
 

 
 

COMPLAINT NUMBER 21/363 

ADVERTISER Department of Internal Affairs  

ADVERTISEMENT Three Waters Television 

DATE OF MEETING 12 July 2021 

OUTCOME No Grounds to Proceed 

 
Advertisement:  The television advertisement for the Government’s "Three Waters" 
campaign was presented in a cartoon style with the following voiceover: “Imagine Aotearoa 
without good water… What a stink as place that would be. Trout would be grumpy, boating 
no fun, and dirty ducks a sad sight to see. Mean-as manus wouldn’t be mean, showers a 
complete waste of time, bathrooms would be just rooms, togs just undies, and our awa all 
filthy with slime. That’s why we’ve got a plan, because we’re water’s biggest fan. So let’s 
make it better than fine. Better water is better for everyone”.  
The animation included images of all the things mentioned in the voiceover, and included 
green liquid coming from a “coughing” pipe, with a thermometer in its mouth.  
The text at the end of the advertisement said “Better water is for everyone - He Puna Wai, 
He Puna Ora.” Also shown were the Three Waters and New Zealand Government logos.  
 
The Chair ruled there were no grounds for the complaint to proceed. 
 
There were six complaints about this advertisement. 
 
Complaint 1: I would like to make a complaint with regards to the misleading advertising 
campaign currently underway. The adverts are misleading and factually incorrect with 
regards to the current state of all 3Waters infrastructure and crosses the line into a 
propaganda campaign spreading false truths and undermining the hard work of the industry 
as a whole which pushing a political agenda. 
 
Complaint 2: 
This is an advertisement about better water. It states that without change bathrooms would 
only be a room. The inference is that there would be no water. It also shows slime coming 
out of taps and showers. I think this is highly misleading. What evidence to they have to 
support claims that without the change the government is advocating for the absolute supply 
of water is at risk? What evidence to they have to support the claim that without the changes 
the government is advocating for would result is slime being delivered through the water 
system? I find this advertisement highly misleading and using highly emotive scare 
scenarios that bear little resemblance to fact. Government 2 ministers have portrayed this as 
an educational advertisement. It seems more like a fear campaign. 
 
Complaint 3: 
I am writing to complain about the dumbing down of the English Language in the Clean 
Water Advert on TV1 that I witnessed tonight. As an example, if it is good enough to treat 
our Māori Language with respect on National Television, then why on earth do we not 
reciprocate when it comes to the English Language - terrible Advertising effort - hearing this 
I find myself wanting to completely “switch off” - who is the target audience here - who is 
paying for this rubbish - have we lost all sense of pride. Shameful and degrading to all New 
Zealanders 
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Complaint 4: 
Three Waters advert. The advert uses simple examples to contrast the difference between 
two scenarios such as showers and swimming. The advert seeks to portray that the current 
three waters (drinking, sewerage, storm) will continue to degrade in quality asks the viewer 
to imagine if our waters were so bad that non of the basic things we use these waters for 
would be possible. This is not a fair, nor scientifically accurate portrayal of current or 
potential future of the three waters. This part of the advert is purely designed to create an 
emotive responce and is best described as scare mongering, The viewer then is told, don’t 
worry, we have a plan! Followed by pictures of perfectly clean water being enjoyed by 
people and a healthy environment. A 2 very rose tinted view and again not a fair nor 
accurate portrait of what three waters can achieve, perfect while commendable is simply not 
realistic. The advert is designed by a government agency to coerce public sentiment in its 
favour, it is not balanced and does not provide enough information for people to make a 
informed decision of if the three waters proposal should be supported or not. I have no issue 
with the idea of a proposal or advising the public of it, my concern is that the government 
department is using taxpayer money to advertise on mass media an inaccurate, emotionally 
charged campaign to win public favour which borders on propaganda. This does not meet 
the standard of responsible advertising 
 
Complaint 5: 
Three waters advert currently running on all TV channels regularly. An advert for a product 
or service must be truthful and not misleading, Having decided to research this 
advertisement I have found it to be wholly misleading, totally alarmist and omitting some 
very important facts that viewer must know. It is hard to pin down an exact date and time as 
this advert is being run so regularly on all channels. My complaint. We have clean drinking 
water, it is very rare for that not to be the case. We are able to shower without green slime 
coming from the taps. There is no evidence that this will not be the case in the future with 
the current model. It does not mention that no compensation will be given for the assets 
removed from councils that have been paid for by ratepayers. It does not mention that water 
rates will triple It does not mention that Maori will have veto rights under the new proposal 
nor that they will receive 50% of the assets taken from ratepayers. Any compensation 
provided, as mention recently, can be spent on any project but only with local Iwi approval. 
 
I have included this link to a video from Westland Mayor who has attended the meetings. 
https://youtu.be/SR_hkRwudUY 
 
Complaint 6: 
These ads are government propaganda suggesting that we are currently or at risk in the 
future of drinking, swimming and showering in green liquid. This is completely misleading. 
 
The relevant provisions were Advertising Standards Code - Principle 1, Principle 2, 
Rule 1(g), Rule 2(b), Rule 2(e) 
 

Principle 1: Social Responsibility: Advertisements must be prepared and placed 
with a due sense of social responsibility to consumers and to society. 
 
Rule 1(c) Decency and Offensiveness: Advertisements must not contain anything 
that is indecent, or exploitative, or degrading, or likely to cause harm, or serious or 
widespread offence, or give rise to hostility, contempt, abuse or ridicule. 
 
Rule 1(g) Fear and distress: Advertisements must not cause fear or distress without 

justification. 

 

https://youtu.be/SR_hkRwudUY
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Principle 2: Truthful Presentation: Advertisements must be truthful, balanced and 
not misleading.   
 
Rule 2(b) Truthful Presentation: Advertisements must not mislead or be likely to 
mislead, deceive or confuse consumers, abuse their trust or exploit their lack of 
knowledge. This includes by implication, inaccuracy, ambiguity, exaggeration, 
unrealistic claim, omission, false representation or otherwise. Obvious hyperbole 
identifiable as such is not considered to be misleading. 
 
Rule 2(e) Advocacy advertising: Advocacy advertising must clearly state the 
identity and position of the advertiser. Opinion in support of the advertiser's position 
must be clearly distinguishable from factual information. Factual information must be 
able to be substantiated. 

 
About Advocacy Advertising  
Complaints about advocacy advertising are considered differently to complaints about 
advertising for products and services.  
 
In assessing whether an advocacy advertisement complies with the Advertising Standards 
Code, the freedom of expression provisions under the Bill of Rights Act 1990 must also be 
considered.  
 
Section 14 of the Act says: “Everyone has the right to freedom of expression, including the 
freedom to seek, receive, and impart information and opinions of any kind in any form.” This 
freedom of expression supports robust debate on current issues in a democracy.  
 
Under Rule 2(e) Advocacy advertising of the Advertising Standards Code:  
• The identity of the advertiser must be clear  

• Opinion must be clearly distinguishable from factual information, and  

• Factual information must be able to be substantiated.  
 
If the identity and position of the Advertiser is clear, a more liberal interpretation of the 
Advertising Standards Code is allowed.  
 
About this complaint 
The Chair acknowledged the Complainants’ concerns the advertisement was misleading, 
propaganda about the current state of water infrastructure in New Zealand, scaremongering 
and “dumbing down” the English language. 
 
The Chair confirmed the Advertiser’s identity was clear and the advertisement complied with 
the identity requirements of Rule 2(e) of the Advertising Standards Code. The advertisement 
included the logos for Three Waters and New Zealand Government. 
 
The Chair said the intention of the Three Waters and New Zealand Government advocacy 
advertisement was to promote the Government’s initiative to reform the provision of water 
services1 throughout New Zealand.  
 
The Chair said the voiceover for the advertisement was not describing the state of water in 
New Zealand as it is currently, instead it was asking viewers to “Imagine Aotearoa without 
good water”. The Chair said this suggestion encourages viewers to think about what could 
happen to the water supply in New Zealand, if it is not well managed.  

 
1 The reforms relate to “three waters”: drinking water, wastewater and storm water. 
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The Chair noted that the standard of drinking water and water services in New Zealand 
varies from place to place. 
 
The Chair said the use of language such as “What a stink as place that would be” and 
“Mean-as manus” was contemporary slang which did not reach the threshold to cause 
serious or widespread offence. 
 
The Chair said in the context of advocacy advertising the advertisement did not reach the 
threshold to be misleading or offensive or to cause fear or distress without justification. 
 
The Chair said the advertisement was not in breach of Principle 1, Principle 2, Rules 1(g), 
2(b) or 2(e) of the Advertising Standards Code.  
 
The Chair ruled there were no grounds for the complaint to proceed.  
 
 
Chair’s Ruling: Complaint No Grounds to Proceed  
 
 
 
 
 

APPEAL INFORMATION 

According to the procedures of the Advertising Standards Complaints Board, all 
decisions are able to be appealed by any party to the complaint. Information on 
our Appeal process is on our website www.asa.co.nz. Appeals must be made in 
writing via email or letter within 14 calendar days of receipt of this decision. 

 


