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Road Maintenance Task Force 2012 – Review Of Road Maintenance Regime 
 
Introduction 
The New Zealand Automobile Association (AA) welcomes the opportunity to provide comment on 
the recommendations in the Road Maintenance Task Force’s Interim Report: Review Of Road 
Maintenance Regime, and thanks the Task Force for an extension of time for these comments. 
 
As the largest member-based organisation in New Zealand, representing over 1.3 million vehicle 
owners and drivers, the AA has a strong interest in road safety, road quality and achieving value 
from the money motorists invest in road maintenance in New Zealand. In particular the AA has a 
strong interest in how levels of service might change on the New Zealand road network, including 
local roads. It is important for road controlling authorities to identify who their customers are are the 
AA considers that motorists and other road users, as both users and major funders, are customers 
and key stakeholders of local road controlling authorities, not just ratepayers. To this end it is 
important that the Task Force Implementation actively engage with the AA and other road users in 
going forward, including in regional groups. 
 
General Comments 
The AA recognises the significant amount of work and consensus achieved by the Road 
Maintenance Task Force, and considers much of the report’s recommendations to be welcome 
initiatives aimed at achieving greater efficiency, better value for money and reducing costs to asset 
managers. As such, the AA does not take issue with many of the recommendations specifically, 
and hence has not used the standard feedback form. This submission is not intended to take away 
from the work that has been achieved but to add areas for further investigation. 
 
Collaboration 
The AA supports investigating opportunities for better use of collaboration, whether simply better 
information and knowledge sharing; cross-boundary teamwork; combining contracts in scale or 
scope; or full amalgamation.  
 
The AA considers that RCAs need to be actively assisted through the collaboration process. Some 
RCAs have limited resource; in smaller remote RCAs, engineers often have specific areas of 
expertise (which could be shared across boundaries) but have difficulty in keeping up with 
advances in the wider area. What level of “grunt” is effective? What size of contract scale and 
scope is best for different contractor markets? How can each party’s interests be protected? What 
is the process to align contracts? 
 
Widen the Task Force Membership and Consultation  
The AA is concerned that by narrowly focusing discussions within the industry, the task force 
recommendations can only achieve relatively marginal changes. The review is potentially missing a 
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crucial opportunity to take a much wider view, by engaging completely different disciplines and 
sectors achieve a large step change in both costs and outcomes.  
 
It is well known in performance benchmarking that to lift performance and set new industry 
benchmarks, the greatest gains are from outside the sector, not from those that already know the 
sector well. In any sector the industry practice tends to self reinforce; moving outside the sector 
can reveal completely different assumptions, practices and norms which, when translated and 
reframed into the roading sector, have the potential to be transformational.  
 
Such lessons can be from other infrastructure, network or utility sectors (water, power, telecoms, 
hospitals) or sectors as diverse as excellence in sports, the service sector (eg banking, fast food, 
tourism, real estate) or learning from the education sector (academic research, motivation, 
training).  
 
Roading engineers can gain by engaging with and learning from other areas of expertise such as:  
• communications and public relations experts 
• political and government analysts  
• financial and budget planners and advisers 
• road safety experts 
• roading human factors psychologists (eg self explaining roads) 
• vehicle standards eg road/tyre interactions, heavy vehicle management  
• research community/ universities. 
 
This list is only intended to be illustrative to trigger ideas for the Task Force as to avenues for 
further consultation and exploration. It may help to add members to the Task Force Implementation 
Group from other disciplines, or use an independent facilitator to identify areas of transferable 
knowledge from other sectors that can be applied to road maintenance. 
 
Key issues could include: 
• identifying ways to manage expectations down in the face of tight budgets (be it individual 

members of the public, in wider public fora, or with politicians or management) 
• framing messages about trade-offs for maximum impact 
• negotiating co-funding sources 
• finding and implementing research on more cost-effective approaches  
• transferring knowledge and succession planning. 
 
Communications Support 
In personal or family finances, the strongest strategy to reduce expenditure is managing down 
expectations, or saying “no”. Often this is about making trade-offs apparent and confronting people 
with the fact that they can’t have their cake and eat it, they must make difficult choices. This is, 
however, not an engineering issue, it is a communications issue.  
 
Roading engineers are not trained in public relations and political science; they have little support 
or training to help them negotiate outcomes with their political masters, nor in putting the political 
case for high value for money projects in the competition for scarce funds against other 
departments. The issue is not that roading engineers don’t know how to save costs, but that they 
are not supported in selling their ideas to politicians and the public.  
 
It is disappointing that the Task Force has not yet engaged in this whole area (eg “helping engineers 
to say no nicely”) as the AA considers it the single biggest potential area for reducing unnecessary 
cost. The AA suggests that the Task Force commission some targeted research to identify: 
• barriers engineers face in trying to reduce spending but still achieve good value for money  
• in the political sphere, barriers to collaboration will include parish pump politics, parochial 

behaviour and patch protection.  
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• guidance for working through those barriers (process or communications), in the multi-tiered 
context of local area politics (eg are monthly cross-boundary meetings effective? What 
messages are effective, and which aren’t?). 

 
This research should assist engineers to push back against vocal pressure to spend funds on low 
value initiatives, and to effectively promote (publicly “sell”) projects that will give better value for 
money. It should also assist to remove political barriers to local bodies collaborating with NZTA and 
each other. 
 
Managing Sacred Cows: “Like for Like”; Uneconomic Roads; Seal extensions/reversions  
One very relevant overheard comment: “Let’s quantify the number of sacred cows...how many 
kilometres of private driveway have we got?  
 
The areas where “saying no” appears to have the greatest potential include the following:  
• When the original standard is over spec’d, what is the process to implement either a reduction 

in spec or a targeted rates payment to recover the additional cost or combination of both?  
• When expectations are too high (eg new lifestyle blocks expect uneconomic standards and 

seal extensions) what is the process to work through so everyone understands the trade-offs 
including ensuring the limited group of beneficiaries have to pay for the additional cost? 

• Are RCAs supported in allowing roads to revert to gravel or in transferring ownership of 
uneconomic roads to private holdings, both in terms of the formal process to follow and the 
supporting communications around those strategies? 

• How could ratepayers be offered choices and trade offs eg targeted rates options vs transfer of 
uneconomic roads? 

 
We recommend that the Task Force should undertake research to quantify the kilometres of 
uneconomic, or otherwise over spec roads there are, and the key issues where 
interventions would be useful. 
 
International comparisons; regulatory costs eg RMA, local body rules and regulations 
The AA considers more emphasis must be placed on bringing in international experience. For 
example, the AA is concerned that local authorities’ costs are affected by New Zealand’s regulatory 
environment, which roading authorities in other countries do not face. It would be constructive to 
compare the costs imposed on local bodies in New Zealand compared to overseas, as input 
to any government reviews of red tape. For example how do mitigation requirements compare 
between New Zealand and comparable overseas projects? Are we setting higher hurdles for 
ourselves? Is the RMA costing New Zealand more than it can afford? What are the incentives for 
different players within the RMA to buy consents, try for what they can get out of it, or otherwise 
delay? How does one RMA ruling affect costs to other RCAs or raise expectations? 
 
What information would we need to gather to answer these questions? 
 
Benchmarking costs: better understanding of cost drivers 
In New Zealand’s building industry, costs are higher because of a small market, lack of competition 
and vertical integration in the building supplies sectors (eg cost of pink batts or gib board). Similar 
questions must arise in the roading sector, yet these were not covered in the original Task Force 
report. The potential for dominant behaviour in the supply sector is particularly relevant when 
considering the trade-off between bitumen and concrete pavements. Is there entrenched 
resistance to changing the fundamental pavement model in New Zealand? How do we compare to 
international costs? 
 
As a first step, we would suggest collating a database of costs from RCAs. NZTA pays a significant 
share of national road user funds into RCA maintenance; what outputs does NZTA achieve for that 
money and how much control of that money should NZTA retain? What are road users getting from 
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that spend? The AA has a sense that some RCAs feel entitled to road user funds, without any 
accountability back the other way (for example pressure for bulk funding). However, road user and 
ratepayer interests are frequently strongly opposed, particularly from a national perspective.  
 
The AA would consider it as basic that NZTA should require RCAs at the very least to 
provide an accounting and share their detailed cost data, so that issues can be identified 
and cost savings achieved.  
 
Impact on Safety 
The AA is concerned about loss of safety through ill-informed cost cutting measures; the Task 
Force’s focus must be on being cost-effective as opposed to simple cost cutting. There are 
varying levels of accountability for safety on local roads in particular; we are aware of some local 
authorities introducing cost cutting measures that may well increase injury or death, but results are 
not monitored. For example, some Districts have implemented a policy to not replace rural road 
markings and edge marker posts, despite evidence showing this will increase crashes (lower 
safety) and reduce efficiency (lower speeds). The AA is concerned that such cost cutting 
initiatives are springing up around the country in an uncontrolled manner and recommends 
that the Task Force Implementation include a process for monitoring and managing these 
initiatives by providing accountability and benchmarking against expected standards. 
 
The AA is also concerned to monitor the impact of gradual deterioration on safety, whether 
this is roads reverting back to gravel or simply a lower level of service. What sort of 
monitoring of this can the Task Force put in place? 
 
RCA budgets often have funding “buckets”; sometimes the historical inertia of these funding buckets 
can get in the way of optimal delivery. For example there might be a historical allocation for 6-
monthly line marking. If there was an initial outlay for better materials, the re-mark cycle can be 
extended to two yearly on some parts of the RCAs network, and achieve greater safety outcomes at 
the same time. People can get protective or defensive around funding buckets and thinking can get 
stuck in a rut. The same is true for minor safety works and maintenance, for example. 
 
The AA is also concerned to hear that in some places, where in the past minor safety improvements 
were made during maintenance, now contracts are being strictly specified to exclude any 
improvements, even where these are sensible safety additions that are highly cost-effective to carry 
out during maintenance work. This removal of discretion is a significant concern given that safety 
retrofits are one of the most cost effective and enduring safety treatments in the Safer Journeys 
strategy. The AA is also concerned that highly cost-effective safety treatments that increase 
maintenance costs (eg barriers, rumble strips) will not be implemented to hold maintenance costs. 
We urge the Task Force to put in place measures to monitor that RCAs maintain a strong 
investment focus (particularly for safety outcomes), instead of a funding focus. 
 
Objective Framework for Setting Maintenance Interventions 
Some local authorities are proposing to delay maintenance (eg vegetation clearance) “until the 
public complains”. This clearly illustrates a lack of an objective framework for expenditure decisions 
in the first place, but also reinforces the need for better guidance and clear guidelines on 
intervention points. While local government is accountable to the public, it is also entrusted to 
make wise use of ratepayers’ and road users’ money. That roading engineers are forced to make 
expenditure decisions on the basis of “noise” made, when they have greater needs for those funds, 
is a common theme at RCA Fora. This issue deserves a more serious exploration than the Task 
Force has given it to date. Why are engineers put in this position, and what tools can we give them 
to push back, and what support/ training is needed?  
 
First, evidence shows the public do not recognise unsafe roads and roadsides, do not understand 
the safe system approach and have very limited understanding of the cost effectiveness of different 
interventions. Indeed it is the very lack of a “self explaining” nature that makes some roads more 
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hazardous (they give drivers a false sense of security and drivers fail to take the necessary care). 
We know the public are not a good judge of the relative effectiveness of different treatments. 
Should we be trying to educate them?  
 
Second, evidence also shows that well informed and wealthier people make greater use of public 
resources and are more willing to seek redress. A response strategy based on complaints is 
therefore highly regressive, favouring the well off sectors of society over the more disenfranchised 
or disempowered. In triage in an emergency First Aiders are taught to first assess the silent 
victims, as they are the ones at highest risk; those making the most noise are not always the 
highest priority. Many roading engineers recognise much of their work is for a silent majority, and 
there is a need to be careful of the minority voice (often the loudest).  
 
Third, there are few avenues for motorists to easily log complaints. Some residents may be aware 
which Council has jurisdiction over which roads but the majority of the travelling public do not; they 
are often not in a position to immediately complain if they are driving, and often are too busy to 
follow up once at their destination. Hence complaints will represent a particular sample, and may 
well represent a minority opinion. Only random surveys can objectively determine a fair approach. 
 
In short, public complaint is a highly unreliable method for deciding whether there is genuine public 
benefit in a particular maintenance intervention. RCAs that are overly responsive to complaints (the 
squeaky wheel syndrome) will be misallocating their scarce resources.  The AA urges the Task 
Force to assist RCAs develop an objective approach to assessing maintenance levels (does 
the vegetation reduce critical sight distances?) rather than relying on public complaint. In some 
circumstances the AA may be able to provide feedback through localised AA Member surveys on 
how interventions are perceived by the public. 
 
Southland valuation model 
The AA considers that there is merit in taking a new approach to assessing where funds need to 
be spent, and considers the Southland model a very interesting proposal as an innovative way to 
think about road maintenance. However, the model as it is described does not take all values into 
account; export values are not the only contributor to the economy and indeed, despite some not 
being included in GDP, end use trips are part of the economy (eg social, sport, entertainment 
trips). Further, the value of tourism trips are also part of the mix. Another concern is the model 
does not value “network resilience”, that is, the value a route provides as a backup in the event of a 
road closure.  
 
As a thought exercise, let’s apply the Southland model across the country as a whole for allocating 
funding. The Bay of Plenty and Waikato earn a large proportion of the country's overseas funds 
(dairy, forestry, horticulture  tourism  and ports) and would be winners; mid-performers (eg 
Taranaki, Canterbury, Southland) might hold their own, but regions that don't generate overseas 
earnings (possibly West Coast, Manawatu, Hawkes Bay, Northland) would suffer.  Auckland and 
Wellington might rate fairly low as overseas funds  earners. If a model does not produce believable 
results then it calls into question the inputs and assumptions. 
 
In other network industries, valuing individual network links is fraught, because of network 
interactions. Closing one rail link, for example, reduces the value of all the other links because 
there is one less destination, and similar conclusions apply for the telephone network. The road 
network is similarly of value because of the range of destinations provided. People may value a 
road being open because they “might want to use it one day” or just like the thought that it is there. 
On the other hand, it could be argued some links are only there for historical reasons, with little 
future prospect for growth. The AA sees value in the Task Force considering under what 
circumstances it should encourage allowing uneconomic roads to revert or be closed, and what are 
the processes by which that should happen. 
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Finally, the Southland valuation model has some very powerful implications for targeted rates (eg 
based on “betterment”) or alternatively for “project increment funding”. That is, if funds are to be 
allocated based on economic productivity and earnings, should the rates be collected from those 
that benefit most from that allocation? Is there any way to target the major earners (eg Fonterra, 
forestry) without stifling the very productivity we are aiming to support? Do we also need to think 
about targeted social assistance? Should there be a minimum “fit for purpose” level in the model? 
 
Cost Allocation to Targeted Rates  
The potential benefits of clustering and collaboration are apparent; however these will highlight 
differences between councils in the proportion and level of rates for roading, and rating policies, as 
well as differences in levels of service provided. The average rates bill is higher for some Councils 
than others; roading costs are a higher proportion of rates for some than others; there are different 
policies about how much different ratepayers should pay towards roading and how; and levels of 
service (and expectations) may be higher for some Councils than their neighbouring Councils. 
 
Changes in responsibilities for contracting, ie both setting levels of service and funding them, will 
highlight these differences and sorely test their rationales. This goes right to the heart of local 
government roles and accountabilities; an ongoing change management resource to support 
Councils support through this process will be required. While it may seem outside the brief for the 
Task Force to provide guidance to Councils on principles for recovering costs through rating 
policies, this is one very fundamental implication of the clustering approach, and Councils 
(particularly smaller rural Councils) will need some assistance. Who will provide it? 
 
Standardisation vs specialisation 
The draft report covers the potential benefits of standardising documentation and contracts; 
however it does not cover the potential benefits of standardising designs and products. The AA 
considers this a huge potential area for investigation.  
 
New Zealanders are inventive and innovative by nature. Innovative designs win awards and garner 
public acclaim; there is less recognition for those who buy the standard item off the shelf or indeed 
for someone that provides the cheapest “no frills” solution. In other cases an engineer might 
always used a specific treatment because he has “always done it that way”.  
 
Yet the AA considers there may be major opportunities to reduce costs by all going with the 
standard items. The clearest example is in the road lighting area. A local authority wants to create 
a particular ambience for a specific location (eg waterfront, main street) and gets unique street 
lamps; it then has to find replacement poles and order unique bulbs. If local authorities can agree 
on a limited range of lighting options, there may well be much lower maintenance and operating 
costs, and individual authorities may be able to reduce spare stock and share resources. 
 
There are clearly some risks in standardising too much, as there has to be room for individual 
needs, but we sense there are some areas where local authorities would welcome not having to 
reinvent the wheel and where someone else has done the research to identify the best value for 
money options (like Consumer magazine does for the public). What opportunities are there to 
identify where standardising designs could reduce cost (and improve consistency and 
predictability)? How would such agreements be developed? For example, grade separation does it 
always need a new design, or would there be benefits in tendering half a dozen grade separation 
projects together? Can there be a limited range of standard specifications for repeatable items (eg 
culverts, drainage grates) that would enable buying in bulk and lower the costs over the country as 
a whole and make some interventions more affordable? Is there any analysis on what are the most 
common items that are needed? 
 
Are there any benefits in terms of consent procedures from standardising designs, that is, the 
ability to reduce the regulatory costs in getting a standard consent? Is there any benefit to 
reviewing the current standards (e.g. MOTSAM) to see if there are some opportunities? 
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On the other hand, sometimes standards drive behaviour that is risk averse; that is, a tendency to 
not want to specify something that is outside the standard even when it is delivers greater value. 
Any review of standards should include how they are applied and how exemptions are suppressed 
so that local engineers can still use their initiative (not strait jacket around innovation). 
 
Certainty 
Another area similar to standardisation is the provision of certainty. Providing certainty enables the 
industry to invest in capital and spread recovery of capital expenditure over longer periods when 
tendering for work. The Task Force could investigate ways to better provide certainty about how to 
match investment with need, including possibly NZTA owning some of the more expensive capital 
items to reduce duplication (as it does for example with Bailey Bridges). 
 
Technology and innovation 
It is difficult for individuals to keep up with rapidly accelerating technology advances. The AA 
considers a separate research workstream could be useful in identifying areas where new 
technology could assist implementation of the Task Force goals, by assist roading engineers and 
local bodies, both in terms of passive access (eg pooling up to date information) and active push 
(eg library of Youtube training videos, searchable knowledge databases, webinars) or 
standardisation of software. What systems are there to support the sector upskilling? How do we 
integrate research and innovation through the sector, so that the best research is filtered out from 
the dross, developed into practical guidelines and promulgated? How can technology support 
succession planning, continuity, and knowledge transfer and sharing?  
 
Isolation vs competition 
In thinking about business models for maintenance, it is important to recognise that one size does 
not fit all. In remote or isolated areas, a major cost is moving the staff and equipment to that 
location. There may be benefit in tendering for combined maintenance and construction works in 
such an isolated area, to achieve better value for money and enable construction projects to be 
achieved that would not be affordable in isolation (the three sisters on the Desert Road, for 
example). Conversely, in some remote areas it may be better to contract a local person (eg a 
farmer) to respond quickly with patch repairs, to extend the maintenance cycle so the frequency of 
visits to the remote area can be minimised. 
 
Utilities 
The AA has previously made a substantive submission to the Utilities Advisory Group regarding 
opportunities for reducing costs to both the utility and roading sectors by putting effort into 
identifying a delivery agent for integrated utility channels (like a sub-road Transpower) who rents 
out space to the various utilities. By building the channels into the road it would reduce repeat 
digging thereby reducing cost to utilities, costs to RCAs and delays to road users and reduce 
roadside fatalities. Currently RCAs are not in a position to charge out for utility corridor access, so 
no one is providing this sub-road network.  
 
Thank you for the opportunity to submit on the interim report. If you have any questions on our 
submission, please don’t hesitate to contact me. 
 
 
Yours sincerely 

 
Mike Noon 
General Manager, Motoring Affairs 
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