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Case Study 1: Te Hiku o te Ika Revitalisation Project 
Using a project as a tool to achieve broader outcomes for the Te Hiku community 

Highlights at a glance  
• Far North District Council’s Te Hiku o te Ika Revitalisation Project is delivering exceptional community

development outcomes through empowering local communities to deliver a programme of 81 urban

improvement initiatives.

• Far North District Council, is the local government organisation for the northern-most tip of New

Zealand’s North Island.

• The project has two engagement objectives:

1. Develop a sense of identity and connection within the regional towns of Kaitaia, Awanui and

Ahipara by reflecting diverse community perspectives in the delivery of 81 urban improvement

initiatives. The purpose of the engagement was ensuring that design and implementation

decisions were made by the communities concerned. The scope was community-led decision-

making and consultation to deliver revitalised spaces that the communities identify and

connect with.

2. 70% of project spend must be awarded to local businesses. That said, there were not enough

local businesses pre-qualified to work for the council. The objective was to define this

challenge and turn it into a community development opportunity. The purpose; figure out what

barriers local businesses faced in working for council, then work with them to identify and

implement solutions. The scope was to provide support to local businesses and people to

allow them to deliver the physical works and increase economic resilience.

• Empowerment, collaboration and communication nurture the relationships that form the heart of this

initiative and continue to drive outstanding outcomes. Key outcomes that show the impact of our

engagement are:

1) community connection to the revitalised townships; this is their history and their ideas come to

life. The heart and soul that went into the initiatives we delivered has won Kaitaia the title of

New Zealand’s Most Beautiful Town 2021. And we haven’t finished yet!
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2) legacy of community resilience and future opportunities; 45 local businesses have been 

upskilled and qualify to work for council beyond this project. Sixty-nine individuals have been 

trained in industry-recognised safety courses, increasing safety and enhancing employment 

opportunities.  

3) targeted spend within the community; 88% of expenditure we can influence has been spent in 

the Far North, 47% has gone to Māori businesses. 

• This project is highly repeatable and has demonstrated the sheer scale of what can be achieved with 

clear intent and collaboration. Three key engagement takeaways are:  

1) a community can achieve amazing things when empowered to work together from concept 

through to delivery. Using local people to define and deliver this project has created a 

meaningful and vibrant sense of identity, connection and pride. For any council it can feel 

daunting to truly empower a group of ‘outside’ people to deliver a project but the results can be 

staggering. 

2) defining clear social outcome goals presented challenges, however, analysing what else we 

could achieve, besides physical construction, created exciting opportunities to really affect 

positive outcomes.  

3) striving for further reach was key. Identifying influential people in the community, then having 

them identify other influencers and groups, gave us incredible access to groups and 

individuals we wouldn’t have been able to activate as council on our own. 

 

Key search words:  Public Sector, local government, community masterplan, community development, 
project working group, empower. 
  



 

3 | P a g e  
 

1.0 Objectives 

Far North District Council (FNDC) is the local government entity for the northernmost tip of New Zealand’s 

North Island. Te Hiku o te Ika (“The Tail of the Fish”) is the northernmost ward within the region, with a 

population of 34,000 people and five iwi. It has a rich history and culture but in recent times the townships 

of Kaitaia, Awanui and Ahipara have lacked identity and connectivity and have high levels of social and 

economic deprivation. 

When central government COVID Recovery funding became available, FNDC, the Kaitaia Business 

Association and the five iwi submitted a combined package of 81 separate initiatives, known collectively as 

the Te Hiku o te Ika Revitalisation Project. Scope ranges from open space development and playground 

and pump track installations to shared paths, streetscaping and cultural art. Its purpose is to create 

employment and community resilience through investment and revitalisation that attracts residents and 

visitors to spend time within Te Hiku town centres.  

The project was inspired by a masterplan developed by the community, local iwi and community-led 

organisations, in collaboration with FNDC. This defined the vision the community had for their towns. The 

challenge was to develop designs from these concepts that achieved what the community wanted. The 

purpose of community engagement was to ensure the creators of the masterplan have the ability to 

influence decision-making and steer the direction of the project.   

The funding agreement between FNDC and Kānoa, ensured the project was centred around achieving 

social outcomes. So, rather than construction being the ultimate goal, it was the tool to achieve broader 

outcomes for the Te Hiku community. The uniqueness of this brief required assessing how we could 

achieve the vast number of expected outcomes. The answer was consistent engagement; working with 

parties to understand barriers and problem-solve.  

Targeted outcomes are: 

o enhance and restore the vibrancy and mana of Kaitaia, Awanui and Ahipara 

o boost employment within the Far North District, targeting Māori, Pasifika and local workers 

o award 70% of work to local businesses (Māori and Pasifika in particular) 

o develop skills and training to enable local individuals and organisations to continue as Council-

approved suppliers beyond this initiative 

o initiatives contribute to FNDC’s environmental objectives and strategic direction 

The project background, and unique social outcomes requirements required an engagement plan that 

focussed on two core themes: 

o shared leadership and action 

o community development to allow local businesses to undertake the work 
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2.0 Methodology 

Plan engagement 

Our engagement plan is split into two core themes: 

• THEME 1: Community-led decision-making 

• THEME 2: Community development to allow local businesses to undertake the work 

CORE ENGAGEMENT THEME 1: Community-led decision-making 

The intent of engagement throughout the project is for the community to shape the detailed design of the 

81 different initiatives that need to be designed to meet the community’s needs and expectations. There 

continues to be a high level of interest from the community. Each of the 81 initiatives offers different 

opportunities for engagement, covering all levels of the spectrum from inform to empower.   

Many local organisations and community groups contributed to the original conceptual masterplan. The 

engagement plan set out to let these groups shape their level of influence throughout the project and 

design what community empowerment could look like in a council project.  

Council engaged with all public and private organisations and groups that contributed to the masterplan to 

decide how they would like to be involved in the project: 

o Empower: one member from the organisation represents their community group on a Project 

Working Group (PWG).  

o Collaborate: a partner, looked to for advice and innovation, not directly responsible for final 

decision making.  

o Involved: helps develop the solutions.  

o Consulted: able to provide feedback and will be listened to.  

The PWG – shared leadership and action 

The PWG has representatives from FNDC, four iwi (Te Rarawa, Ngati Kuri, Te Aupouri, NgaiTakoto), 

Kaitaia Business Association (KBA), Takiwa, Awanui ratepayers, the project manager and a local 

landscape architect.  

A Memorandum of Understanding clarifies the responsibilities of the members of the PWG and each 

person is able to influence decision-making. Figure 2 shows the governance structure for the project.  

Expert resources (such as procurement advisors) are brought in as needed to upskill the PWG members to 

allow them to make informed choices.  
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Figure 3: Breadth, depth and spectrum of engagement and methods used
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At a basic level, success of the PWG relies upon each member communicating with the groups they 

represent. However, the members’ actual role is more influential than this; they are the gateway to 

influential members in the community who can activate other groups and members of the public to 

participate.  

The PWG gives this project vast reach to all corners of our community - from disenfranchised, difficult-to-

engage groups to those passionate about a subject or place and seeking to be involved. Often, community 

groups outside the PWG design and run the method of engagement, approved and overseen by the PWG, 

creating almost limitless engagement capacity. As a result, a high volume of meaningful engagement has 

been able to occur in a short timeframe, as shown in Figure 3.  

There are so many individual initiatives that, for each one, the PWG has analyses who in the community is 

most likely to be affected by, and want to be involved in, the design. They approach those people and ask 

the same question to get further reach beyond the obvious. Together, the parties shape an engagement 

plan or method to refine the design to reflect what the community want. The engagement is assigned a 

leader (either from PWG or community) and timeframe, then the results are reported back to the PWG, 

where they influence the final design of the initiative.  

CORE ENGAGEMENT THEME 2: Community development to allow local businesses to undertake 
the work 
Small local businesses lack the skills and resources to gain the Sitewise accreditation (safety 

prequalification) FNDC requires of all contractors. This has left them feeling left out in the cold, excluded 

and disengaged. The local business community was engaged through a public forum to come up with a 

plan to get them prequalified and able to be employed directly by the Te Hiku o te Ika Revitalisation Project. 

To ensure inclusion, businesses were sought out through our local networks and contacted directly, by 

phone and letter, inviting them to participate.  

To encourage attendance an online survey was distributed before the meeting, asking for feedback on 

challenges they faced in working for Council and gaining Sitewise. The aim of the forum was to give locally-

based civil contractors the confidence that Council had a significant program of works coming up, to 

demonstrate a determination to partner with as many local firms as possible, and to describe the support 

available to help grow contractor capability and capacity in the Far North.  

Data collected from the online survey was analysed; three key challenges highlighted by the businesses 

were then presented at the forum. This showed the businesses that we had heard them and that we were 

committed to working with them to overcome their challenges.  

From the forum we developed an action plan of support, co-designed with the businesses. This included 

education workshops, led by SiteWise, and the engagement of a safety consultant who coached 

businesses one-to-one through safety systems development and gathering evidence for SiteWise 

accreditation, and who identified specific training needs for individuals.   
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Figure :  snapshot of engagement methods used 
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Alignment with IAP2 Core Values for the practice of public participation 

IAP2 Core Values  Example of how this was considered in the design of your project 
methodology 

1. Public participation is 
based on the belief that 
those who are affected by 
a decision have a right to 
be involved in the decision-
making process 

The PWG, made up of representatives of core community groups, is 
responsible for decision making. Members often represent multiple 
groups and report back to seek input into decisions. Networks with 
other community leaders and influencers are used to identify a wide 
range of people affected by particular initiatives that need to be 
engaged with. 

2. Public participation 
includes the promise that 
the public’s contribution will 
influence the decision 

The Te Hiku o te Ika Revitalisation Project is based entirely on the 
premise that the whole community should have the ability to influence 
the design of all 81 initiatives it comprises. PWG members seek input 
from the ‘group’ they represent and feed back on how their input 
influenced the decision. Other organisations and public groups were 
able to set their level of influence at the start of the project and have a 
feedback loop via the PWG. For each piece of work, affected 
stakeholders are engaged with and informed of the initiative brief (and 
constraints), engagement methodology (if they haven’t designed or co-
designed it) and level of influence they have.  

3. Public participation 
promotes sustainable 
decisions by recognising 
and communicating the 
needs and interests of all 
participants, including 
decision makers 

The PWG identify stakeholders for each initiative and engage with them 
to identify their needs. The plan for each initiative is tailored to the 
specific needs of stakeholders, there is no ‘copy and paste’ approach. 
Barriers to participation are identified, particularly within the disaffected 
small business community and traditionally-hard-to-reach groups. 
Community members with extensive reach are also sought out.  
 

4. Public participation seeks 
out and facilitates the 
involvement of those 
potentially affected by or 
interested in a decision 

Relationships are the heart and soul of this initiative and they are 
everywhere. To ensure affected parties are adequately identified and 
able to access engagement, the PWG initially identify affected groups 
and individuals, then further advice is sought from other leaders and 
influential members of the community. This ensures multiple people 
from varying backgrounds identify a broad cross-section of who would 
be affected and enables us to ensure the engagement is appropriate, 
accessible and effective. 

5. Public participation seeks 
input from participants in 
designing how they 
participate 

Organisations and community groups initially involved in the masterplan 
were able to set the level of influence they wanted to have over the 
project. PWG members chose to have influence over decision-making. 
This is a significant commitment of time and energy and is not suitable 
or desired by all interested groups. Other organisations and public 
groups were able to set their level of influence at the start of the project 
and have a feedback loop via the PWG. 

6. Public participation 
provides participants with 
the information they need 
to participate in a 
meaningful way 

The PWG has decision making capacity within clearly defined 
constraints; they must comply with FNDC policies, standards and 
procedures. In addition, each initiative is scoped to ensure core 
deliverables are understood prior to setting engagement goals. This 
ensures stakeholders understand the scope and boundaries of the 
decisions they can influence. 

7. Public participation 
communicates to 
participants how their input 
affected the decision 

PWG members represent core community groups and council; they 
seek input from the ‘group’ they represent and feed back on how their 
input influenced the decision. The same is true of any groups and 
organisations that are engaged with or engage with the public, on 
behalf of the PWG; there is a feedback loop once decisions are made 
at fortnightly PWG meetings. Public meetings, a fortnightly newspaper 
article and regular Facebook updates help to communicate the public’s 
influence in certain initiatives.  
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Sylvia Haines, member of the public who developed an
artwork installation selected by a community panel
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Figure : e  engagement metrics 
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3.0 Manage Engagement 

Challenges in Stakeholder Engagement 
Non-essential investment in the communities targeted through this project is rare. Insufficient engagement 

was a real risk. It would be perceived as Council taking over, thinking it knows best and getting it wrong. 

This is a historical viewpoint of many communities and a universal engagement risk. It would have been 

disastrous if the 81 initiatives comprising the Te Hiku o te Ika Revitalisation Project did not reflect what the 

community wanted because it wouldn’t result in identity, connection or vibrancy.  

Historically, iwi groups and the public have been ‘consulted’ with but not able to influence decision-making, 

therefore reducing the trust they have in the engagement process. This presents challenges in activating 

them to engage. 

The PWG gave us good reach into the community groups that had created the original masterplan. But we 

needed greater reach into a diverse range of backgrounds to ensure we captured the needs of the entire 

community. 

Engagement capacity was a serious risk; there were 81 initiatives to design, with engagement required for 

each one, and a $7m programme of works to deliver. The PWG address this by involving other community 

leaders to help design and run the method of engagement, approved and overseen by the PWG, creating 

almost limitless engagement capacity. The PWG focus on engagement and making decisions while a 

Project Management Team implements the physical works. 

The PWG comprises people with different backgrounds; they are not specialists in this type of work and not 

familiar with Council systems and processes. Specialist workshops (such as procurement procedures) were 

used at key strategic points in the project to upskill the PWG members and give them the knowledge and 

tools to make sustainable decisions. 

Challenges in Community Development 
The small business community was disengaged; getting them to attend a public meeting with council would 

be challenging unless we could show that we were willing to listen to them and help develop a solution. 

Personal contact by phone and letter showed we were interested in working with them specifically and a 

survey with probing questions on difficulties they experienced in working for council demonstrated that we 

knew there was a problem and were identifying viable solutions.  

Drawing businesses into the initial engagement and educating them on what’s required for SiteWise 

accreditation was not enough; too many would just drop out of the program. Guided by business feedback 

we engaged a safety consultant to help each business define and document its systems and then submit its 

evidence to Sitewise.  
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Our communities are excited by the scale and momentum of their achievements on this project. The 

lessons we learn along the way are already shaping the way we approach new projects and we’re 

assessing how we can transfer some of the strategies further afield.  

This initiative is highly repeatable; organisations everywhere can replicate the results using lessons we 

have learned about: 

o engaging and empowering local communities 

o reaching further through other community influencers to activate groups we wouldn’t normally be 

able to access 

o supporting local businesses and community development 

 
Innovation and Uniqueness 
When we analyse the success of this project and the scale of what we’ve achieved, we find the following 

key actions that can be applied to enhance future engagement practices:  

1. A community can achieve powerful results when you empower it in the right way to deliver a 

project, from concept through to delivery. Using local people to define and deliver this project has 

created the meaningful and vibrant sense of identity, connection and pride we set out to achieve. 

For any council it can feel daunting to truly empower a community group to deliver a project but the 

results can be staggering. 

2. Having clear goals for outcomes allows identification of challenges. Treat these like a project in 

their own right and use engagement with the right people in the right way until you find a way 

through the difficulties.  

3. Step back from a project and analyse what else you could achieve, besides physical 

construction. This can create exciting opportunities for organisations to really affect positive 

outcomes for their community.  

4. Strive to reach further. The key to our success has been identifying influential people in the 

community and using them to identify other influencers and groups. This has given us incredible 

access to groups and individuals we wouldn’t have been able to engage on our own.  
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For more information about this project see: 

• https://youtu.be/8oiVK3s4rLw (YouTube) and 
• https://www.facebook.com/Te-Hiku-Open-Spaces-Revitalisation-Project-100889691915279 

(Facebook) 
To connect with the author: 

• www.linkedin.com/in/grace-henty – link to LinkedIn profile 
 
To access and search the Case Study Library/Database from the past year, please visit 
www.iap2.org.au and navigate to the Case Study page.  
 
Want to know more about publishing a Case Study? www.iap2.org.au/casestudy  
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