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IPANZ Interim President Liz MacPherson

PRESIDENT’S MESSAGE

“I never thought I would be part of a global historical 
event” said my history student daughter a few days 
before lockdown. “What will the historians say about us, 
the decisions we took, the things we did, and their impact 
on the future?”

That history is still being written, and the ultimate 
outcome is as yet unknown. What I do know is that in 
three short months we have demonstrated the awesome 
power of collective resolve in the face of a seemingly 
unstoppable natural force. We demonstrated what can 
be achieved when we trust and empower others to act 
and when we move out of our comfort zones to achieve a 
common goal.

This journal celebrates the contribution of public service 
writ large to the goal of eliminating COVID-19. The 
contribution of central, regional, and local government 
officials – from policy professionals to front-line 
staff. The contribution of scientists, data geeks, and 
communicators. The contribution of communities and 
non-government organisations and the strength of 
iwi, hapū, and whānau support structures. And most 
importantly, it celebrates the power of working across 
traditional silos to create new solutions.

It also asks what we’ve learnt – what we want to hold on 
to. Crises can impel us into the future. They can reveal 
hidden strengths and new ways of leading and sharing 
power, and they can create permissions to do things 
differently. So often these “new ways” are discarded or 
eroded once we are “back to normal”. The Christchurch 
article is fascinating in this regard. Having experienced 
more than its fair share of crises, Christchurch has 
developed ways of working across local and central 
government and iwi and community groups that have 
become part of the city’s “muscle memory”.  These 
relationships allowed the city and region to mobilise 
strategies rapidly and deploy them flexibly. Are these 
lessons more broadly applicable across New Zealand? 

So what was it that gave us the collective resolve to 
work together to defeat COVID-19? Leadership and a 
clear sense of purpose. Leadership that fostered trust 
and empowered others to act. Leadership that started 
from the outside in, with the deepest needs of the most 
vulnerable members of the community, and worked back 
to establish the configuration of resources and capacities 
to meet them. Leadership that listened and responded. It 
is this kind of leadership, at all levels, that we will need to 
meet the challenges of the post-COVID world.

ContributionsContributions
PleasePlease Public Sector journal is always happy to receive contributions from readers. 

If you’re working on an interesting project in the public sector or have something relevant 
to say about a particular issue, think about sending us a short article on the subject.

Contact the editor Simon Minto at simon.g.minto@gmail.com
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Kia kaha, te reo Māori! Kia kaha, Aotearoa!

CHRISTINE AMMUNSON reflects on the central role of 
Te Taura Whiri i te Reo Māori as the COVID crisis has 
taken hold.

Te reo Māori has played a central role in the Crown’s response 
to the coronavirus or as our translators named it: Mate 
Korona. In the first days of lockdown, Te Taura Whiri i te 
Reo Māori assembled our nation’s leading translators into a 
specialist, rapid response reo Māori team. By collaborating as 
a team, peer reviewing, and creating new terms related to the 
virus, they provided translations seven days a week, often well 
into the early hours.

“With the wellbeing of our families at stake, it has been critical 
to ensure that te reo messaging about COVID-19 has been 
accurate, timely, and agile. We are indebted to our language 
experts who came together to fight the virus in te reo Māori,” 
says Māori Language Commission chief executive, Ngahiwi 
Apanui.

______________________________________________________

IN OUR DARKEST TIMES,  
PEOPLE ARE USING TE REO  
MAORI TO SHOW COMFORT, 
SOLIDARITY, AND STRENGTH.

______________________________________________________

“Our plans for a rapid response translation team began before 
lockdown, and by the middle of the first week, it was up and 
running. We have supported the translation of key messages 
from a range of agencies including COVID-Command, Ministry 
of Health, Ministry of Education, Te Puni Kōkiri, and NZ 
Police.”

The commission is working to make the te reo translation hub 
more permanent.

“Until we find a cure, we need to ensure that long term, key 
messaging affecting the health of New Zealanders is available 
in both of our spoken languages,” says Ngahiwi Apanui.

“People often fail to understand that te reo does not have 
the same resources other languages have. If you compare 
translating a document into German, for example: that 
language has a wealth of corpus and resources, as well as an 
entire German-speaking nation. Te reo does not have that. 
Our translators face obstacles majority language translators 
do not.

“Our organisation is responsible for revitalising te reo Māori 
in New Zealand, so it has been humbling to see, that in our 
darkest times, people are using te reo Māori to show comfort, 
solidarity, and strength. Terms like ‘Kia kaha’ popped up 

across social media, on home-made signs in dairies, on 
motorways, and even in the message sent to New Zealanders 
from Queen Elizabeth II. We know that thousands signed up to 
learn te reo throughout the lockdown.”

In the first week of lockdown, the commission also used te reo 
to help people make sense of rules that seemed at odds with 
so many things New Zealanders hold close.  

“We acknowledged that while our tikanga may have changed 
forever: our values had not. Manaakitanga was still about 
kindness, respect, and caring for others but during lockdown 
the best way to show manaaki to other people was by 
staying at home and staying away. Manaakitanga now meant 
calling our loved ones from afar to make sure they’re OK. 
Manaakitanga meant buying what we needed not buying 
everything so there’s nothing left for others. 

“Heartbreakingly, manaakitanga also meant burying our 
loved ones without tangihanga and funerals. We pay tribute 
to those families across Aotearoa who kept the rest of us safe 
as they farewelled those closest to them during lockdown. 
We remember our raukura Dr Huirangi Waikerepuru – te reo 
visionary, warrior, and navigator – who was laid to rest under 
the shadow of Taranaki Maunga during Level 4 lockdown.”

Te Taura Whiri i te Reo Māori began planning for COVID-19 in 
early March, and the week before lockdown, those staff at 
most risk due to age or health issues were sent home to work.

“We’re all learning how to do things in different ways. Since 
our inception, our office has paused every morning for 
karakia, waiata, and notices. A week before lockdown, our 
office karakia went online and we have continued to gather 
every day at 9.15am as we always have,” says Ngahiwi Apanui.

______________________________________________________

THOUSANDS SIGNED UP TO  
LEARN TE REO THROUGHOUT  

THE LOCKDOWN.
______________________________________________________

“Meanwhile, our staff have worked tirelessly and, in spite of a 
global pandemic, productivity is high as is morale.

“Our focus throughout has been safeguarding the wellbeing of 
our staff, working alongside our colleagues across the public 
sector, and making sure we do everything we can to fight 
COVID-19 in te reo Māori. Kia kaha, te reo Māori! Kia kaha, 
Aotearoa!”
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Kia kaha, te reo Māori! Kia kaha, Aotearoa!

I tino whai tikanga te reo Māori i roto i te urupare a te Karauna ki 
te Mate Korona, te ingoa i tapaina ai e ō mātou kaiwhakamāori 
ki te Coronavirus. I ngā rangi tuatahi o te rāhui ka whakaemihia 
e Te Taura Whiri i te Reo Māori ō mātou kaiwhakawhitireo 
mātāmua o te motu hei tira mātanga, arā, hei whana kai reo 
Māori. Mā te mahi tahi hei tira, mā te arotake a tētahi i tētahi, mā 
te tito kupu hou e pā ana ki te mate huaketo nei, ka horahia ngā 
whakamāoritanga i ngā rā e whitu o te wiki, ao te pō, pō te ao. 

“Ko te oranga o ō tātou whānau te kaupapa nui nā reira e hira 
ana kia tika, kia tutuki i te wā tika, kia tere ngāwariwari hoki ngā 
rongo kōrero mō te KOWHEORI-19 i te reo Māori. Ka nui ngā mihi 
ki ō tātou mātanga reo Māori i hui tahi mai ki te whawhai i te 
huaketo nei i te reo Māori,” hei tā Ngāhiwi Apanui, te tumuaki o Te 
Taura Whiri i te Reo Māori.

“I tīmata ā mātou mahi mahere mō te whana kai reo Māori i mua 
i te rāhui, ā, nō waenganui i te wiki tuatahi ka maunu te tira. Kua 
tautoko mātou i te whakamāoritanga o ngā rongo kōrero matua 
mai i ngā momo tari pēnei i te COVID-Command (Te Matua - 
KOWHEORI), Te Manatū Hauora, Te Tāhuhu o te Mātauranga, Te 
Puni Kōkiri, me Ngā Pirihimana o Aotearoa.”

Kei te whai huarahi a Te Taura Whiri kia pūmau kē te noho a te tira 
whakawhitireo.

“Hei tā Apanui anō, “Kia kitea rā anō he rongoā, me aronui mātou 
ki te paeroa o te whakaputa i ngā rongo kōrero matua mō te 
hauora o ngā tāngata o Aotearoa ki ō tātou reo kōrero e rua.”

“He nui te kore mārama o te tangata, kāore nei e rite te pukahu o 
ngā rauemi mō te reo (Māori) pērā i ētahi atu reo. Hei whakatauira 
atu, ki te whakataurite i te whakawhiti i tētahi tuhinga ki te reo 
Tiamana: ka nui rawa ngā tuhinga me ngā rauemi o taua reo, tae 
atu hoki ki te katoa o te whenua kōrero Tiamana. Kāore i pērā mō 

te reo Māori. Koirā kē ngā tauārai hei whakamātautau i ō mātou 
kaiwhakawhitireo, kāore nei i te rangona e ngā kaiwhakawhitireo 
o ngā reo matua.”

“Ko te kaupapa nui o tō mātou tari he whakarauora i te reo Māori 
i Aotearoa, nā reira ko te mihi a te ngākau iti tēnei ki te hunga e 
whakamahi ana i te reo Māori hei whakapuaki i te oranga ngākau, 
i te kotahitanga, i te kaha hoki i tēnei wā pōuri whakaharahara.  
Arā kē te kīanga “Kia kaha” i putaputa noa mai i te pae pāho 
pāpori, i ngā tohu hanga noa i ngā toa, i ngā ara matua, tae atu 
hoki ki te karere i tukuna mai e Kuini Irihāpeti te Tuarua ki te iwi o 
Aotearoa. Kei te mōhio mātou e hia mano ngā tāngata i whakauru 
mai ki te ako i te reo i te wā o te rāhui.”

I te wiki tuatahi hoki o te rāhui i whakaritea e Te Taura Whiri ko 
te reo Māori hei āwhina i ngā tāngata kia mārama ake ai rātou ki 
ngā ture i tukituki nei ki ngā tikanga e maha i piri ai ngā tāngata o 
Aotearoa.

“E mōhiotia ana, ahakoa kua rerekē ā tātou tikanga haere ake 
nei, kāore rawa atu ō tātou kaingākau/uaratanga. Ko te tikanga 
tonu o te manakitanga ko te atawhai, ko te whakakoha, ko te tiaki 
i ētahi atu, engari ko te tohu kē o te manaaki i ētahi atu i te wā o 
te rāhui, ko te noho ki te kāinga me te wehe kia mamao. Ka mutu 
ko te tohu o te manaakitanga ko te waea atu i tawhiti ki te hunga 
e arohaina ana kia kitea mēnā e pai ana rātou. Ko te tohu anō o 
te manaakitanga ko te hoko i ō tātou hiahiatanga ake, kāore i te 
hoko i ngā mea katoa ka kore e mahue mai he aha mō ētahi atu.”

“Ko te pōuri nui hoki o taua manaakitanga anō, ko te nehu kore 
tangihanga nei i ō tātou tūpāpaku. Nā reira e mihi atu ana ki ngā 
whānau puta noa i Aotearoa i manaaki mai kia noho haumaru 
ai mātou i a rātou e poroporoaki ana i ō rātou mate i te wā o te 
rāhui. E maumahara ana ki to tātou raukura, ki a Tākuta Huirangi 
Waikerepuru – te matakite o te reo, te toa o te reo, te kaiurungi o 
te reo – i nehua i raro i te maru o te maunga o Taranaki i te wā o te 
rāhui o te Pae Mataara 4.”

I tīmata a Te Taura Whiri i te Reo Māori ki te whakamahere mō te 
KOWHEORI-19 i te tōmuatanga o Poutūterangi, ā, nō te wiki i mua 
atu i te rāhui ka tukuna kia mahi i te kāinga ko ērā o ngā kaimahi e 
noho whakamōrearea ana i runga i ō rātou pakeketanga, ō rātou 
tūmate rānei.

“Kei te ako katoa mātou me pēhea te mahi mā roto i ngā 
rerekētanga o te mahi. Mai rā anō i tō mātou ōrokohanga mai, 
i whakatau mātou i ia ata ki te karakia, ki te waiata, ki te tuku 
pānui hoki. Nō te wiki i mua i te rāhui, ka tukuna tā mātou karakia 
mā te ipurangi, ā, kei te pērā tonu mātou i te 9.15 i te ata i ia rā,” 
hei tā Apanui.

“Heoi, kei te kaha te mahi a ō mātou kaimahi, ā, kei te nui te 
whakaputanga mahi, kei te ora hoki te wairua, ahakoa te urutā, te 
mate nui o te ao.”

“Ko tō mātou aronga nui ko te tiaki i te oranga o ō mātou kaimahi, 
ko te mahi tahi me ō mātou hoa horapa i te rāngai tūmatanui, ā, 
ko te whai kia pau te kaha ki te whawhai atu i te KOWHEORI-19 i 
te reo Māori. Kia kaha te reo Māori! Kia kaha Aotearoa!”
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Dr Ashley Bloomfield, Director General of Health, 
became a media star during the COVID-19 response 
– his calm, compassionate voice giving the daily 
cases and key health messages. Yet he downplayed 
his public profile and was the first to acknowledge 
the team from the Ministry for Health. “Leadership 
is an invitation to collective action,” he said at a 
media conference on 13 April. Perhaps that notion 
also reflected the wider response of the public 
sector during these challenging times. 

How did we 
respond as 
we found 
ourselves 
catapulted 
into new and 
unexpected 
ways of 
working? We 
all had to 
play our part 
– whether 
that meant 
working 
from home 
and having 

virtual meetings or working for essential services 
but working very differently. Throughout the public 
sector, the crisis forced us to change in small and 
big ways. 

New wage subsidy programme

Many agencies experienced a huge surge in 
workload. The Ministry for Social Development 
(MSD) was asked to deliver a new wage subsidy 
programme.

“One of the biggest challenges we faced was very 
rapidly setting up a mechanism to receive and 
process billions of dollars in wage subsidy and 
leave subsidy payments. We had 72 hours between 
when the cabinet agreed on the wage subsidy and 
its parameters to the ‘go live’ process,” says George 
Van Ooyen, Group General Manager, Client Service 
Delivery.

___________________________________________

WE BECAME ONE TEAM. 
___________________________________________

He says success hinged on preparation and co-
operation. The team prepared possible scenarios of 
what the government might decide to do and what 
they would be ready to deliver. The decision came 
on Sunday 15 March, and by Tuesday 17 March, 

COVER STORY

PLAYING OUR PART 
HOW THE PUBLIC SECTOR RESPONDED TO THE COVID-19 CRISIS

COVID-19 came out of nowhere.  
MARGARET MCLACHLAN explores how the public sector responded.

they went live with a scheme where people could 
immediately start applying for money. 

“We already 
had an 
existing 
portal we 
used in other 
situations 
(such as the 
Kaikoura 
earthquake 
and the 
Christchurch 
tragedy), so 
we knew we 
could deliver 
technically. 
We became 

one team, sitting on one floor with cross-agency 
counterparts (with appropriate distancing). It was 
important for those setting policy to hear what 
that meant operationally; we needed to be sure 
that the policy could definitely be delivered in the 
timeframe. We took a solutions approach: no one 
said ‘we can’t do this’ – it was ‘how do we do this, 
how do we get around that?’”

Local government co-ordination

Local government was another area where co-
operation and co-ordination was needed. Michael 
Lovett, of the Department of Internal Affairs (DIA), 
explains, “The speed of the situation caught most 
parties off-guard. One day, we were business 
as usual, and within 48 hours, we were on the 
verge of a national disaster and had to create an 
unprecedented response vehicle to safeguard 
40,000 lives.” 

Local 
Government 
New Zealand 
(LGNZ), 
Society 
of Local 
Government 
Managers 
(SOLGM), 
the National 
Emergency 
Management 
Agency 
(NEMA), and 
DIA formed 
the COVID-19 

Local Government Response Unit. Lovett says, “We 
could see the scale of the issue and the need for a 
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co-ordinated response. That was the centre of it, a shared sense of 
the impending emergency and a view that we would pull together 
to make sure, collectively, we saw our way through it.”

National Co-ordinator Kevin Lavery (former Wellington City Council 
Chief Executive) adds, “The local government aspect is the unsung 
hero of the COVID-19 response. If some of these services break 
down, we would have had a major problem – things like water 
supply, waste water, rubbish collection, funerals, and cemeteries 
operating during the crisis. All these things are critical.”

The COVID-19 Local Government Response Unit worked in 
partnership with councils and their suppliers. It provided 
guidelines across a range of functions and statutory solutions, for 
example, modifying legislation to enable council meetings to occur 
by remote access. Communication was vital to the unit’s success – 
twice daily briefings were held with up to 40 people nationwide.

DPMC at the helm

The prime minister’s announcement on 16 March that we were 
moving to Alert Level 4 lockdown took many by surprise, but 
planning was already well underway. At a time when many of 
us were just getting back into the swing of work after summer 
holidays, New Zealand’s National Security System was already 
alert to the impending crisis. 

_______________________________________________________

WITHIN 48 HOURS,  
WE WERE ON THE VERGE OF 

A NATIONAL DISASTER.  

_______________________________________________________

The first Watch Group, run by the Department of Prime Minister 
and Cabinet’s (DPMC) National Security Group, met on 27 January 
2020, and the first Officials Committee for Domestic and External 
Security Co-ordination (ODESC) met four days later, on 31 January. 
A wider group of government agencies than usual have been 
involved in these groups, which continued to meet regularly, 
allowing for a bigger picture of the impact COVID-19 would have on 
New Zealanders.

Unique to this response, a half-day forum on business continuity 
planning led by DPMC and MBIE was held on 12 March. Forty-eight 
government agencies attended the forum. DPMC also staffs a 
National Assessments Bureau, which provides independent and 
impartial assessments concerning national security, and the Policy 
Advisory Group, which is a small group of highly experienced 
policy advisers who provide advice to the prime minister and other 
ministers. These advisers bring together a range of skills and deep 
experience in areas such as law, business, and economic and social 
policy. 

The Cabinet Office has been co-ordinating a large number of 
cabinet papers – 166 papers as of 27 April, excluding oral items. 
Although crucial decisions needed to be taken at pace, an agile 
cabinet process, supported by a range of experts from inside and 
outside the government, meant that ministers and officials had the 
opportunity to interrogate and contribute ideas.

All-of-government response

As events rapidly evolved, both internationally and domestically, 
it became clear that the COVID-19 situation went well beyond 
public health issues and standard ODESC responses. It was going 

to have wide-reaching effects on the lives of New Zealanders, both 
economically and socially. 

To support the Ministry of Health as the lead agency, an all-of-
government response was begun by the ODESC in February. The 
leadership team comprises experienced public servant John 
Ombler as the lead; MBIE’s Peter Crabtree, for policy co-ordination; 
MPI’s John Walsh for public communication; Director-General of 
Health, Dr Ashley Bloomfield; Director of Civil Defence Emergency 
Management, Sarah Stuart-Black; and former Police Commissioner 
Mike Bush. 

Behind the scenes, the response to COVID-19 has been a 
collaborative cross-government effort. 

DPMC Chief Executive, Brook Barrington, says, “The scale and 
complexity of the all-of-government response to COVID-19 has 
been unprecedented. The fast-moving nature of the situation, both 
internationally and domestically, required the public sector to be 
agile and collaborative.

“The far-reaching 
effects and impacts 
of COVID-19 on New 
Zealand has required 
a focused effort from a 
number of government 
agencies, working 
closely with a wide 
range of stakeholders,” 
Barrington says.

Setting up the National 
Crisis Management 
Centre (NCMC) was a 
substantial operation, 
which has continued 
to grow as different 
agencies have 

volunteered staff to support the response. The NCMC teams cover 
a range of areas, including communications, operations, logistics, 
welfare, planning, policy, and intelligence. 

COVID-19 website

The COVID-19 website became the place to go for New Zealanders 
looking to find information about all aspects of the response. It had 
more than 4.5 million visits by the end of April. But first it had to be 
built – and continually updated.

_______________________________________________________

THE FAST-MOVING NATURE 
OF THE SITUATION, BOTH 

INTERNATIONALLY AND 
DOMESTICALLY, REQUIRED  
THE PUBLIC SECTOR TO BE  
AGILE AND COLLABORATIVE.  

_______________________________________________________

Asher Wilson-Goldman, of the Walking Access Commission, was 
among those redeployed to NCMC to help develop the COVID-19 
website. He says the experience is one he will remember for the 
rest of his career.
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“It’s an incredible undertaking – bringing together people from 
across the public sector to create the equivalent of a whole new 
government agency in only a few days. Not only did NCMC begin 
with no staff, it had no offices and no equipment or structures. 
All that had to be pulled together on the fly, led by civil defence 
experts from the National Emergency Management Agency.”

Staff worked long shifts through the weekends and evenings. All 
the while maintaining 2-metre distancing and careful hygiene 
measures. Others worked from home and have not met their 
teammates except via Zoom.

Wilson-Goldman says the diverse all-of-government team is a 
strength of the COVID-19 response.

“The COVID-19 website has received a lot of praise for giving people 
the information they need. People have a lot of questions and 
there is a lot of other less reliable information around. The website 
has become the single source of truth for many New Zealanders. 
Having people from so many different public sector backgrounds 
has helped make that happen.”

Regional response 

The all-of-government response wasn’t just in Wellington; like 
COVID-19 cases, it spread throughout the country. 

_______________________________________________________

THIS HAS TRULY BEEN 
A JOINT EFFORT.  

_______________________________________________________

MSD national office and its regions worked together. George Van 
Ooyen explains, “It’s so important to have a co-ordinated national 
and regional response. Our regions have strong connections to 
communities and community providers, local government, local 
NEMA, Salvation Army, vulnerable groups, 
Māori and Pacific peoples. Our regional 
commissioners have always been active 
in their communities. With COVID-19, 
we had an obvious need for a national 
response supported by the regions to get 
the right nuance at regional level. We used 
the strengths of our national and regional 
people.”

MSD says the size and scope of its work 
is enormous. As of 24 April, it paid out 
$10.46 billion in wage subsidies, supporting 
1,694,281 employees and self-employed 
people. MSD is also administering the 
government allocation of $27 million to the 
social sector and community groups. This 
includes $5 million distributed to support 
the family and sexual violence sector, $0.5 
million to the MoneyTalks helpline, and 
300 grants worth more than $1.9 million for 
community groups and individuals. 

The Ministry of Health says the broader 
health and disability sector has swiftly 
adapted to the crisis. For example, virtual consultations have been 
set up in primary and outpatient clinics, the team at Christchurch 
Hospital’s Hagley building has fast-tracked a new ICU, Hutt 
Hospital has reinstated a former ICU to provide additional capacity 

if needed, and North Shore Hospital has repurposed an entire 
building to ensure COVID-19 patients could be cared for separately. 

Ashley Bloomfield says, “This level of preparedness has given 
confidence to New Zealanders that the health and disability sector 
is doing everything possible to ensure it can provide the support 
needed. I’m fortunate to be part of a wonderful team at the 
Ministry of Health and across the public service. Also our fantastic 
country of 5 million New Zealanders who’ve accepted the invitation 
to collective action – this has truly been a joint effort.”

Economic and social recovery

Now that it looks like we’re on top of the COVID-19 health crisis, our 
thoughts are turning to social and economic recovery. Government 
agencies have an important role to play by supporting the 
vulnerable and helping to get businesses and the economy back up 
and running. 

_______________________________________________________

THIS IS THE TIME YOU CAN DO 
NEW THINGS – IT’S A TIME FOR 

LEADERSHIP.  
_______________________________________________________

Kevin Lavery says local government can contribute to the recovery, 
as the work it does on construction projects, for example, involves 
big spending and employment. He wants to see co-investment 
on key infrastructure between local and central government and 
private-sector partners. 

He reflects the hopes of many when he says, “Crises lead to 
innovation. Local and central government will help us get through 
the recovery. All the ingredients are there for a lot of innovation, 
and we need to do that. There are a lot of hard decisions ahead; it’s 
a tough but exciting time. This is the time you can do new things – 
it’s a time for leadership.”

The leadership and agility demonstrated by the public sector 
that saw us through the immediate COVID-19 crisis should see us 
navigate New Zealand’s road to recovery.
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TECHNOLOGY CHANGE, PANDEMICS,  
AND THE FUTURE OF WORK

FOCUS

NICHOLAS GREEN from the Productivity Commission 
wonders what the world or work might be like 
after COVID-19 and what it might mean for public 
servants.

Until very recently, a major concern haunting labour market 
policy minds was the prospect that large numbers of jobs might 
be replaced by technology, leaving many people without work 
and incomes. These fears have now been displaced by more 
immediate worries, such as how to restore employment and 
economic health as New Zealand brings the COVID-19 virus 
under control. But might the virus have a longer-term and 
more fundamental impact on work? And how should the public 
sector think about the impact of COVID-19 and similar shocks 
to work? This article draws on the Productivity Commission’s 
recent inquiry into Technological change and the future of work in 
attempting to answer these questions.

Weren’t the robots going to take our jobs anyway?

Before we get into the possible impacts of COVID-19, let’s start 
with the question of technological change and its impact on 
work. Are emerging technologies such as artificial intelligence 
disrupting work and replacing human labour? The short answer is 
this: there’s not much evidence of it. Across the developed world, 
all of the economic and labour market indicators you’d associate 
with rapid technological change – productivity growth, business 
start-up rates, occupational churn or turnover – are either flat or 
declining. Prior to the pandemic, the labour market also seemed 
pretty stable. People were staying in their jobs for longer periods, 
“gig work” was small and largely a short-term activity, and the 
overwhelming majority of workers were in traditional, permanent 
employment.

There are many possible explanations why we’ve not seen 
much technological disruption. One is that the current wave 
of technological change is actually much less significant or 
transformational than earlier eras. Another is that firms are still 
figuring out how to successfully implement new technologies, so 
we’ll see larger changes in the future.

But a more significant insight from the commission’s inquiry is 
that technology has many different impacts on the labour market. 
Some forms of technological change do replace jobs (for example, 
weavers were replaced by looms during the First Industrial 
Revolution; more recently, typing pools were replaced by desktop 
computers). However, others create new jobs (for example, digital 
technology has created web designers and app developers) or 
demands for more labour (for example, by making it cheaper to 
produce some goods and thereby freeing up consumer incomes 
to be spent on more or other products). Technology can also 
make existing jobs and workers more productive. More than one 
impact can occur at once, and it is difficult to predict the full 
effect of a particular technology on work in advance.

What might COVID-19 mean for the future of work?

Trying to predict the future in detail is a mug’s game. The 
commission explored the many forecasts that people have made 
about the impacts that automation technologies would have on 
employment. The most famous study was carried out by Frey 
and Osborne in 2013 and concluded that over 40 percent of jobs 

in the United States were at “high risk” of being automated. 
Similar forecasts have been done for New Zealand. All of these 
exercises fall short on many counts, including inadequate data, 
questionable assumptions, and partial analysis.

______________________________________________________

ANOTHER CHANGE THAT 
MIGHT AFFECT EMPLOYMENT 
IS A GREATER CONCERN FOR 
RESILIENCE IN THE FACE OF 

SHOCKS.  
______________________________________________________

But we can certainly speculate about possible futures. Business 
models, jobs, and economies change as prices move, competition 
increases, technologies become available and cheaper, and social 
norms evolve. We could envisage one future where COVID-19 
fundamentally shifts New Zealanders’ preferences around 
proximity to other people and doing things online. In such an 
environment, there will be an increase in the demand for web 
design, logistics, freight and transport jobs and services but 
less demand for traditional retail jobs. Some forms of work and 
business that involve large numbers of people in close contact 
– such as gyms – may face increasing competition from fitness 
apps and other online substitutes. Humans are essentially social 
creatures, so this future may not seem very likely – but it can’t be 
discounted. 

Different preferences could also lead to the reorganisation of 
some workplaces, even where the firm’s core business hasn’t 
fundamentally changed. For example, the recent shifts towards 
open-plan offices, hot-desking, and reducing the amount of space 
per employee may stop or reverse as workers and managers 
decide to build in more protections and options against the 
spread of disease.
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Another change that might affect employment is a greater 
concern for resilience in the face of shocks such as epidemics. 
This could have many manifestations.

•	 For individuals, it may lead to more precautionary saving 
as a way of insuring themselves against losses of work and 
income during shocks. More saving implies less spending on, 
and less demand for, other goods and services (and for the 
jobs that produce them).

•	 For firms, it might imply greater investment in the 
technology and processes that allow staff to work remotely 
and in ensuring that supply chains can provide continuity in 
the face of shocks. This might see some jobs and activities 
that were off-shored come back to New Zealand or closer 
(for example, Australia). Similar concerns for resilience in 
Australia could create new economic and employment 
opportunities here.

______________________________________________________

GREATER USE OF TECHNOLOGY IN 
PUBLIC SERVICES COULD PROVIDE 

MORE SECURITY AND IMPROVE 
THEIR REACH AND EFFECTIVENESS. 
______________________________________________________

•	 For the economy as a whole, it might mean establishing new 
processes to help workers who are displaced and to ensure 
essential goods and services continue to be delivered. In 
Australia, for example, Qantas and Woolworths have been 
working together to find jobs for people laid off during the 
grounding of the airline industry. These sorts of responses 
were taken on an ad-hoc basis. In future, they may need to 
be more planned and systematic.

•	 It may also see the government take a closer look at, and 
take a larger role in, industries that sustain wellbeing in 
the event of shocks. The Minister of Finance has indicated 
that the government will be giving these matters close 
consideration. Similar “defining events” for earlier 
generations, such as the Great Depression of the 1930s and 
stagflation in the 1970s, led to fundamental changes in the 
goals governments pursued and the ways they operated. 
A more active government could have implications for the 
types and amounts of labour demanded.

How should the public sector think about these issues?

The full impact of COVID-19 is yet to be seen. In the meantime, 
however, there are at least four questions that public sector 
agencies can ask themselves.

______________________________________________________

NOW IS A GOOD MOMENT TO 
REVIEW WHETHER CURRENT 

POLICY AND REGULATORY 
SETTINGS SUPPORT EMPLOYMENT 

GROWTH. 
______________________________________________________

First, how sound are your agency’s systems in the face of 
disruption? How many of your staff were able to work from home 
during the lockdown? What tasks could not be done during this 

period? What changes and investments would you need to make 
to safely maintain the delivery of core services under a similar 
event?

Second, are there opportunities in your portfolios to use 
technology both to improve resilience and service productivity? 
The need to limit physical contact and protect essential workers 
during the pandemic has led to new approaches to delivering 
some services, such as the roll-out of online consultations at 
GPs and the delivery of online education by tertiary providers. 
However, government funding models assume traditional 
delivery models – for example, payments for physical 
consultations by health providers or funding tertiary providers 
based on “bums on seats”. Innovations in service delivery can 
improve flexibility, accessibility, and efficiency but may be 
held back by government funding rules or regulatory barriers. 
Measuring public service productivity is tricky, but the available 
information suggests that New Zealand’s recent performance has 
been disappointing (see NZPC, 2019). Greater use of technology 
in public services could provide more security and improve their 
reach and effectiveness. 

Third, how well do the policies, regulations, and laws you 
administer support resilience, flexibility by firms and workers, 
and the ability to rapidly and safely restore full employment? 
We know that extended periods of unemployment have large 
and deleterious effects on wellbeing and can limit people’s 
ongoing opportunities to work and earn. Limited future career 
options are particularly costly for the young. So enabling people 
to get back into work – within the bounds set to prevent the 
resurgence of COVID-19 – will be critical. Now is a good moment 
to review whether current policy and regulatory settings support 
employment growth. For example, in our final inquiry report, 
the commission pointed to the need to make the training system 
more responsive by lifting policy and regulatory constraints on 
the delivery of and enrolment in short courses. Such courses 
could help people reskill and gain entry to new work. There will 
be many similarly beneficial opportunities to improve policy and 
regulatory settings elsewhere in the public sector. 

______________________________________________________

SOME PREVIOUS CRISES IN 
HISTORY HAVE LED TO BIG SHIFTS 

IN BUSINESS AND ECONOMIC 
BEHAVIOUR. 

______________________________________________________

It would also be timely to consider whether planned new policies 
or regulations will help or hinder employment. New Zealand’s 
flexible labour market has done a good job over the past 20 years 
of dealing with economic and technological change. It supported 
high employment levels over that period and created a range 
of employment opportunities to meet the diverse needs and 
preferences of different individuals. We should be cautious of 
undermining this model. 

Finally, how well are our government agencies able to monitor 
evolving trends so that they can understand what the post-
COVID-19 world will look like and advise the government how 
it can best respond? Returning to the issue of technology and 
work, one of the big reasons why New Zealand’s productivity 
and income growth has been so disappointing is that we 
haven’t invested in technology at the rate we should. Some 
previous crises in history have led to big shifts in business and 
economic behaviour – with appropriate support and prods 
from governments. Could COVID-19 be the shock that sees New 
Zealand finally lift its game in technology adoption?

TECHNOLOGY CHANGE, PANDEMICS,  
AND THE FUTURE OF WORK
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ERIK BAEKKESKOV, Senior 
Lecturer in Public Policy at the 
University of Melbourne, looks  
at the uniqueness of the COVID 
crisis and the variations in 
Australia’s and New Zealand’s 
responses to it.

At least three features make public 
policy response to COVID-19 unusual. 
The first is that physical distancing is 
critical to mitigating the pandemic, 
rather than pharmaceuticals. In previous 
pandemics, including the 1918–1920 
Spanish Flu, influenza has been the 
disease. Public health authorities and 
pharmaceutical producers developed 
effective pharmaceuticals-based strategies 
to deal with the pandemic. National 
pandemic plans focused on stockpiling 
and deploying antivirals and fast-tracking 
vaccines pre-developed for flu. But no 
country has prepared for coronavirus as 
the pandemic disease, and hence, old-
fashioned (that is, non-drug) measures are 
critical to the COVID-19 response. 

Secondly, the COVID-19 response is 
remarkably different from recent crises, 
such as bushfires, earthquakes, or floods. 
In these usual emergencies, frontline 
responders depend on working shoulder 
to shoulder. Many victims must assemble 
and shelter in closely packed evacuation 
centres. Nature chaotically shuts down 
essential services and businesses. In the 
COVID-19 response, front-line responders 
need to stay apart, victims need to stay at 
home or be confined in isolated wards, and 
government systematically shuts down 
services.

Finally, physical distancing is pervasive, 
from neighbourhoods to international 
connections. Where we generally expect 
crises to have clear geographical or other 
limits on scope, the COVID-19 experience 
of stay-at-home isolation is truly global, 
cutting across divides that usually 
separate humans. Inequities persist, not 
least between essential workers who 
cannot stay at home and everyone else. 
Yet the reach of the stay-home imperative 
is probably unprecedented. 

Dilemmas of physical distancing

The implications of physical distancing 
have proved far-reaching. With so much at 
stake, COVID-19 cannot be fully addressed 
by simply identifying solutions, weighing 

these, and then selecting the optimum. 
Instead, response choices involve trading 
off core values. 

Australia and New Zealand have mainly 
focused on protecting life and conserving 
health-care capacity. These are surely 
crucial values. But as distancing measures 
have unfolded, core economic, social, and 
political values have also been affected. 
This means that taking action against 
COVID-19 is really about settling dilemmas, 
rather than enacting pure solutions. 

Epidemiological models focused on 
preserving life have been the key driver 
of decision makers in New Zealand and 
Australia. The governments had a choice: 
act late and allow severe illness and 
deaths to prove the case for action, or act 
early and mitigate the bad health effects 
but then take hits on public opinion and 
political capital as people’s lives were 
disrupted. Australia’s and New Zealand’s 
governments mostly opted for early action 
and accepted the risks to popularity 
and political capital. As the pandemic 
unfolded, this proved a wise choice 
because New Zealanders and Australians 
could look to the UK and the United States 
for examples of what happens when 
governments act late or indecisively. 

But the past few months have shown 
that popularity and political capital were 
not the only values at stake in physical 
distancing. Media and politicians have 
drawn much and increasing attention to 
economic values. Without jobs, livelihoods 
are at stake. Without tax revenues, 
states must borrow to fund health care, 
schools, and so on – or they must limit 
such services. There also are other crucial 

INVESTIGATION

COVID-19 physical distancing policies challenge  
governments and reveal public sector priorities

but more subtle values affected. As 
families are confined to homes, mental 
health may decline, domestic labour may 
become even more unbalanced between 
household members, and domestic 
violence may increase. When governments 
curtail freedom of assembly and increase 
surveillance, fundamental individual rights 
are put at risk. 

___________________________________

TAKING ACTION 
AGAINST COVID-19 
IS REALLY ABOUT 

SETTLING DILEMMAS. 
___________________________________

COVID-19 response governance in 
Australia and New Zealand

How was COVID-19 policy making 
organised in the two countries? Australia 
and New Zealand have different kinds 
of government institutions, yet adopted 
generally similar physical distancing 
policies and at similar times. New 
Zealand’s unitary state has allowed 
decision making to be centred on the 
prime minister’s office, with benefits 
including co-ordinated and rapid 
responses. 

In contrast, Australia’s federal system 
distributes pandemic response authority 
between the Commonwealth’s prime 
minister and the premiers or chief 
ministers of states and territories. 
Co-ordinating across departments is a 
common need (and challenge) in crisis 
management. The multi-level governance 
of a federation adds to this need. Little 
imagination is required to anticipate 
intense public clashes between state and 
federal governments over what constitutes 
best crisis response policy when decisions 
have such significant and cascading effects 
on life, working lives, and performance. 

Australia saw unusual political and 
administrative innovation in the early 
months of the pandemic to accomplish 
national co-ordination. Its most significant 
political innovation was establishing 
a National Cabinet (NC) on 13 March, 
where the prime minister, state premiers, 
and territory chief ministers met at least 
once weekly. On the public service side, 
various bodies ramped up activity or were 
established to advise the NC, as well as 
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provide co-ordination with key sectors at 
the national and state levels. 

The NC helped Australia achieve a 
relatively peaceful response by, firstly, 
setting it up as a peak leadership forum. 
Secondly, the NC, meeting at least 
weekly after 13 March, enabled the whole 
Commonwealth to agree on a set of 
baseline response measures. Thirdly, 
once the NC had been established, 
the national government explicitly 
and repeatedly endorsed states’ 
authority to take actions over and 
above this baseline. Hence, as 
school-closing policies illustrate, 
Australian responses were co-
ordinated but also differentiated 
without triggering paralysing 
conflicts or acrimonious debates 
between states or between federal 
and state executives.

___________________________________

POPULARITY AND 
POLITICAL CAPITAL 

WERE NOT THE ONLY 
VALUES AT STAKE IN 

PHYSICAL DISTANCING. 
___________________________________

A crucial test of Australia’s COVID-19 
response apparatus: Decisions about 
school closures

One notable difference between 
Australia and New Zealand has been 
school closures. As part of the Ardern 
government’s major physical distancing 
initiatives, all schools were directed to 
physically close and move instruction 
online. In contrast, the Morrison 
Commonwealth government at no point 
endorsed school closures. Most state 
governments nevertheless adopted 
extensive restrictions that effectively sent 
most students home and to learn online. 
The school closure policy decisions tested 
and put on display how Australia chose 
physical distancing measures.

The Commonwealth government 
repeatedly criticised state responses by 
disputing the epidemiological benefits of 
school closures while highlighting their 
costs. For instance, Scott Morrison added 
to an ongoing public debate between 
the government and teachers’ unions 
about school closures by asking teachers 
to help parents put “food on the table” 
by allowing schools to re-open after 
Easter. But his government tacitly agreed 
to physical school attendance only for 
students who could not manage learning 
from home (in particular, children of 
essential workers). Though the national 
debate lived on throughout the lockdown 
from March to May, states and territories 

moved school online as they wanted but 
with the baseline that all parents deemed 
essential workers could continue to send 
their children to physical schools.

 

 
 
 
Australia’s primary and secondary schools 
are governed and mostly funded by states 
and territories. So the Commonwealth 
has little formal say in how teaching 
is delivered. Yet physical schooling 
reaches deep into values and priorities 
beyond preserving lives in a pandemic. 
As opponents of school closures have 
highlighted, asking people to school from 
home means that parents must supervise 
their kids while also trying to work. Even 
essential workers, from health-care staff to 
delivery drivers, could be required to stay 
away from work to supervise their at-home 
children. Hence, the debate about closures 
involved the wider set of dilemmas 
involved in physical distancing.

With such high stakes, conflicts easily 
become acrimonious. But the prime 
minister did not try to “win” this argument 
through new legislative initiatives or 
funding cuts. In deciding school closures, 
Australian national and state governments 
relied on existing institutions and the 
novel NC mechanism to settle their 
disputes. 

Lessons and the way forward

New Zealand and Australia have (as of 
May 2020) been among the countries with 
most success in limiting COVID-19 cases 
and deaths. They have also used relatively 
similar combinations of early and strict 
travel restrictions and comprehensive 
social-distancing measures, relying on 
advice from epidemiologists, virologists, 
and infectious disease specialists.

Despite the similarities, responses have 
not been identical. Policy making and 
implementation has been easier in New 
Zealand than in Australia. In the Australian 
space, there has been substantial risk 

of open conflicts between strategies as 
well as clashing policies due to poor co-
ordination. But Australia quickly set up 
national co-ordination and deliberation 
through its National Cabinet and public 
service co-ordinating bodies. 

School closures have probably been 
Australia’s most divisive area of COVID-19 
response. Despite Commonwealth 
government objections, most Australian 

children were schooled from home 
for many weeks and even months. 
This followed from policy decisions 
by the respective state or territory 
governments. Moreover, no 
government in Australia adopted the 
comprehensive closure of schools that 

New Zealand’s alert level 4 entailed. 
Instead, by way of the National Cabinet, 

Australian governments agreed to keep 
physical schools open for some portion of 
children. Hence, the pandemic response 
conflict most on display in Australia has 
led to settlement and mutual tolerance 
rather than breakdown or paralysis. More 
conflicts await settlement, not least when 
and how Australia’s interstate borders 
will re-open. But the school closures 
settlement suggests that Australia has 
risen to the challenge of creating a 
successful model for inter-governmental 
dispute resolution and co-ordination.

___________________________________

POLICY MAKING AND 
IMPLEMENTATION HAS 
BEEN EASIER IN NEW 

ZEALAND THAN IN 
AUSTRALIA. 

___________________________________

As the two countries and their 
governments now face the long road to 
recovery, it seems increasingly urgent 
to incorporate values other than lives 
saved in considerations about physical 
distancing and other measures. To some 
extent, partly due to the powerful and 
highly resourced interests involved, 
economic values have already gained 
much attention. Indeed, while this article 
has focused on physical distancing, there 
is also a long list of economic policies that 
governments have enacted to maintain 
macroeconomic demand. But the road 
ahead not only involves trade-offs 
between lives and livelihoods. Instead, it 
involves settling dilemmas between many 
social, political, and economic as well as 
health and medical core values. Having 
a wider view of the values at stake as we 
walk forward could enable wise choices 
about what to close, open, wear, do, say, 
invest in, and so on.



12  PUBLIC SECTOR July 2020

SPECIAL FEATURE: JOBS YOU’VE NEVER HEARD OF

Predicting severe weather is critical – be it the snow dump in 
lambing season, the hailstorm that threatens the cherry/olive/
kiwifruit orchards a week before harvest, or the heavy rain likely 
to wash out roads and bridges and send landslides crashing 
across busy tramping tracks. Lives and livelihoods are always at 
stake.

So it’s reassuring to chat with Heath Gullery, a MetService 
severe weather forecaster and one of our most experienced 
meteorologists, about the science of severe weather forecasting. 

MetService is a state-owned enterprise, a commercial entity 
established in 1992 that incorporated our national weather 
service. Severe weather forecasting, be it a localised electrical 
storm or an “ex-tropical” cyclone hammering a wider region, is 
a highly specialised activity. Those who rely on severe weather 
forecasting include farmers; horticulturalists; energy and lines 
companies; the marine, aviation and transport sectors; regional 
councils; and civil defence. 

Heath Gullery

“For me, the most interesting aspect of severe weather 
forecasting is assessing various computer model solutions for 
severe weather and making a judgment call regarding which 
scenario is most likely over New Zealand,” says Gullery.

______________________________________________________

LIVES AND LIVELIHOODS  
ARE ALWAYS AT STAKE.  

______________________________________________________

Several aspects come into play in making these decisions. “They 
include current weather conditions, determined by satellite and 

FOLLOWING THE BIG WEATHER
Storms can be exciting, but devastating. Severe weather forecasting is a science that many  

New Zealanders rely on for their livelihoods and, at times, their lives. What’s involved?  
KATHY OMBLER put the question to a MetService severe weather forecaster.

radar imagery, observations from automatic weather stations, the 
recent accuracy between various models, and my own knowledge 
of any given weather scenario and the diverse New Zealand 
landscape.”

Landscape is a biggie for New Zealand weather forecasting, chips 
in Lisa Murray, MetService Head of Communications. “If you 
can forecast the weather in New Zealand, you can forecast the 
weather anywhere. We are a long, skinny country in the Roaring 
Forties, with big mountains close to the sea. It can be dry in the 
east and wet in the west, and the far north is different from the 
south. Then there are the microclimates; every little bit of New 
Zealand has its own quirks.”

Gullery says severe weather forecasting falls into two categories. 
Mesoscale (localised) forecasting studies the potential for 
thunderstorms across New Zealand over the next 72 hours, then 
tracks the storms as they occur and issues warnings as needed.

Broadscale forecasting involves assessing and forecasting the 
potential for heavy rain, heavy snow, or severe gales that might 
impact a region that’s bigger than 1,000 square kilometres. 
“These phenomena must exceed certain thresholds to reach 
Warning Criteria, for instance 100 millimetres or more of rain over 
a 24-hour period,” says Gullery.

The purpose of issuing a severe weather warning is to 
advise people of weather that can impact life, property, and 
infrastructure, he adds. “MetService severe weather warnings are 
sent to regional councils, to the National Emergency Management 
Agency, and to the public through different outlets, for example, 
MetService.com, social media, and radio and television news.”

______________________________________________________

IF YOU CAN FORECAST THE 
WEATHER IN NEW ZEALAND,  

YOU CAN FORECAST THE WEATHER 
ANYWHERE.  

______________________________________________________

MetService recently introduced a colour-code alert system, 
adds Murray. “Red warnings are issued to highlight extreme 
weather events. They are not issued lightly. If Heath thinks a 
warning needs to be a ‘red’, he will discuss it with his colleagues. 
Experience adds so much to the modelling. We will also liaise 
with the relevant district councils, who know what they can 
manage. The Fiordland heavy rain event in February was our first 
red alert.”

Gullery has been a severe weather forecaster for 10 years. It’s the 
top tier of the MetService meteorologist structure, and getting 
there has involved years of training and study. In 1996, with a 
double major in maths (honours) and psychology, he started 
as a trainee meteorologist, incorporating a Diploma of Applied 
Science at Victoria University in his first year of study.
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Today, all MetService meteorologists are required to be certified 
with the World Meteorological Organisation, which is the 
international governing body for weather forecasting. This 
involves completing a Master of Meteorology from Victoria 
University, which is run in conjunction with MetService, along 
with an internship. All up, the process takes about five years.

For 10 years, Gullery worked through the various disciplines of 
forecasting: from aviation to public and marine and then on 
to Lead Forecaster. This role involves analysing various model 
forecast solutions and co-ordinating the forecast. Even now, he 
says he’s still learning. “Severe forecasting is ever-evolving.”

______________________________________________________

COMPARED WITH THE REST OF  
THE WORLD, THE ACCURACY  
OF OUR FORECASTING RATES  

IS REALLY HIGH.  
______________________________________________________

Thunderstorms are a highlight of his job. “Identifying the 
potential for thunderstorms and how severe they could be 
entails any of the following criteria: heavy rainfall (more than 25 
millimetres in an hour), hail of two centimetres or greater, wind 
gusts over 110 kilometres per hour, and tornadoes (though these 
are rare). All of these phenomena need to be considered. Once 
any potential has been assessed, I move into a monitoring phase, 

MetService: An essential service 
Some thoughts from Lisa Murray,  
MetService Head of Communications

MetService is New Zealand’s official weather forecaster and 
provider of severe weather warnings.   

Generally speaking, we provide critical safety information to 
keep people and businesses prepared for the impacts of the 
weather, wherever they are in Aotearoa.  

We also have responsibilities in the Pacific. MetService is one 
of 12 official Meteorological/Warning Centres around the 
world with responsibility to provide official Tropical Cyclone 
Advisories.

Our services were called on in early April, during lockdown, 
when the tropical cyclone Harold wreaked havoc in the Solomon 
Islands, Vanuatu, Fiji, and Tonga. As MetService is also the 
backup service for Fiji, our cyclone experts performed regular 
communication checks with the Fiji Met Office, based in Nadi.

In New Zealand, most of our services continued throughout 
lockdown. Every plane and ship in and out of New Zealand 
needs a weather forecast, so it was important that we kept 
working to ensure goods could be delivered, particularly 
medical supplies. 

Our meteorological consultant team provided key agencies, 
such as the government’s COVID-19 Operations Command 
Centre, with forecasts to help them with their planning. Our 
forecasts also helped keep other essential services informed 
of the weather and helped people plan their outside “bubble” 
activities. We even shared some fun meteorological activities to 
keep kids of all ages entertained at home.

using radar, observations, lightning, and satellite imagery to 
assess the current risk and tracks of thunderstorms.”

Any severe weather over New Zealand can have an impact on life 
and property, which leads to a great responsibility to forecast it as 
accurately as possible, says Gullery. 

Murray confirms that several aspects are considered in making 
decisions, and all forecasters go through a pragmatic, scientific 
process that is peer reviewed. Their success rates are impressive, 
she adds.  

“MetService forecasting rates for severe gales, heavy rain, and 
heavy snow last year were from 93 percent to 95 percent accurate. 
Compared with the rest of the world, the accuracy of our 
forecasting rates is really high. We are a small country punching 
above its weight – especially given we are a country with so many 
variables.”

And despite several massive rain and wind events in recent years, 
it’s a big snow nearly a decade ago that still stands out for Gullery.

“The snow of August 2011 impacted much of the country, with 
light snowfall even as far north as Auckland. In Wellington the 
snow stopped the city in its tracks. I remember it falling to sea 
level, and some hill suburbs received up to 20 centimetres of 
snow. The remarkable thing about this event was its longevity, 
some parts of New Zealand experienced snow for up to four days. 
This was possibly the coldest outbreak across New Zealand since 
1939. It may well be the only such event during my career with 
MetService.”
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FOCUS

Voices from Canterbury:  
Experiences in shared crisis and recovery

A track record of surviving adversity

“Unfortunately, as a region, we do have a 
long track record of managing in adverse 
times,” Jim Palmer, Chief Executive 
Waimakariri District Council, reflects. 

“At the same time, most of us are 
unfortunately tinged with the reality that 
recovery is going to take much longer than 
people tend to anticipate at the start.”

Jim Palmer

Experience suggests we’re in for a long, 
collective effort. 

“Working together is much more efficient, 
but it’s also quite comforting – nobody’s 
got all the answers and we have a 
much better chance of getting the right 
outcome together,” Ben Clark, Regional 
Commissioner for the Department of 
Corrections, adds.  

Recovery or transformation? 

Evon Currie, General Manager of 
Community and Population Health for 
Canterbury District Health Board, picks up 
this theme. 

“The term BAU [business as usual] has 
to disappear. There is no such thing – we 
can’t return to who, or how, we were 

before the crisis. What we do have though 
is the ability to shape a new future.” 

Evon Currie

Yet despite the opportunity Currie 
highlights, the lockdown experience has 
left many hankering for the past and a 
return to what’s been taken from us – 
something perhaps symbolised in the 5am 
queues that formed outside McDonald’s 
outlets the day we transitioned out of 
Level 4. 

___________________________________

EXPERIENCE 
SUGGESTS WE’RE 

IN FOR A LONG, 
COLLECTIVE EFFORT. 

___________________________________

Ben Clark explains: “In any trauma or 
crisis, there are elements of our old life 
we’re inclined to cling to for assurance 
and comfort. Yet our longer-term 
adjustment depends on us being able to 
move forward. 

“In that sense, recovery is probably not 
the right language. I prefer renewal. We 
need to build on and acknowledge the 
past but still move forward in new ways. 
In Christchurch, talking about recovery 

after the earthquakes wasn’t realistic. 
We’d lost all of our physical landmarks, 
the demographics of our population 
changed dramatically – it was impossible 
to go back to how it was.

“By focusing on renewal together, it stops 
you hankering after something you can 
never regain.”  

___________________________________

IN ANY TRAUMA OR 
CRISIS, THERE ARE 
ELEMENTS OF OUR 

OLD LIFE WE’RE 
INCLINED TO CLING 
TO FOR ASSURANCE 

AND COMFORT.
___________________________________

Jim Palmer agrees: “BAU doesn’t exist. We 
need to shift from thinking about business 
as usual to thinking about business as 
new.

“People are going to be under a lot of 
stress as the impacts of the lockdown 
begin to show, and communities are 
going to be looking for solutions. People 
will vent their anger at us, but it’s really 
important we’re able to remain calm 
ourselves.

“It isn’t easy and it isn’t fair, but that’s 
the nature of leading through a crisis – it 
requires good leadership on steroids.” 

Interestingly, and in strong contrast 
to the earthquakes, the one thing that 
has thrived rather than suffered as a 
result of the coronavirus is the natural 
environment. 

Gabrielle Huria, member of Ngai Tūāhuriri 
hapū and Canterbury District Health 
Board Deputy Chair, adds, “The tūī and 
fantails are thriving; our environment 
has been given a rest. It’s a real wake 

We find ourselves in a moment that’s without precedent – something that exceeds our shared  
history as a nation and something that will extend its shadow over our future for some time to come.

CARL BILLINGTON spoke to people with different roles in the Canterbury region to collect their reflections on the 
current pandemic and some of the lessons we can take from their experiences of surviving crisis and trauma.
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up. There’s no way forward without the 
environment being part of that. We’ve 
been given quite an amazing opportunity 
to reconsider the contribution we’re 
making to its destruction.” 

Gabrielle Huria

Evon Currie adds, “The lockdown has 
given us a taste of scarcity in consumer 
goods but also removed the poverty 
of time many of us experienced. We’ve 
gone without takeaways and coffees for 
over a month. We’ve seen an amazing 
resurgence in home baking and people 
walking their neighbourhoods. Gardens 
are thriving, and pets have never had so 
much attention. This is what a consumer-
less society looks like. 

___________________________________

RECOVERY IS 
PROBABLY NOT THE 
RIGHT LANGUAGE. I 
PREFER RENEWAL.

___________________________________

“We’ve had to rely on each other rather 
than our ability to just purchase things we 
want or need. It’s worth taking a moment 
to consider how we want to hold onto 
some of these things before rushing back 
to consumerism as a way of living.”

That strengthened connection to the 
local environment and local community 
has a range of implications for public 
servants and how they can assist local 
communities. 

Resilience is local

“We need to be really cautious of taking 
a paternalistic approach – it creeps in 
unconsciously in approaches that imply 
some programme or agency is going to 
look after our communities, when the 
truth is that communities look after 
themselves,” Jim Palmer explains. 

“Some levers need to be set nationally, 
but then we need local flexibility to 
be able to understand and respond 
to the nuanced challenges different 
communities are facing.

“That’s where communities caring 
for themselves and leading or at least 
guiding the response gives a finer-grained 
understanding and empathy,” Palmer 
adds. 

___________________________________

THERE’S NO WAY 
FORWARD WITHOUT 
THE ENVIRONMENT 

BEING PART OF THAT.
___________________________________

Gabrielle Huria gives a perfect example: 
“We have 2,000 acres of Māori land 
between Rangiora and Christchurch, 
divided into 14-acre blocks. When 
people’s houses were destroyed in the 
quake, they needed places to come back 
to, but the local regulations meant only 
one dwelling could be built on each block.

“That meant only one household could 
resettle here. Families were divided, some 
moved into town, others couldn’t care for 
their elders any more. It was devastating.

“But we worked with the district council 
to simplify the regulations to allow us 
to build on our tribal land. Together 
we found a solution that enabled us 
to subdivide and build cluster houses, 
addressing a bone of contention for many 
years.”

However, Ben Clark notes there are 
tensions to manage: “Local providers 
need to give central authorities 
confidence that they can deliver, but at 
the same time, it’s the local agencies that 
know where the need is, and they need to 

be given the freedom to influence where 
the resource goes. 

Ben Clark

“These were hard-learnt lessons in the 
past, and we need to do this better with 
COVID.” 

___________________________________

LOCAL PROVIDERS 
NEED TO GIVE 

CENTRAL 
AUTHORITIES 

CONFIDENCE THAT 
THEY CAN DELIVER.

___________________________________

Trust is personal

“This is a national event, but the nuancing 
across regions means we also need to 
empower regional teams to respond to 
what they’re seeing in front of them,” 
Palmer adds.

“That requires trusting those at the 
coalface and giving them clear authority 
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to make decisions. This can sit in tension 
with the natural risk aversion of central 
agencies that don’t want to make a 
decision that could embarrass their 
minister or the government of the day.”

In Jim’s eyes, the key to building trust is 
building relationships. 

“Relationships are fundamental. They 
enable cross-agency collaboration, 
which can’t happen without trust. Real 
relationships are personal connections; 
they can’t just be functional – that’s a 
business arrangement, and it doesn’t 
build the sort of goodwill we need. 

“If I pick up the phone and talk to John 
Henderson at MSD and tell him I need a 
favour, he’ll want to respond, and vice 
versa. It’s damn hard not to because of 
the personal connection we’ve built. 
To achieve that, you have to invest in 
the people in the agencies, not just the 
entity,” Palmer adds. 

Rippling impacts

“With COVID-19, we faced an immediate 
health emergency. Rightly, a lot of the 
effort has gone into limiting the impact 
of that health outbreak, but as things 
progress, we’re going to see cycles of 
other issues emerge,” Palmer continues.

“We saw the first cycle with the immediate 
layoffs and redundancies. We’ll see 
another when the 12-week wage subsidy 
expires, and another when the world 
economy kicks in.” 

Each of those creates their own waves.

“The health challenges will change too as 
more of the psycho-social effects start to 
kick in. From our experience, it can be up 
to two years before you get to the bottom 
of those ripples and another two before 
we start to see what business as new 
looks like,” Palmer adds. 

“You’ve got to adapt. Within one year 
after the Canterbury earthquake, we were 
already on the fifth version of our recovery 
plan,” Palmer recalls. 

“This will be the same. It can be 
disheartening. We can learn from past 
experience though and build this into our 
thinking.” 

Ben Clark agrees: “It’s iterative and 
individually different. 

“Typically, the most vulnerable are the 
most significantly impacted by adverse 
events – particularly health-related 
ones. Those with existing co-morbidities, 
in crowded living situations, or who 
encounter difficulty accessing health care 
tend to be more adversely impacted. We 
need to anticipate this and have a wider 
safety net in place,” Clark adds.  

“But what we’ll also see are a number of 
others who’ve never been unemployed 
and never had to draw aid from the 
government now needing support and 
needing to figure out how to navigate the 
system. It’s changing the demographic 
profile of those who need to draw on 
support from the state.

“One potential silver lining is it may 
reduce some of the stigmatism attached 
to those who find themselves in need of 
help. 

“What helps is a collective understanding 
of the trauma experience. If you can 
see yourself as part of a shared normal 
response to abnormal events, that can 
foster a much wider degree of empathy 
and acceptance. 

“A lot of people are going to need to reach 
out for help. It’s hard to do that when you 
feel stigmatised or blamed for doing so. 
We’re going to be cycling through these 
stages – we need to anticipate this and 
create clear pathways for those in need 
and foster an attitude that supports their 
progress if we want to get to a common 
end point together.”   

Evon Currie puts it this way: “This is about 
our whole society getting behind the idea 
of ensuring no one gets left behind.” 

Encouraging signs

There are already some great signs of the 
things communities are putting in place to 
ensure no one gets left behind. 

Gabrielle Huria explains: “Two weeks into 
COVID-19, our marae became a testing 
station. We realised not everyone would 
be able to make a 20-minute bus ride to 
a testing station in the city, so we set one 
up here, with a local NGO on-site as well. 
People could drive in and get tested and 
then stop by the NGO at the next station 
for a food voucher or to talk with a health 
or social worker. We saw around 80 

people a day and collected their contacts 
in case any follow-up was needed.”  

___________________________________

A LOT OF PEOPLE ARE 
GOING TO NEED TO 

REACH OUT FOR HELP. 
___________________________________

Jim Palmer points to another post-
quake initiative as an example of other 
ways to encourage participation across 
the community: “Following the quakes, 
the city ran a ‘share an idea’ campaign. 
Thousands of people came forward to put 
physical or virtual stickies on a communal 
ideas board for what they would like to 
see in a rebuilt city. It gave people the 
opportunity to shape a shared future 
together and start lifting their eyes from 
the tragedy to the opportunity. 

“Not everybody will be in a place to 
contribute though, and you have to 
recognise that. The idea is to work with 
those who are in the space to engage and 
accept that others won’t be in a position to 
engage for some time and that’s OK too.” 

John Henderson from MSD reflects on 
the challenge of caring for the country’s 
156,000 over 70-year-olds who live alone 
and were instructed to stay home during 
the lockdown.

“We identified those who are older and live 
alone as a key vulnerable group we need 
to connect with. We’ve spoken with 90,000 
people already and have been able to refer 
2,500 for additional support they might not 
have received otherwise. 

“It’s a carefully crafted phone conversation 
to explain why we’re ringing and explore 
what support is needed. The initiative 
is co-ordinated by MSD but delivered 
through local councils and NGOs,” 
Henderson explains.  
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John Henderson

“We had a call in another region where the 
caller noted the client had a big birthday 
coming up. The caller rang back on the 
day to sing them happy birthday.

“We’re seeing the very best of 
human motivation and a real spirit of 
service coming to the fore. It’s really 
heartwarming. We’ve seen it in the past, 
and we’re seeing it again now.” 

Evon Currie adds to this: “One of our local 
Pacific providers, the Tangata Atumotu 
Trust, discovered a lot of their Pacific 
patients didn’t have internet, so they 
started using a lot of phone contact, and 
their staff would end each call by singing 
with the clients over the phone.

“People aren’t just going through routine 
conversations. They’re really listening 
and picking up on what people need and 
referring them on – genuinely connecting, 
communicating, and supporting. This is 
exactly what we need.” 

Closing thoughts

Alongside the pain and trauma a crisis 
brings, it also offers a unique opportunity 
to reset our priorities and perceptions. 

For Evon Currie, “It’s all about people. 
That balance between economics and 
people will be a huge question going 
forward. Are we rebuilding our economy 
to enable people to have full and 
interesting lives, or are we wanting people 
to become productive again so they can 
serve our economy?

“What would a people-centred design 
look like as we rebuild our way of life? 
I wouldn’t want to see us lose the 
opportunity to consider these sorts of 
questions as we begin to reset society 
again.” 

Ben Clark raises another set of questions: 
“The challenge is there are many people 
in our communities who aren’t that 
connected in the good times, so rushing 
to connect them in a crisis isn’t easy if 
they don’t have the foundation of those 
relationships and the goodwill.

“You need to foster that in advance and 
find ways to hardwire it in, otherwise 

we run the risk of slipping back into 
functioning in our silos once the pressure 
is off.

“A key challenge for any of us in the 
public sector is figuring out how to distil 
what enables us to operate in solidarity 
in a crisis and retain and implement that 
outside the crisis moment.

___________________________________

THE CHALLENGE IS 
THERE ARE MANY 
PEOPLE IN OUR 
COMMUNITIES 

WHO AREN’T THAT 
CONNECTED IN THE 

GOOD TIMES. 
___________________________________

“Answering this question is all about 
building enduring relationships that 
enable us to come together in genuine 
partnership, not just take an advocacy 
position around the discussion table.”   

As public servants, this moment in time 
presents many challenges, but also 
opportunities. What we make of them will, 
at least in some part, be determined by 
how well we learn from the experiences of 
those who’ve been here before us. 

Need to pivot operations? We can help

Our world has changed 
and operations need to 
adapt to our new normal.

We understand the 
challenges of resuming 
work while responding to 
new priorities and ways 
of working.

Timely and targeted 
support can help you 
rapidly revitalise and 
optimise your operations.

This is an opportunity 
to prepare for a more 
resilient future.

We give a damn.Partnering with New Zealand’s Public 
and Private Sector leaders for 20 years
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Understanding multi-ethnicity 
in Aotearoa: Implications for 
policy and service delivery  
EEMUN CHEN, an evaluation and research specialist 
from MartinJenkins, looks at what happens when 
people of multiple ethnicities meet up with the 
Census and other official statistics in Aotearoa. 

As our official statisticians grapple to understand and reflect 
a New Zealand that’s becoming more and more ethnically 
diverse, a particular challenge is capturing the experience of 
the increasing numbers of people who identify with multiple 
ethnicities. This is important for ensuring government has the 
data it needs to design effective policy and service delivery. 

Inclusion from within  
ANJUM RAHMAN, of the Inclusive Aotearoa 
Collective Tāhono, sees some fundamental barriers 
to achieving social inclusion, and she imagines a 
bold public service where everyone benefits.

Inclusion is a difficult word. There’s a power dynamic involved 
in inclusion: who is the one inviting people to be included? Who 
is on the outside, asking to be let in? At the Inclusive Aotearoa 
Collective Tāhono (IACT), we prefer to talk about belonging and 
community empowerment. 

Community empowerment is messy, and it takes time to build 
consensus across communities that may themselves be divided. 
Community empowerment can be expensive initially, though 
certainly much less so in the final result. But from the many 
conversations we’ve had with Kiwis, we know that communities 
feel they lack power in terms of access to decision making 
on policy development, processes, and funding. Community 
empowerment works best when the public service is not in 
control of the outcomes or the processes. In my experience 
of advocating for Muslim women, there was strong resistance 
from the public service to relinquish control over appropriate 
programmes for our community.

Anjum Rahman

Whether it is job security, stress around career advancement, 
or an inability for the system to deal with uncertainty and 
potential failure, it’s hard to say. I do know the most successful 
companies are those that allow employees to fail. Similarly, 
the most successful community initiatives are those that allow 
communities to fail.

I understand the public service works under a specific set of rules, 
with different levels of accountability and transparency. Yet, to 
not trust communities to innovate and trial approaches tailored 
to their own needs, because of the fear of failure, is hugely 
disempowering.

The frustration of having to explain again and again experiences, 
knowledge, and base-level understanding to public servants, with 
no remuneration and with minimal results, has been incredibly 

heartbreaking. Partly it’s been because of ever-changing staff; 
partly because we were referred from one place to the next.

An inclusive public service

The public service, at the top, is still incredibly white. There 
is nothing wrong with being white, but there is something 
wrong with a system designed around whiteness, around an 
understanding of the world that is no longer working for so many 
Kiwis. This isn’t suited to an island nation in the Pacific, founded 
on a Te Tiriti partnership.

At its heart, the Westminster system is confrontational and 
combative. The systems under it are often rigid and inflexible; 
they are hierarchical and authoritarian, often leading to poor 
results.

Invariably, in the conversations IACT has with very diverse people, 
we hear that many are struggling to interact with and have their 
needs met by government departments and processes. We hear 
expressions of frustration, anger, sadness.

It is impossible for the public service to adequately run or 
fund programmes for social inclusion in the community until it 
undertakes social inclusion for itself. While MMP has forced some 
level of wider representation in parliament, this has not been 
matched at senior levels of the public service.

Why does it matter? It matters because it’s about reassessing 
values and worldviews at a fundamental level. It’s about 
challenging all assumptions, without defensiveness. A natural 
human reaction for dominant groups is to feel uncomfortable 
with change and uncertainty. They don’t respond well to even 
the gentlest of suggestions that their worldview might be 
problematic. (See, for example, Reni Eddo-Lodge’s Why I’m No 
Longer Talking to White People about Race or Robin DiAngelo’s 
White Fragility.)

If the public service is serious about social inclusion and 
community empowerment, then it needs to be brave and bold. 
It needs to be prepared to take risks and share power, in the 
first place by building a true Te Tiriti partnership based in tino 
rangatiratanga. It also needs to be more reflective of the wider 
community. While this may feel like a loss for some in the short 
term, in the long term, everyone gains.

OPINIONS
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The Census and countless other forms now ask: “Which ethnic 
group do you belong to? Select all that apply to you.” For 
many people, this is a harmless question and an easy one-
second tick. But for many others, it is complicated by different 
conceptualisations of nationality, race, identity, and beliefs that 
don’t necessarily line up with one or multiple boxes. 

How we record multiple ethnic identities

Until 2004, if you reported multiple ethnicities, Stats NZ would 
allocate you to one ethnic category based on an arbitrary ranking 
of the ethnic responses. One problem with this approach was 
that Pacific peoples and other minority groups were increasingly 
under-counted, as Māori were at the top of the prioritisation 
schedule. Since the 2004 review of the measurement of ethnicity, 
Stats NZ has been using the “Total response” and “Single and 
combined response” classifications instead. 

“Total response” is the record of the total number of ethnic 
categories reported, no matter how many categories each 
person reported. Accordingly, the total will be more than the 
real number of people involved, and people of multiple ethnicity 
will be effectively hidden. In the 2018 Census, 11 percent of the 
population reported their ethnicity in more than one ethnic 
group. That’s almost 540,000 people – 10,000 more than the 
population of the entire Wellington region. 

By contrast, the “Single and combined response” method assigns 
you to a unique ethnic category that reflects the mix of responses 
you provide. So if you report multiple ethnicities of, say, Eritrean 
and New Zealander, you would be reported under African/Other 
Ethnicity. 

The problem with using Total response – which is the approach 
used by most statisticians and organisations reporting ethnicity 
data – is that, as the number of people with mixed heritage 
grows, the percentages will both exaggerate European people as 
a proportion of New Zealand’s total population and exaggerate 
the rise of minority ethnicities. 

In the 2018 Census, using Total response, European were 70 
percent, Māori 17 percent, and Asian 15 percent (up from 12 
percent in 2013) of the population. By contrast, under Single 
and combined response, European-only are 60 percent (falling 
from 65 percent in 2013), Māori-only 8 percent, and Asian-only 14 
percent. 

So you can see that, in the wrong 
hands, poorly contextualised sets 
of statistics could act as a powerful 
tool for anti-immigration agendas.  

Understanding multi-ethnicity

In New Zealand, there have been some, mostly quantitative, 
studies on intermarriage and multiple ethnicities, mostly 
focusing on Māori as one of the ethnicities. The international 
and New Zealand literature and data shows that making ethnic 
choices for children is complex and that many children of ethnic 
intermarriage will choose to emphasise one ethnicity over 
another.

In Aotearoa, there is a whole new generation of people whom 
governments are not geared up to understand or respond to. 
Nearly a quarter of people under 15 years of age (23 percent – 
almost 120,000 kids) identify with more than one ethnic group. 
Government needs to understand how these young people 
(as well as adults with multiple cultures and diverse heritages) 
perceive and experience their identity and how this might affect 
key areas such as employment, wellbeing, housing, education, 
and health. 

Governments have had difficulty understanding and responding 
to minority ethnic communities, let alone people with multiple 
ethnicities. The terrible events in Christchurch in March 2019 
brought into sight just how much ethnic communities are 
removed from policy discussion. Government agencies were 
warned many times of the rise of alt-right groups and the growing 
discrimination and harassment of Muslim people. 

In New Zealand today, there is increasing ethno-racial diversity 
and fluidity – including evidence of ethnic mobility where 
people’s ethnicity changes between censuses. So how best 
can data collection, data interpretation, and data visualisation 
support a “true” picture of our diversity? And what might this 
mean for evidence-based policy?

From data to policy

Census data helps government plan services, such as which 
health services need more funding, where schools should be 
built, where roads should go, and where public transport should 
be maintained. When the data that’s collected and reported 
doesn’t truly reflect the people it’s supposed to be about, there’s 
a significant risk that policy makers and decision makers will put 
funding in the wrong places or develop the wrong initiatives or 
programmes. 

To address this, I believe we need to revisit several areas. First, 
we need to consider whether ethnicity, as self-identified cultural 
affiliation, is still relevant and important for data collection and 
for policy evidence. If we do think it’s still relevant, then we need 
to rethink how we understand, report, and use ethnicity data.

I think ethnicity is still relevant, but we need to acknowledge that 
how form-fillers think of ethnicity will vary from person to person. 
Although scholars and policy makers are still struggling to come 
to a single definition of ethnicity, it does appear to be a measure 
that has some predictive value and can be helpful for targeting 
and delivering public services. 
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OPINIONS

Reclaim or reframe
The pandemic has forced the world to change. JIM 
SCULLY, co-founder of ThinkPlace New Zealand, sees 
this as a chance to build a better tomorrow.

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, people across the world are re-
evaluating their futures. 

It seems to be that there are two choices: individuals, teams, 
and communities can reclaim “what was” by attempting to 
recreate the pre-lockdown status quo or they could use this as a 
springboard to ask “what could be?” This choice will exist for a 
brief window of time and could be overlooked in our rush to take 
decisive action.  

How might leaders use this time? There are opportunities at the 
team and system levels.

Opportunities within the team

At a team level, here are four steps team leaders could take to 
make the most of this moment: 

Reconnect – Pause and engage in whakawhanaungatanga. Air 
individual experiences and reconnect with each other.

Reflect – Ask each team member for one reflection from 
lockdown and one key shift that could make a positive 
difference. Listen for insight, not for ideas that validate your 
opinion. 

Reframe – Reframing is central to the art of possibility. One 
way to reframe your future is to write a legacy postcard to those 
who will follow you in three years. 

A simple frame is “We achieved this new future (describe it) 
because we recognised the power of the possibility in July 2020 
and chose a new path. Our key insights were (name them). As a 
result of this, we took this bold action (name it) and these small 
but key shifts (name them).”

Reboot – Update your current plan with what you will do 
differently to create “what could be”. Don’t shy away from bold, 
compelling language – now is not the time to dilute the energy 
you have tapped into.

Reframing the system

At a system level, blend human-centred design and complex 
systems methodologies. 

Banny Banerjee, Stanford ChangeLabs founder, said that you 
need to “see the system” and make sense of its dynamics. Then 
you can perform system acupuncture to unlock it. 

The key will be to ensure we don’t think of ethnicity as one-
dimensional and that we make space for the increasing number 
of people with multiple identities. At the very least, all users of 
ethnicity data should consider Single and combined response 
data as well as Total response data. 

Single and combined response data doesn’t lend itself to neat 
graphs of aggregate statistics, but it provides a richer and more 
nuanced understanding of how individuals of mixed ethnicity 
may encounter particular issues. Some of this analysis has been 
done before in New Zealand, but not as a matter of course. For 
example, an older paper from Tahu Kūkutai (from 2004) describes 
how individuals who identify with being a combination of Māori 
and non-Māori but who identify more strongly with non-Māori 
tended to be better off economically than all other Māori. On the 
flip side, those who identified more strongly as Māori had similar 
socio-economic and demographic attributes to those who were 
Māori-only. 

That study, along with more recent research showing a high 
degree of mixed ethnicity among New Zealand-born Asians, 
challenges the popular perception of “Māori” and “Asian” as 
single, homogenous categories. It also shows the danger of 
focusing too much on simple and singular measures of ethnicity 
as a pathway into public policy interventions. This raises 
questions about how ethnicity is used in funding schools and 
district health boards.

The need for qualitative research

Studies to date have been relatively broad-brush, driven by 
Census data, and exploratory. To really get at the heart of what 
might matter and be helpful to the increasingly large proportion 
of people with multiple ethnicities, we need more qualitative 
studies on their lived experience. 

For example, how do people of different ages within this 
population perceive their ethnicity and to what extent do they 
face different levels of discrimination and racism? Answers 
to those questions could provide insights into, for example, 
unconscious bias or racism in frontline health decision making.

At the most basic level, any research into people with multiple 
ethnicities provides recognition and a much-needed voice for this 
under-studied population. And in particular, a greater focus on 
qualitative research will provide policy makers with a much more 
accurate and nuanced understanding of the lived experiences and 
needs of this group, which now stands at more than half a million 
people.
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Politics isn’t about being nice, 
but it doesn’t have to be nasty
DAVID BROMELL, a principal advisor at Environment 
Canterbury and author of Ethical competencies for 
public leadership: Pluralist democratic politics in 
practice (2019), explains his approach to dealing 
with conflicting interests in politics and public 
policy.

The hardest challenges I’ve faced in public life have revolved 
around people who want and value different things. So I’ve asked 
myself this question: 

What are the competencies, or leadership practices, we need 
to cultivate to work well (both effectively and ethically) in 
public life in a society where there is and can be no enduring 
agreement on a common good?

The more I understand the breadth and depth of our differences, 
the more wary (and weary) I become of attempts to drive 
consensus where it doesn’t exist or to trump debate by asserting 
some rights-claims over others. 

Do this by creating meaningful and empathetic visual models. You 
can zoom into the relevant human experiences, then zoom out 
to identify the acupuncture points to influence. (For inspiration, 
read Auckland City Mission’s “Demonstrating the Complexities of 
Being Poor: An Empathy Tool”, which reframes the experience of 
what it’s like to interact with an onerous system through the lens 
of one woman and her children.)  

Reframing requires ambidextrous leadership. A useful frame 
is to think about how you lead for “improving today” while 
also leading for “creating a new tomorrow – one that doesn’t 
yet exist”. Leading for innovation requires you to create 
supportive conditions by eliminating fear of failure, rewarding 
unconventional reframing, and bravely navigating uncertainty. 

Last November at the UNLEASH conference, two leaders, who 
were also Nobel Peace Prize laureates, shared their experiences of 
making change through reframing. Muhammad Yumis, Grameen 
Bank founder, shared how he connected with those in extreme 
poverty while walking to his teaching job. That experience led 
him to flip the banking model. This bank is based only in villages 
and gives business loans to extremely poor people with no form 
of identity and are mostly women in a Muslim country. It’s been 
a huge success. Leymah Gbowee, a Liberian peace activist, used 
reframing to help end Liberia’s 14-year civil war. She did this 
by mobilising the mothers of those fighting for peace. She told 
participants to never walk on our tiptoes and to leave a positive 
signature on this planet.

After this time of upheaval, what will your signature be? Will you 
be among those who stood at this fork in the road and tried to 
reclaim “what was” or will you be among those who reframed 
“what could be” and created a better future for New Zealand.

I’ve had to master the art of 
disagreeing agreeably and develop 
skills in negotiating different, 
competing, and conflicting 
interests. And to work ethically, I’ve 
had to orient my public service to a set of political values. There’s 
a lot to be said for pragmatic accommodation, but public service 
demands principled pragmatism in the spirit of service to the 
community. 

In a political context where people want and value different 
things, which principles and values might guide and constrain 
pragmatic public administration? 

There are multiple relevant ethical values, and I don’t think we 
can sensibly reduce them to a single overriding objective (like 
utility, happiness, or wellbeing). My critical reflection on political 
theory and public policy practice has led me to focus on four 
political values: freedom, equality, fairness, and community. 

I picture these as the four main stars of the Southern Cross. Then 
I add the Pointers – civility as the art of disagreeing agreeably and 
diplomacy in the skilled negotiation of interests. We set a course 
and find a safe passage not by following a single star but by 
navigating between them.

For each value, I define a competency – a set of mutually 
reinforcing leadership practices. I frame these as personal 
resolutions: When exercising leadership in public life, I will be … 
civil, diplomatic, respectful (of my own and others’ freedom), 
impartial (in recognition of our basic human equality), fair, and 
prudent (governing for the long term in ways that maintain 
creative tension between individuals, communities, and the 
state).

While there are many other competencies and virtues worth 
cultivating, I can only hold so many ideas in my head at once. 
Practically, these six provide me with sufficient stars to steer by in 
the conduct of public life.

How do we develop ethical competencies for public leadership? 
Not by acquiring a job title, signing a code of conduct, or merely 
complying with professional standards and codes of ethics.

Ethical leadership is something to exercise – building ethical 
muscle through the practised habit of behaving wisely and well. 
And we cannot improve in the doing without also being and 
becoming. Good character underpins the right action.

I thrive when I work in an agency governed and managed by 
good people who set the tone at the top. I have learned to be and 
behave better by watching and listening to people who inspire 
me by their integrity, within an organisation that embeds ethical 
leadership as “the way we do things here”. And I invest time and 
energy in mentoring programmes where we can explore who 
we are, how we are with others, who we want to become, and 
how we want to behave in order to enhance our professional 
performance and progress our career goals.

For me personally, this is still a work in progress. My colleagues 
know I do not exemplify the six competencies consistently in all 
respects. They are my “stretch goals”, and a good day at work is 
when I have dealt with people, no matter how difficult, by the 
light of the stars I steer by.
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REFLECTION

NEW ZEALAND SPIRIT OF SERVICE 

ARUN JAIN, of the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs and Trade, and 
TENNILLE MAXEY, of Statistics 
New Zealand, are the inaugural 
recipients of the Westpac 
New Zealand Spirit of Service 
Scholarship. The scholarship 
supports early-in-career New 
Zealand public servants to attend 
Oxford University’s Blavatnik 
School of Government to study 
towards a Master of Public Policy 
(MPP). Here they reflect on how 
the scholarship has changed their 
perspectives.

In September last year, we embarked 
on an incredible adventure to study at 
the University of Oxford: an opportunity 
so unique that being invited to attend 
Hogwarts had seemed just as likely.  

Tennille Maxey and Arun Jain

Now, as we pass the half-way point in 
the year-long programme, we reflect on 
how much we have learned and realise 
our experience has exceeded every 
initial thought and expectation. The 
MPP programme provides a great mix of 
theoretical insights with practical and 
professional skill development. We have 
considered policy making from a range 
of viewpoints, be they philosophical, 
economic, or political. Between us, we 
have also specialised in identity and 
multiculturalism, public corruption, 

housing in advanced economies, new 
economics, and the AI economy. Both 
of us feel a renewed capacity to connect 
different issues and pull together broad 
views of the policy issues facing the 
departments we serve.  

Additionally, the programme has allowed 
us to engage with leaders and experts 
who have made a real difference in 
public policy. This has included guest 
speakers from political backgrounds and 
the private sector who have shared their 
experiences of working in effective (and 
sometimes not so effective) governments. 
Some highlights have included hearing 
from former UK prime minister David 
Cameron, former Australian prime 
minister Kevin Rudd, billionaire Mo 
Ibrahim, and South Africa’s former leader 
of the opposition Lindiwe Mazibuko.

One of the unique drawcards of the 
Blavatnik School is its ability to pull 
together a community that fosters critical 
and innovative thinking when it comes 
to tackling some of the world’s most 
pressing policy issues. We have been 
able to draw on the experience of our 
cohort of 124 amazing individuals from 
50 countries. We work closely together to 
share insights and practice. The cohort 
has evolved into a tightly bound network 
that we will draw on for years to come.  

If we could summarise the programme 
in one word it would be “perspective”.  
Throughout the course, we have learned 
that even in seemingly novel contexts, the 
world is a small place and we are more 
similar than we are different. As much 
as global issues impact New Zealand, 
we can make ripples that influence our 
friends and neighbours, although we may 

seem small and far away. Issues we face 
that appear unique to us may have been 
traversed and addressed already. Taking 
a step back to consider the mistakes and 
successes from those diverse contexts, 
and reviewing our own, will ensure our 
policy draws from best practice and is 
robust. At the same time, through our 
experiences, we’ve also come to embrace 
the validity of opposing views and the 
different starting positions that we all 
have when arriving at individual positions. 
This perspective means that we can 
navigate tension ably and with empathy. 
Finally, our friends and classmates are a 
constant reminder that authenticity and 
empathy are two of the most important 
tools in international relationship 
building: something we will endeavour to 
apply to the rest of our careers.

Most recently, the global pandemic has 
moved us physically away from the 
Blavatnik School and community. As with 
our colleagues at home, this has been a 
crash course in resilience, adaptability, 
and creativity as we have moved into 
online classrooms.

We are both extremely grateful for the 
support of Westpac New Zealand, the 
State Services Commission, and of our 
own departments. Without the Westpac 
Spirit of Service Scholarship it would not 
have been possible to take this space 
to step away from our policy roles and 
reflect on issues that we will inevitably 
face as public servants. This year at 
Oxford has already been the experience 
of a lifetime, and as we complete the 
programme, we are excited to return to 
our roles and apply what we have learned 
in our work serving New Zealand.

Oxford University’s Blavatnik School of Government
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NEW ZEALAND SPIRIT OF SERVICE 

INVESTIGATION

IPANZ scans overseas websites, journals, and other resources to dig out articles that might catch the attention 
of our members. PETER MCKENZIE focuses on two articles that explore how the COVID-19 crisis might be 

managed by public servants once the current stage of the crisis has passed.

At each stage of the COVID-19 crisis, the actions of the executive, 
the public service, and parliament has been critical to how the 
pandemic has developed. As the virus emerged on our shores, 
public servants rolled out guidelines for behaviour and public 
support programmes on an enormous scale. Throughout the 
lockdown, parliamentary scrutiny was applied in novel ways 
through the Epidemic Response Committee. Having emerged from 
lockdown, and with strident calls for reform on all sides, public 
servants must now take part in a reimagining project on a scale not 
seen for decades. 

This “Eyes on the World” will focus on two articles. The first, “So 
You Want to Be a Policy Entrepreneur?” by Michael Mintrom at 
Monash University, focuses on the skills public servants will need 
once the initial crisis has passed. The second, “The Emperor Has No 
Clothes” by Andrew Tyrie at Demos, considers how to strengthen 
select committees. 

“So You Want to Be a Policy Entrepreneur?”  
– Michael Mintrom
Michael Mintrom defines a policy entrepreneur as someone with 
“willingness to invest their resources – time, energy, reputation, 
and sometimes money – in the hope of a future return”, conjuring 
an image of a tenacious and visionary individual not satisfied 
with the status quo. In his survey of existing research on policy 
entrepreneurship, Mintrom has three crucial insights into the 
attributes most successful entrepreneurs share, the skills they 
have, and the strategies they use. 

_______________________________________________________

PUBLIC SERVANTS MUST NOW 
TAKE PART IN A REIMAGINING 

PROJECT ON A SCALE NOT SEEN 
FOR DECADES.  

_______________________________________________________

Attributes

Mintrom believes there are five attributes that are essential to a 
policy entrepreneur’s success: 

•	 Ambition – This drives entrepreneurs to invest in an uncertain 
but attractive future and convinces others to believe in the 
project.

•	 Social Acuity – This attribute inspires others and reflects a 
concern for their emotional and social needs. 

•	 Credibility – Policy entrepreneurship relies on broad coalitions 
of support. To create such coalitions, entrepreneurs need to 
be credible through their expertise, position, or compelling life 
narrative. 

•	 Sociability – This is also understood as empathy, the capacity 
to “go from discerning points of common interest between 

themselves and others to engaging with others in ways that 
make those others feel appreciated”.

•	 Tenacity – This is more than simple determination. It is “the 
willingness to keep working towards a bigger goal, even when 
that goal seems nowhere in sight”.

Skills

Mintrom believes skills differ from attributes in that they can be 
deliberately learned. He believes there are seven critical skills for 
the policy entrepreneur:

•	 Strategic Thinking – A strategic thinker starts with a “clear 
goal in mind, having a large and growing ‘toolbox’ of policy 
solutions that could be applied to address specific problems 
and developing effective ways to work with others”. 

•	 Team Building – Entrepreneurs must understand the “ideas, 
motives, and concerns of the people whose support they 
must garner”.

•	 Collecting Evidence – Entrepreneurs must either be adept 
at collecting existing evidence or must be innovative at 
developing new evidence to support their goal. 

•	 Making Arguments – Evidence must be compellingly 
deployed to build support for and diminish opposition to 
change.  

•	 Engaging Multiple Audiences – Successful policy 
entrepreneurship relies on convincing multiple, diverse 
audiences. This is done by emphasising different aspects of 
the same consistent narrative. 

•	 Negotiating – Disrupting the status quo means angering 
those who benefit from it. It is crucial to emphasise positive 
consequences and find ways of minimising or offsetting 
negative impacts. 

•	 Networking – Policy making operates through a wide variety 
of formal and informal networks. Effectively engaging in these 
networks, and gaining new perspectives and relationships, is 
essential to winning support for innovation. 

Strategies

According to Mintrom, policy entrepreneurs draw together these 
attributes and skills in pursuit of a variety of strategies: 

•	 Problem Framing – How a problem is framed affects which 
groups will pay attention. “[A]dvocates of policy change can 
improve their chances of building winning coalitions if they 
portray problems in new ways.”

•	 Using and Expanding Networks – A broad network of 
support will help with any political incentives but will also 
give a greater diversity of perspectives and provide sources 
of information. Effective entrepreneurs support their work 
through networks. 

EYES ON THE WORLD
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•	 Working with Advocacy Coalitions – A network should 
include existing advocacy coalitions, which gives insights and 
access to broader networks. 

•	 Leading by Example – “Policy entrepreneurs often take 
actions intended to reduce the perception of risk among 
decision makers. A common strategy involves engaging with 
others to clearly demonstrate the workability of a policy 
proposal.”

•	 Scaling up Change Processes – Many entrepreneurs see their 
work as a phased process, where they secure a victory in 
one jurisdiction and then use that victory’s success to justify 
expansion elsewhere. 

You can access Michael Minrom’s article at Policy Design and 
Practice, Volume 2, Issue 4, at https://tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.
1080/25741292.2019.1675989

“The Emperor Has No Clothes”  
– Andrew Tyrie
A success of the COVID-19 response was parliament’s Epidemic 
Response Committee. Introduced to ensure ongoing oversight of 
the executive while parliament was suspended, the committee 
was a mix of opposition and government MPs. According to 
most observers, it has been effective. The next question, then, 
is how to expand the success of the committee to other select 
committees as we begin a new wave of reform when oversight and 
accountability will be more important than ever. “The Emperor 
Has No Clothes” examines the UK’s select committees. It evaluates 
successful reforms that New Zealand has not considered and sets 
out a number of even more ambitious proposals. 

•	 Election by Secret Ballot – According to Tyrie, the key 
reason select committees in the UK have become more 
ambitious and aggressive in their pursuit of oversight was 
the introduction of election by secret ballot. The chairperson 
of each select committee is now elected by secret ballot of 
the whole House of Commons, giving that chairperson a 
much stronger mandate and more independence from the 
executive. 

•	 Review of Redactions – UK select committees have found 
that one effective method of ensuring that information 
disclosures are as transparent as possible is to delegate 
a committee clerk to review a public body’s proposed 
redactions before documents are submitted to the 
committee. That clerk can then approve the redactions or 

alert the select committee chairperson if the public body is 
being unreasonable. 

In addition to existing parliamentary practice in the UK, Tyrie 
recommends that the power of select committees to summon 
individuals to give evidence could be strengthened through the 
introduction of a specialised parliamentary tribunal, which could 
adjudicate in cases where such individuals refuse to appear. 
This would allow parliament to uphold the individual rights of 
the refusing person, while maintaining control and ensuring 
that unreasonable refusals are not accepted. The rulings of this 
tribunal could be enforced by a parliamentary officer like the 
Serjeant at Arms. 

_______________________________________________________

THE ONLY CERTAINTY OF 
CORONAVIRUS IS THAT THINGS 

WILL CHANGE.  
_______________________________________________________

According to Tyrie, “Effective parliaments need certain immunities 
and rights to be able to function, to speak on behalf of the 
electorate, and to secure their consent for legislation. Access to 
‘people and papers’ are two of those rights. In an age of multi-
media politics and greater direct democracy, they are essential.”

You can access Andrew Tyrie’s article through Demos at https://
demos.co.uk/project/the-emperor-has-no-clothes-a-proposal-to-
bolster-the-authority-of-select-committees/

Conclusion

The only certainty of coronavirus 
is that things will change. 
Skilful policy work and 
parliamentary scrutiny will 
determine the manner,  
scope, and efficacy of 
that change. Mintrom’s 
analysis of change making 
within the public service 
and Tyrie’s analysis of 
parliamentary reform in the 
UK provide us with ideas as to 
how that work can be built. 

For more details contact Kirsty Brown at kirsty.brown@h2r.co.nz or call 04 499 9471.

NZ’s Leading Recruitment and Talent 
Development Specialists

Kirsty Brown  

Policy Demand Continues!
Do you want to help shape how New Zealand responds to the opportunities and challenges presented by the COVID-19 
pandemic?

Do you want to help shape how New Zealand responds to the opportunities and challenges 
presented by the COVID-19 pandemic?  There is a continued demand for policy professionals across 
a number of sectors in response to new government initiatives being rolled out. There are a range 
of exciting and diverse projects to be a part of and this will only continue over the months to come. 

Demand is particularly high for Senior Policy Advisors to work on cutting edge economic, social, 
strategic and regulatory policy.
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FOCUS

SEEING CLIMATE CHANGE THROUGH COVID-19
JO HENDY, Chief Executive of the Climate Change Commission, sees hope for  

addressing climate change from New Zealand’s response to the COVID-19 crisis.

As I write this, New Zealanders are emerging from the immediate 
response to the COVID-19 crisis and looking at how we can 
collectively recover from its impact.  

Many people I have spoken to have pointed to how quickly we all 
acted and the far-reaching changes that were seemingly made 

overnight. They have 
questioned why a response 
to climate change – also 
a crisis we are collectively 
facing – can’t be given the 
same immediacy. 

At a high level, this makes 
sense. In order to look 
deeper at where we are 
going to make lasting and 
meaningful changes that 
will help us transition to a 
low-emissions and climate-
resilient Aotearoa, we need 
to understand what the 
COVID response has  
taught us. 

Jo Hendy

When I take a step back and consider this, what I see is a clear vision, 
decisions built on transparent science and evidence, effective and 
frequent communication, and the public service responding with a 
co-ordinated, systems-wide approach. With these ingredients, New 
Zealanders took control and acted responsibly, and we are now 
world leaders in the COVID-19 pandemic response. 

This is what we need to emulate in our climate-change response. 
Success, in my view, involves the Climate Change Commission 
building a tangible, evidence-based, non-partisan vision. Success 
also involves leadership from the core public agencies – responding 
in a harmonised way to accelerate action, with coherent policies 
and programmes that acknowledge the interconnectedness of our 
economy and society. 

The climate-change conversation has matured significantly over the 
past three to four years. Kiwis support the goal of a low-emissions 
future. However, it’s at this point that the conversation gets stuck – 
on all the reasons why it’s hard and difficult to change. Many people 
and businesses don’t know what they can do to bring about the 
necessary change. And this is where the vision is critical. 

Much of the evidence and analysis needed to build our vision is there 
already. The commission’s job is to pull the evidence together, do the 
analysis, and engage with New Zealanders to build a system-wide 
picture to work towards. 

I believe that as a country, we can get it right. We are a country 
of innovators and problem solvers, and a close connection to our 
environment is part of our national identity. Responding to COVID-19 
gives us a unique chance to accelerate New Zealand’s work to 
meet our climate goals. The economic stimulus the government 
has underway is the biggest in many of our lifetimes – and if we 
can make smart investment decisions in low-emissions practices, 
technologies, and infrastructure, we can create jobs and ensure 
people are better off now and in the future. 

A little bit about the Climate Change Commission and  
what we do 

The Climate Change Commission is an Independent Crown Entity.  

Our team comes from a range of backgrounds, including economics, 
public policy, emissions trading, resource management, physics, 
engineering, climate science, and behavioural science. Supporting 
our team is our board of seven commissioners, who also come from 
varying fields such as adaptation, agriculture, economics, and the 
Māori-Crown relationship. 

_______________________________________________________

NEW ZEALANDERS TOOK CONTROL 
AND ACTED RESPONSIBLY, AND WE 
ARE NOW WORLD LEADERS IN THE 

COVID-19 PANDEMIC RESPONSE.  
_______________________________________________________

We have been tasked with providing independent, evidence-based 
advice to government to help Aotearoa transition to a low-emissions 
and climate-resilient economy. 

A key part of our role is ensuring we consider the perspectives of all 
New Zealanders. As Treaty partners, we need to consider what this 
means for Māori and incorporate te ao Māori into our approach.

Drawing from tikanga Māori, we follow the principles of 
manaakitanga, tikanga, and kotahitanga. We are conscious that the 
advice we develop has a lasting impact for Aotearoa and all who live 
here, and we are committed to taking an inclusive approach and 
working collaboratively.  

_______________________________________________________

IF WE CAN MAKE SMART 
INVESTMENT DECISIONS IN 

LOW-EMISSIONS PRACTICES, 
TECHNOLOGIES, AND 

INFRASTRUCTURE, WE CAN  
CREATE JOBS AND ENSURE  

PEOPLE ARE BETTER OFF NOW  
AND IN THE FUTURE.  

_______________________________________________________

The Climate Change Response (Zero Carbon) Amendment Act 
requires us to think broadly about the potential impacts and effects 
of climate change. Like much of what we deal with in government, 
we need to take a wider system view of climate change. Ecology and 
the environment, how any changes would affect individuals and 
households, what our advice would mean for business, our society, 
and our economy are all aspects of the system we are considering. 
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And just to keep things interesting – we need to think about all of 
this across different demographic groups, different regions and 
places, and over different times.  

Providing credible, evidence-based advice to government  

The advice we provide to the government on how to transition to the 
2050 target will be strongly rooted in the best available evidence and 
analysis.  

We need to build our knowledge of the available technologies 
and approaches that can reduce emissions in each sector of the 
economy, and this has been a big focus of our work since the 
commission was created in December last year.  

This includes talking to people from across Aotearoa about what 
they would need to see in our advice to help them make changes 
in how they operate to support our transition to a low-emissions 
economy.  

We take all this information and analyse it using different models. 
This helps us create scenarios, for example, what technologies could 
be employed and what mitigation actions would deliver the best 
results.

We then need to test our analysis – and this is where we will run a 
consultation process to ensure people can give us feedback on what 
we’ve developed. We’ll incorporate that feedback before releasing 
our recommendations to government.  

And then – we get to do it all again. While a lot of focus is rightly 
on our first tranche of advice, we are also focused on the fact that 
we are around for the long haul. There will be 10 election cycles 
between now and 2050, and we will be there providing independent, 
analysis-driven advice to all the elected governments.  

Leadership from the public sector  

Government has not always been at the leading edge of addressing 
climate change. Environmental researchers and NGOs have had 
climate change firmly in their sights for decades, and more recently, 
we’ve seen the likes of Generation Zero and School Strike for Climate 
Change leading that charge.  

We’ve also seen the business sector taking a leading role – not just 
internationally, but in New Zealand as well. Businesses played an 
important part in calling for governments to act on climate change 
in the lead-up to climate change negotiations in Paris in 2015. The 
impact of businesses on governments has been called a surround-
sound effect – hearing the same message from multiple angles. 

Internationally, we’ve seen massive investment in green technology. 
According to Bloomberg New Energy Finance, investment in clean 
energy between 2010 and 2019 reached $2.6 trillion US dollars. 
As a result, we’ve seen rapid changes in wind, solar, and battery 
technologies and dropping costs. In fact, from an engineering 
perspective, we already have most of the technologies we need to 
decarbonise the energy and transport sectors.  

We have generations of New Zealanders calling for changes to how 
our country functions to address climate change. Reaching net zero 
is possible. It just involves developing a collective new normal. 

For the majority of New Zealanders, the machinery of government 
remains a mystery. The work that goes into shaping policy, 
legislation, and regulation is largely invisible. I guess it doesn’t 
sound as exciting as developing a ground-breaking new service or 
launching a new start-up. But when I think about the engine room 
for addressing climate change, I see a key role for the public service.  

Much of the discussion about climate change centres on the 
industries that contribute most to New Zealand’s emissions – 
transport, agriculture, energy. To bring about concerted change in 
these sectors means fundamentally changing the way that we do 

some things. And this isn’t just for businesses, it’s for consumers, and 
also for the regulatory system.   

Regulation and policy are built on our knowledge at the time it is put 
in place, and it can take time to achieve the flow-on effects that we 
are looking for. While addressing climate change needs long-term 
action, let’s not lose sight of the fact that in order to make progress, 
we need to act now.  

Collectively, the public service can drive the wide-scale changes to 
“normal” that we need to lower our emissions.  

Central agencies provide advice to ministers and help them see 
what policy changes may be necessary. There are many agencies 
that have the ability to drive the outcomes of those policy changes, 
for example, the NZ Transport Agency, through the transport 
infrastructure they choose to fund, or the Energy Efficiency and 
Conservation Authority, through the advice they provide, through 
their education campaigns, and through the grants they can make 
available.  

More widely, it depends how we choose to invest in public 
infrastructure like schools, hospitals, and housing – ensuring we are 
prioritising energy-efficient investment and looking at the supply 
chains we use. After all, government has massive collective buying 
power.  

We can take a climate lens to our education sector and ensure that 
what we teach and the courses on offer help set New Zealanders up 
for the jobs of the future – and for a different way of doing things. 

The commission’s role is to look across systems and highlight 
strategies and pathways for the different layers of government and 
the private sector.  

How does independence help? 

One thing I am very conscious of is that the Climate Change 
Commission is independent. We can question investment decisions, 
put our hands up when we think policy is heading in the wrong 
direction, and hold the government to account. After all, our role 
is to provide independent, credible, evidence-based advice to help 
New Zealand avoid costly mistakes.  

There will be times when our advice is challenging, and will make 
people feel uncomfortable. But I think the mandate we have to 
challenge thinking across the public and private sectors can help 
unlock barriers to change and open up new paths for the future.  

In 2015 Mark Carney, as Governor of Bank of England, delivered a 
speech where he called climate change the tragedy of the horizon. 
This is because most of the effects of climate change will be felt 
beyond our traditional horizons – outside political and business 
cycles – by future generations.  

I think the rapid change that we have seen in Aotearoa through 
our response to COVID-19 has shifted our viewpoint of traditional 
horizons.  

We have been grappling with issues across government around 
equity, housing, public health, and the safety of our whānau and 
communities. We know what needs to be done – from an economic, 
environmental, social, and cultural perspective. It’s building 
well-insulated warm houses that create better environments for 
our families and reduce our household bills, investing in great 
technology, and changing our expectations about what work looks 
like and where it happens. We can choose to build a pathway that 
gets us to a climate-resilient, low-emissions future.  

Change that occurred because of COVID-19 and the investments 
government are looking at to kickstart our economy take us a long 
way down that pathway in a short time. It’s up to us to make sure we 
keep moving in the right direction.  
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READER CONTRIBUTION

This is a story of change where the odds weren’t great, but the leadership resolute.  
KAREN TREGASKIS, of Tregaskis Brown, worked on a major change process with Defence – it showed  

her what was possible with a well-managed process.

IT SEEMS THAT ELEPHANTS CAN DANCE

Defence has successfully implemented 
a major change to the way they develop 
military capabilities. Creating real and 
enduring change for organisations is no 
small task. This case study highlights 
how Defence managed to avoid some 
common errors I see occurring across 
many organisations wanting to create 
significant change. 

A compelling case for change

The Ministry of Defence and the New 
Zealand Defence Force are jointly 
accountable for developing and 
managing defence capabilities. Anyone 
who has worked around defence 
capability management will tell you it is 
a costly business. It is a system that sits 
within a series of wider systems – it is 
large, highly complex, and in many ways, 
cumbersome. 

Karen Tregaskis

By early 2015, there had been several 
reviews that all painted a picture of a 
fractured and under-performing system. 
At the same time, ageing military 
capabilities meant that new investment 
was becoming critical if New Zealand 
was to continue to have a sufficiently 
credible and capable defence force. 
The investment required was heading 
towards $20 billion over 10–15 years – the 

largest in a generation. The combination 
of these factors meant that the need for 
change had become urgent and critical.

And so, the Ministry of Defence and the 
New Zealand Defence Force embarked 
on a five-year journey of change. 
Creating change across one organisation 
is hard enough; leading it across two 
organisations more than doubles that 
challenge. Throughout their journey, they 
did some things very well and avoided 
some common mistakes. Ultimately, 
despite the odds, they managed to 
create a significant change that, so far, 
has stuck. It is commonly quoted that 70 
percent of major change initiatives fail; 
within a couple of years they can dissolve 
without trace. Which is why, in my view, 
this story is worth telling. 

Visionary leadership that was serious 
about change

The then Secretary of Defence, Helene 
Quilter, and the Vice Chief of Defence 
Force, Kevin Short, jointly led the change 
programme. They were serious about 
achieving the change Defence needed. 
The tone they set was one of unwavering 
commitment and of genuine partnership. 
These two leaders were extraordinary in 
many ways. From the outset, they were 
determined that Defence would have 
a credible, repeatable, and effective 
capability management system. They 
created one of the best authorising 

environments I’ve encountered. They 
made it clear that the Defence Capability 
Change Action Programme was a high 
priority. They sought and accepted 
advice. They commissioned a relatively 
small but impactful programme office 
with experienced experts. At times, 
they were very brave. They were always 
resolute. And they were patient.

__________________________________

IT IS COMMONLY 
QUOTED THAT 70 

PERCENT OF MAJOR 
CHANGE INITIATIVES 

FAIL. 
__________________________________

In 2015, they worked with a wide range of 
partner organisations (other government 
agencies, the defence industry, and other 
militaries) to describe a shared vision 
for the Defence capability management 
system. They put a target date on that 
vision (2020), and then they published it, 
effectively holding themselves publicly 
accountable. This vision became a 
critical blueprint for the change. They 
welcomed external scrutiny and advice to 
help them ensure the change they were 
seeking was being achieved and would 
endure well into the future. This included 
experienced, credible external experts on 

NZDF Creative Commons Attribution 2.0 Generic (CC BY 2.0) licence



28  PUBLIC SECTOR July 2020

the programme governance board and 
regular independent review. 

Consequently, they avoided common 
error #1 – senior executives failing to 
dedicate the required effort, resources, 
and sustained focus to make the change 
real. 

And also, common error #2 – lack of a 
clearly articulated, practical, and shared 
vision of the desired future.

Sound “system” thinking

Defence understood that their capability 
management system really was a system. 
To perform well, all elements of the 
system needed to be working effectively. 
Every part of that system was included in 
the programme’s mandate: 

•	 Leadership and governance – 
developing co-leadership and 
oversight across the whole system

•	 People – creating a professional, 
integrated workforce, including 
organisational design, roles 
and responsibilities, training, 
behaviours, and culture

•	 Processes – the design and 
codification of a new way of “how 
we do things here” with supporting 
guidance and information

•	 Tools – from an extensive online 
knowledge base through to a range 
of project and portfolio tools 

•	 Infrastructure – from the ability to 
co-locate cross organisational teams 
through to modern communications 
and information support

•	 Relationships and partnering – 
improving engagement with other 
agencies and the defence industry.

This meant that the change was wide and 
deep. Each component part, over time, 
reinforced the rest of the system. 

Defence avoided common mistake #3 – 
assuming that by changing technology 
or infrastructure, everything else will also 
magically change.

Some improvement was delivered 
early

The system was complex and severely 
fractured. Fixing all of it was going to 
take time. So the programme focused on 
the most critical pain points first. This 
allowed for some improvement to be 
delivered to the business environment 
within the first 12 months. At first, these 
improvements were relatively small and 
fragile, compared with the size and scale 
of change needed. However, as each 
improvement built on those delivered 
previously, the changes became more 
robust and increasingly impactful. 

The corollary to this was that the 
leaders were also willing to put aside 
areas of obvious need – they were 
deliberate, transparent, and patient 
about living with risk in some areas of 

the system while the most critical areas 
were addressed first. People who were 
living with these challenges found this 
frustrating and struggled, at times, to 
keep the faith. However, over time, all 
the major pain points were resolved 
and Defence are now dealing with much 
“better problems”. 

Also, because the programme did not 
wait until the entire solution set was 
fully designed before implementing 
early changes, some elements needed 
to be adjusted again later to stay aligned 
with the overall operating model. This 
was neither expensive nor disruptive 
because it was an intentional approach 
to the change – the programme did not 
let “good” be sacrificed by reaching for 
perfect.

__________________________________

THE PROGRAMME 
FOCUSED ON THE 

MOST CRITICAL PAIN 
POINTS FIRST. 

__________________________________

Defence avoided common error #4 – 
failing to deliver something tangible and 
useful to the business early and regularly.

Change that was business led

The programme team were a group 
of experts brought in to be partners, 
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facilitators, and supporters of the 
change. Defence understood that only 
the business itself, not the programme 
team, could actually lead and deliver real 
and enduring change. 

If you want to go fast, go alone. 
If you want to go far, go together.

African proverb

The Business Change Executives on the 
programme board were held jointly and 
individually accountable for ensuring 
the change was being supported, led, 
and implemented across their areas of 
responsibility. These busy executives 
devoted hours, every week, for several 
years to make it happen. Their personal 
dedication and unwavering leadership 
made a significant difference to the 
programme. 

A genuine co-design process was taken 
throughout – consequently all the senior 
and middle managers and internal 
experts spent many, many hours in 
workshops and discussions, working 
through the design of the new system 
and resolving a myriad of problems 
and issues together. At the same time, 
these managers and experts continued 
their day jobs. They worked hard and 
long. The more common experience in 
many organisations is that change is 
not well-supported by managers in the 
middle – this is often unintentional. Many 
have not had the opportunity to learn 
good change-leadership skills, and they 
are often not well-supported by their 
authorising environment. At Defence, the 
majority of these managers were genuine 
change leaders. They had the support 
of their executives as well as a clear 
mandate for the change. They put every 
effort into the programme and brought 
their considerable influence and intellect 
to bear in creating a better future. 

The programme board attempted to let 
some business-as-usual activity slide to 
take pressure off their people, although 
this proved challenging. Consequently, 
the co-design approach was slower and 
at times messier than the traditional 
approach programmes often take – 
where a select few are taken out of their 
day jobs to work with the programme 
off-site or in a dedicated area. However, 
as a result, the agreed new ways of 
working are genuinely owned by both 
organisations, they have proven to be 
robust, and they are able to endure well 
into the future. 

Common error #5 was avoided – doing 
change “to” the business rather than 
“with” the business.

Measures that focused on the changes 
and benefits

As important as it was to do the 
traditional project progress monitoring 
across the programme, Defence also 
carefully monitored programme 
performance. Every quarter, the 
programme reported on performance 
against: 

•	 the expected benefits

•	 the change vision and intended 
future state (the International 
Exemplar)

•	 resolution of the pain points and 
problems that had been identified 
across the system.

The focus on programme performance 
rather than just project progress kept the 
leaders focused on what mattered most. 
It also enabled better governance insight 
and more effective independent review. 
And the programme could identify early 
when an approach wasn’t working and 
make adjustments along the way. 

Defence avoided common error #6 – 
applying project thinking to a programme 
of transformational change.

The chickens were never counted 
before they hatched

Throughout the programme, pain points 
were not considered to be resolved until 
both organisations were fully satisfied. 
Each new component of the system 
that was produced was not accepted as 
complete by the programme board until 
it had been implemented and proven to 
be working effectively. Every component 
was then monitored in the business-as-
usual environment to ensure it was fully 
embedded.

__________________________________

THE MORE COMMON 
EXPERIENCE IN MANY 
ORGANISATIONS IS 

THAT CHANGE IS NOT 
WELL-SUPPORTED 

BY MANAGERS IN THE 
MIDDLE. 

__________________________________

To ensure the change was embedded 
before the programme was closed and 
the leadership focus shifted to new 
things, Defence decided to keep the 
programme open, in an increasingly 
scaled-back way, for two years longer 
than originally intended. This meant 

performance monitoring, leadership 
focus, and expert support for the 
business continued as the new system 
was embedded and improved.

Common error #7 appears to have been 
avoided – declaring victory too soon.

Beyond 2020

Defence can be confident that they 
have implemented and embedded the 
changes they needed. The future state 
they envisaged back in 2015 is now 
largely their reality. 

The system is now, clearly, better. 
However, it is not without its issues 
and is by no means perfect. The wider 
environment continues to change – 
sometimes rapidly. Consequently, 
there is still much to be done, and 
new challenges continue to emerge. 
But Defence are not complacent. They 
are refreshing their vision to 2025. 
They understand the need for ongoing 
improvement and to continue to anchor 
the changes they worked so hard to 
achieve. I am hopeful that in five years’ 
time, much of what was achieved will 
remain deep within their organisational 
DNA and that they will have continued to 
improve on what they have today.

I hope Defence will avoid common error 
#8 – assuming success is permanent.

The change Defence achieved is 
impressive. I believe they have proven 
that elephants can dance. 

Summary of common errors

1.	 Senior executives failing to dedicate 
the required effort, resources, and 
sustained focus to make the change 
real.

2.	 A lack of a clearly articulated, 
practical, and shared vision of the 
desired future.

3.	 Assuming that by changing 
technology or infrastructure, 
everything else will also magically 
change.

4.	 Failing to deliver something tangible 
and useful to the business early and 
regularly.

5.	 Doing change “to” the business 
rather than “with” the business.

6.	 Applying project thinking to a 
programme of transformational 
change.

7.	 Declaring victory too soon.

8.	 Assuming success is permanent.
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INNOVATIVE IDEAS AND PRACTICES 
FOR THE PUBLIC SERVICE

HIGHLIGHTS FOR 2020
 ■ Enhanced programme design with added 
flexibility to tailor your learning to your 
interests and career objectives

 ■ New and refreshed courses and more 
specialisations

Gain a qualification in e-government, public management, 
or public policy from Te Herenga Waka—Victoria University 
of Wellington; New Zealand’s leading education provider 
in public services. Study full time or at your own pace while 
you work.

Master of Public Management: Upgrade your skills and 
competencies for leading and managing people and 
resources, and for implementing innovative change and 
effective public services.

Master of Public Policy: Develop your skills and 
competencies for analysing, designing, and evaluating 
policy, and preparing policy advice in public and  
non-governmental sectors.

Master of e-Government: Advance your skills and 
competencies for managing complex technology-based 
initiatives in the public sector.

The Master of Public Management and Master of Public 
Policy are accredited through the Network of Schools 
of Public Policy, Affairs, and Administration (NASPAA) 
certification standard in public-service education.

STUDY AT ONE OF THE 
WORLD’S LEADING 
BUSINESS SCHOOLS
Wellington School of Business and Government holds 
the triple crown of international accreditations.

  wgtn.ac.nz/sog 
  04 463 5309 
  ppo@vuw.ac.nz

APPLY  

NOW FOR 

TRIMESTER 2 

STUDY


