24.7 
kgN/ha 

Allocation total 
(24.7 kgN/ha) 

Allocation on 
property size 
(kgN/ha) 

Allocation 
total (by size) 

Difference 
(average/property 
size) 

0-2 ha 666 368 24.7 9089.6 18.0 6624.0 -27% 

2-4 ha 438 312 24.7 7706.4 18.0 5616.0 -27% 

4-10 ha 1501 1120 24.7 27664.0 20.7 23135.4 -16% 

10-20 ha 1389 1090 24.7 26923.0 24.7 26970.4 0% 

20-30 ha 1129 826 24.7 20402.2 23.2 19144.8 -6% 

30-40 ha 510 369 24.7 9114.3 28.6 10545.7 16% 

  5633 4085   100899.5   92036.4 9% 

 
As can be seen from the above table the 24.7 kgN/ha “average” reasonably approximates the 
allocation that would have occurred for the greater than 10 ha small block properties had they been 
benchmarked. 
 
For properties between 10 and 40 ha (the properties that are more likely to be commercial in 
nature or more intensively farmed) the difference (on a combined basis) between the allocation of 
24.7 kgN/ha and an allocation based on the size categories is less than 1%.  
 
Note: the total allocations of kgN differ because of the reverse of the above. Smaller properties 
differ when the 24.7 kgN/ha is compared to the size category basis. These properties are less 
likely to be intensive in nature and more likely to be lifestyle oriented – but not exclusively. There is 
less likelihood in these smaller properties engaging in the consenting process due to the 
transaction and compliance costs. 
 

4.2 Allocate the bottom of the Drystock range (18 kgN/ha) to non-benchmarked 
land 

If all non-benchmarked land (4,085ha effective area) was allocated 18 kgN/ha there would be a 
nominal surplus of 27.4 TN6. The term “nominal” is used because while a number can be 
generated there are multiple assumptions being applied. 
 

Area Allocated TN 

4,085 Current 24.7 kgN/ha 100.9 

4,085 18 kgN/ha 73.5 

   

 Nominal surplus 27.4 

 
If the larger, small blocks apply for a controlled activity consent to secure their NDA this would 
reduce the nominal surplus as follows: 
  

 

 
 

                                                
6
 See Appendix 1 for background analysis. 

Basis of allocation to 
Controlled Activity consents 

Additional 
allocation via 
Consent: >10 
ha apply 

Nominal 
surplus 

  27.4 

Allocation of 24.7 kgN/ha 15.3 12.1 

Allocation of size category 
kgN/ha 

15.5 11.9 



 

SEW-133911-559-847-V1:sew/clm 

 
 
 

4.3 Allocate 22 kgN/ha to non-benchmarked land 

If all non-benchmarked land (4,085ha effective area) was allocated 22 kgN/ha there would be a 
nominal surplus of 11.0 TN. 
 

Area Allocated TN 

4,085 Current 24.7 kgN/ha 100.9 

4,085 22 kgN/ha 89.9 

   

 Nominal surplus 11.0 

 
If the larger, small blocks apply for a controlled activity consent to secure their NDA and this would 
reduce the nominal surplus as follows: 
 

Basis of allocation to 
Controlled Activity consents 

Additional 
allocation via 
Consent: >10 
ha apply 

Nominal 
surplus 

  11.0 

Allocation of 24.7kg N/ha 6.2 4.8 

Allocation of size category 
kgN/ha 

6.4 4.6 

 

5 Summary 

As with a number of areas of PPC10, a range of compromises have had to be made to reach a 
workable solution. This issue is one of these. The Regional Council’s view is that PPC10 
represents a fair approach – acknowledging that the “best information” basis that supports this 
statement has limitations. 
 
This is because the fairness concerned is whether the NDA most accurately represents the correct 
allocation (had the benchmark process been undertaken at the time).  On this basis it would be 
unfair to provide all non-benchmarked properties with the lowest figure available or a lower figure 
as this implies a level of ‘punitive’ allocation rather than the best attempt to estimate what the most 
likely level would be had the process been completed. 
 
NDAs for benchmarked properties can therefore be considered robust due to consideration of 
their biophysical parameters. The approach to NDAs for non-benchmarked properties can also be 
considered robust (on the basis of averages applied from small block benchmarking). 
 
As discussed above, if the technical non-compliance with the benchmarking process is ignored and 
only the nitrogen loss is considered, there is no significant difference between NDAs created on 
the basis of benchmarking or non-benchmarking using the SRSR data. In particular from section 
4.1 there is no difference (less than 1%) between the 24.7 kgN/ha and the size category kgN/ha 
amounts suggested by the SBSR for 10 to 40 ha properties. 
 
Council cannot be more certain of the position until the 2022 point when the NDAs and estimated 
permitted activities can be “added up” across the catchment. 
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Appendix 1: Comparison of alternative allocations to Non-Benchmarked properties 
 
Showing total allocation of NDA in kgN/ha to small blocks under various alternatives. 
 

Small 
Blocks 

Effective 
area 

24.7 
kgN/ha 

KgN/ha by 
size 
category 

Diff to 
24.7kg 22 kgN/ha 

Diff to 
24.7kg 

Diff to 
size 
category 

18 
kgN/ha 

Diff to 
24.7kg 

Diff to 
size 
category 

<10 ha 1800 44460 35375.4 9084.6 39600 4860.0 -4224.6 32400 12060.0 2975.4 

>10 ha 2285 56439.5 56661.0 -221.5 50270 6169.5 6391.0 41130 15309.5 15531.0 

Total 4085 100899.5 92036.4   89870     73530     

 
 
Attachment 1: “Lake Rotorua Catchment Small Block Sector Review 2015” 


