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IPANZ PRESIDENT LIZ MACPHERSON

Like many public sector organisations, my own is just about to 
do the “Wall Walk”. Not a dance move, but an interactive half-day 
workshop designed to raise collective awareness of key events 
in Aotearoa New Zealand’s bicultural history. The brainchild of 
Dr Simone Bull (Ngāti Porou) at the encouragement of her then 
boss Viv Rickard back in 2017, the Wall Walk is described as part 
theatre, part study, part kōrero. All participants need to commit 
to doing a little preparatory research, and each attendee plays a 
small role in the walk. Fast forward to January 2021, and more 
than 6,000 people from around 50 organisations across the 
public and private sectors have “done the Wall Walk”. I have met 
many – Māori and Pākehā – who say it has opened their eyes and 
changed their lives. 

But why? Because our past shapes our present, and the decisions 
we make in the present shape our future. Because if we do not 
know and understand our past, we cannot make sense of our 
present or the necessary steps to achieve better outcomes. 
Because we take our past with us into whom we become.  

Ka muri ka mua – by walking backwards into the future, we can 
learn from whom and what has gone before us as we forge new 
paths.

This is as true of nations as it is of individuals. For Aotearoa New 
Zealand, understanding our shared past and the generational 
impacts of key events on Māori, Pasifika, and vulnerable groups 
is critical to charting a new future. The Waitangi Tribunal reports 
provide key insights into our past from the lens of Māori – the 
three critical cases outlined in the article “Rangatiratanga and 
the Crown” on page 5 of this journal are a case in point. 

Walking backwards into the future takes courage, humility, skill, 
care, and a willingness to take risks. All will be needed if the 
public sector is to make good on its responsibilities under the 
Public Service Act 2020 to support the Crown in its relationships 
with Māori under Te Tiriti o Waitangi. Ka tika a muri ka ora a mua 
– if the right support is given from the back, the work of those at 
the front will be successful. 

PRESIDENT’S MESSAGE

HOKI WHAKAMURI, KIA ANGA 
WHAKAMUA

Look to the past to help forge  
the future

KIA WHAKATŌMURI TE HAERE 
WHAKAMUA

I walk backwards into the future with  
my eyes fixed on my past

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

ContributionsContributions
PleasePlease
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COVER STORY

THE THREE WATERS: 
A TRANSFORMATIONAL REFORM?
Glenn Barclay, former National Secretary of the  
Public Service Association, explores the impacts of  
the government’s Three Waters reforms and asks 
what our future water system will look like.

Death and failure

Four people died and more than five thousand 
fell ill when Havelock North’s water supply was 
contaminated with campylobacter in 2016. 
The subsequent inquiry, which looked at New 
Zealand’s reticulated drinking water system as 
a whole, found “widespread systemic failure” 
among water suppliers.

High-profile system failures, such as those 
in Wellington and Dunedin, have since 
demonstrated that a huge amount of money 
will be required to get the country’s three water 
systems (drinking, waste, and storm water) 
working well. Many are underperforming, with 
boiled water orders, burst pipes, and beach 
closures and around a quarter of waste-water 
plants operating on expired consents. Councils 
across the country have been working through 
an RFI process to establish the issues and the 
costs. The early results suggest a bigger problem 
than first thought, with estimates of $110 billion 
over the next 30–40 years against a current 
annual spend of around $1.5 billion. 

As Greater Wellington Regional Council Urban 
Water Management Programme Leader, and 
former member of the Land and Water Forum 
(LAWF), Alastair Smaill says “… the current 
system is broken, but there is a range of 
‘brokeness’. Auckland, Hamilton, Tauranga, 
and Christchurch are well-managed, but across 
the country, it is a fragmented system, and 
everywhere there is lack of investment.”

The government response

The Three Waters project is the government’s 
response, and the three main pou of the reforms 
are:

• Establishing a new independent water 
regulator, Taumata Arowai, which will 

Glenn Barclay

oversee all aspects of the three waters 
system, but with a particular emphasis on 
drinking water safety

• Setting up a small number of larger, 
aggregated publicly owned water entities 
that will take over control of the delivery 
of the three water services from local 
government 

• Strengthened regulation and more strongly 
enforced standards via the Water Services 
Bill, which is before parliament at the 
moment.

The biggest structural change, and the most 
visible, is the creation of the new entities. They 
will be able to raise debt to fund the necessary 
investments, giving the potential for large 
economies of scale. There is great interest in 
their number, their staffing, their governance 
arrangements, their impact on council finances, 
and on the future role and sustainability of local 
authorities.

This is a multi-sectoral reform with two key 
stakeholders – local government and iwi/Māori. 
The reform is being led by the Minister of Local 
Government, Nanaia Mahuta. The Department 
of Internal Affairs (DIA) has been leading 
the work programme, which includes the 
Ministries of Health; Environment; and Business, 
Innovation and Employment. 

Working in partnership

Allan Prangnell, Partnership Director for the 
Three Waters Review in DIA, says that the 
government has sought to work in partnership 
with local government and iwi/Māori. A joint 
central and local government steering group 
has been established with representatives 
from Local Government NZ, Taituarā Local 
Government Professionals, and DIA. Karen 
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Thomas, Chief Executive of Taituarā, is positive about how this is 
working and puts that down to the relationship established during 
the COVID lockdowns. “Partners need to know how to disagree 
with each other … and I do feel that we are able to say to DIA … 
‘hold on a minute, we’ve got something to raise there’. It doesn’t 
mean to say we get everything we think [we need] but we are 
really able to have good conversations.”

For iwi/Māori, a series of hui were held around the country and the 
outcomes fed into the latest proposals. However, Sam Napia, Chief 
Executive of Te Rūnanga-Ā-Iwi-Ō-Ngāpuhi, sees challenges. While 
he respects the DIA and its officials “… at the end of the day they 
are vassals of the Crown, and the Crown has illegitimately seized 
sovereignty in Ngāpuhi territory. And so they find themselves as 
the politely received but unwelcome [conveyers] of an insulting 
message.” 

The government is allowing councils to opt out of the reforms but 
is offering a number of incentives to encourage them to buy in. On 
the positive side, $701 million was allocated in the current budget 
to support local government to maintain planned investment and 
asset quality, and further financial incentives may be forthcoming. 
And because the reforms will require stronger enforcement, many 
councils will struggle to fund them, so they may be better off 
opting in.

But according to Karen Thomas “… some smaller and more rural 
councils are concerned about what happens if 20, 30, or 40 percent 
of their current operations are withdrawn. There’s the matter of 
stranded overheads for a start … and so there is a conversation to 
be had about what happens next.” 

Big issues for councils

Part of that conversation is taking the form of a review of local 
government, which has also been prompted by the restoration of 
the four wellbeings to the Local Government Act. The government 
hopes that the provision of a clear future pathway for local 
government will help address councils’ concerns. 

While there are a range of situations and views among councils, 
all are now hungry for information on the final proposal for the 
entities so that they can talk meaningfully to their communities. 
This includes the final modelling by the Water Industry 
Commission of Scotland on the efficiency gains the new entities 
will ultimately deliver (initial modelling suggests there could be 
efficiency gains of as much as 40 percent). 

In all of this, Thomas identifies an underlying tension between 
the needs of the government and the requirement on councils to 
enable local decision making. “Those elected leaders will have 
to be making decisions in the best interests of their particular 
communities,” she says, “and that’s really hard when you stack 
that up against this idea of a single national system, which is what 
governments and government departments are often more used 
to thinking about.”

This also raises questions about the loss of local democracy 
and lessening of accountability to local communities. Prangnell 
acknowledges this but questions whether “residents see it as 
local democracy service, as opposed to a service that many want 
delivered as reliably and as efficiently as possible”. 

The proposals try to offset this by retaining collective 
local government ownership and establishing a Governor 
Representative Group split 50 percent between local government 
and iwi/Māori that will oversee appointment of a competency-
based board with a statutory requirement to engage with 
communities.

Sam Napia does not believe these arrangements do anything to 
restore Ngāpuhi hapū rangatiratanga. He feels there should be 
at least shared decision making at the level of the competency-
based board. “We need to be at the table when the decisions are 
made about the allocation of the resources of the three water 
infrastructure programmes and assets across that region. We need 
to be at the table when the decisions are made about how the 
woefully performing Kaikohe waste-water treatment plant is going 
to be upgraded and when. That is where tino rangatiratanga has 
its expression.”

The issue of ownership

There is also concern that the entities will be vulnerable to 
privatisation by a future government. Prangnell is clear that “water 
infrastructure is owned by the community. It has been invested 
in over generations by the community and the future ownership 
model is proposed to be community ownership. The new entities 
will be the new guardians, along with mana whenua, but the 
community owns the asset”.

The government has promised “strong protections” against 
privatisation, including having their owners named in legislation, 
and a prohibition on the payment of dividends and the sales 
or transfer of assets. However, Prangnell sees that the ultimate 
protection will come from “the community’s view on the 
fundamental human right [to] drinking water”. He emphasises that 
“… the proposals to give effect to iwi/Māori rights and interests, 
their role in governance, their role in being able to express Te 
Mana o Te Wai in their area, would make it very difficult to turn this 
into a commercial model”.

WATER INFRASTRUCTURE IS  
OWNED BY THE COMMUNITY

As significant as these reforms are, they are only part of the wider 
issue of freshwater ownership and allocation, matters that are 
fundamental to iwi/Māori and were the focus of discussion in the 
LAWF. Smaill thinks that Te Mana o Te Wai with its emphasis on 
the health of the water and human health has made the reforms 
possible. 

“Te Mana o Te Wai was a game changer. From that, it is clear that 
you can’t continue what you are doing. There is no way that local 
government could meet the expectations in the National Policy 
Statement on Water Management without significant increases in 
the levels of investment.” 

However, because they do not address the fundamental issue 
of ownership, iwi/Māori will likely remain critical of the reforms, 
while welcoming the improvements they are intended to bring. As 
Sam Napia sees it “… at the very least, if these reforms are to be 
pursued … we hope and expect that they do not do any harm, any 
damage to, or take away from the very necessary conversations 
that need to be had around the ownership of water”.

These are a complex and far reaching set of reforms, which 
Prangnell, Thomas, and Smaill all see as transformational. But 
Sam Napia considers that while they are “new and refreshing and 
will make a significant change for the better”, the reforms will fall 
“very short of the transformation that Ngāpuhi expects”. They 
will have a widespread impact and be demanding of our public 
service, as well as iwi/Māori and local government. The entities 
they create will be genuinely new in terms of ownership and 
governance, but with pressure likely to grow, along with public 
awareness of the reforms, there will be plenty of debate about 
their final form, whatever the government decides.
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The Waitangi Tribunal reports explored in this article are the He 
Maunga Rongo: Report on Central North Island Claims Stage I 
(2008); He Whakaputanga me te Tiriti: The Declaration and the 
Treaty (2014); and Whaia Te Mana Motuhake / In Pursuit of Mana 
Motuhake: Report on the Māori Community Development Act 
Claim (2014).

The He Maunga Rongo inquiry is the Tribunal’s biggest ever 
inquiry, addressing more than 120 Treaty claims by 50 iwi and 
hapū, living in a region that stretches from the Bay of Plenty 
coastline to just south of Lake Taupō and eastwards across the 
Kaingaroa Plains. 

The He Whakaputanga me te Tiriti inquiry is the first inquiry where 
the Tribunal has heard historical claims from the descendants of 
the rangatira who signed Te Tiriti. The Tribunal was also the first to 
hear and test the full range of evidence about the Treaty’s meaning 
and effect in February 1840.  

The Whaia Te Mana Motuhake report was released in 2014. The 
claim was brought by the co-chairs of the New Zealand Māori 
Council and representatives of district Māori councils. 

The claim focused on whether the Crown was breaching the Treaty 
in its review of the Māori Community Development Act 1962 and in 
its development and administration of the Māori Wardens Project, 
launched in 2007. The Tribunal was one of the first to consider the 
United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples.

He Maunga Rongo inquiry

The key Treaty breach in respect to this inquiry was the Crown’s 
failure, over more than a century, to facilitate community titles 
to land, which would have enabled hapū to make community 
decisions about land management, development, sale, and 

RANGATIRATANGA AND THE CROWN
Lana Simmons-Donaldson looks at the 
evolution of rangatiratanga and what it 
means for the Crown through three very 
different Waitangi Tribunal reports. One 
looks at claims from central North Island 
iwi that highlight the impact of sustained 
historical Treaty breaches, the second 
finds that 1840 rangatira did not cede 
their rangatiratanga (autonomy), and 
the third is a contemporary claim that 
recommends a Māori-led review of the 
Māori Development Act.

Lana Simmons-Donaldson

INVESTIGATION

lease. The Tribunal also found the breach had been mitigated by 
provisions of the Te Ture Whenua Māori Act 1993.

The Tribunal consisted of Judge Caren Fox (presiding), John Baird, 
Gloria Herbert, and Dr Ann Parsonson. Judge Fox highlighted 
the importance of the inquiry in raising major twentieth-century 
issues “which often have their roots in Crown Treaty breaches of 
the nineteenth century,” she said. 

The Tribunal concluded that the Crown’s guarantee to Māori of 
the same rights as other British subjects included the right to 
self-government through representative institutions. The Tribunal 
concluded that given the sheer breadth and number of lost 
opportunities between 1840 and 1920, the historical evidence was 
overwhelmingly that the Crown committed a sustained breach of 
the Treaty.

Judge Fox said the Tribunal upheld the claimants fundamental 
grievance “that the root of all Treaty breaches in their rohe was 
the Crown’s failure to give effect to the Treaty guarantee to Māori 
of tino rangatiratanga (autonomy), and their entitlement under 
article 3, to the same rights and powers of self-government as 
settlers”.

The Tribunal also found that the Treaty guaranteed and protected 
the full authority (tino rangatiratanga) of Māori over their lands, 
people, treasures, and affairs. 

Judge Fox said tribes of the central North Island have had a form 
of land title imposed on them “that broke the tino rangatiratanga 
of their communities and led to real or virtual loss of much of their 
land”. 

THE CROWN’S GUARANTEE TO 
MĀORI OF THE SAME RIGHTS AS 

OTHER BRITISH SUBJECTS INCLUDED 
THE RIGHT TO SELF-GOVERNMENT

“Central North Island iwi and hapū have been denied their Treaty 
right to develop their properties and taonga, and to develop as 
a people. They have not been given the same state assistance or 
its equivalent, as was provided to settlers,” she said. The Tribunal 
recommended that Māori autonomy be given effect and that 
the Resource Management Act 1991 be amended to be made 
consistent with the Treaty.

In addition, the Tribunal concluded that Māori land was often 
not taken as a last resort or in exceptional circumstances of the 
national interest. “Rather, because of the lesser requirements for 
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notification, consultation, and opportunities to object, Māori land 
(when wanted for a public work) tended to be taken as a first or early 
resort. This was in breach of the Treaty.”

The Tribunal found that the Crown had breached the Treaty in 
failing to recognise and provide for the customary rights and Treaty 
interests of central North Island Māori in the natural resources of the 
region. “In the area of resource management, the Tribunal is of the 
opinion that central North Island Māori seek the right to negotiate 
arrangements in accordance with the principle of partnership and the 
Treaty of Waitangi.”

He Whakaputanga me Te Tiriti

The He Whakaputanga me Te Tiriti: The Declaration and the Treaty 
report encompasses all territories north of Auckland that have not 
been the subject of previous Waitangi Tribunal reports. The Tribunal 
consisted of Judge Craig Coxhead (presiding), Joanne Morris, Kihi 
Ngatai, Professor Ranginui Walker, Keita Walker, and Professor 
Richard Hill.

 

The Tribunal’s essential conclusion was that on February 1840, the 
rangatira who signed Te Tiriti did not cede their sovereignty. That is, 
they did not cede their authority to make and enforce law over their 
people or their territories. Rather, they agreed to share power and 
authority with the Governor. 

Judge Coxhead said rangatira “agreed to a relationship: one in which 
they and Hobson were to be equal – equal while having different roles 
and different spheres of influence … In essence, rangatira retained 
their authority over their hapū and territories, while Hobson was 
given authority to control Pākehā”. 

The Tribunal made no conclusions about the sovereignty that the 
Crown exercises today or about how the Treaty relationship should 
operate in a modern context. 

Judge Coxhead said that while conclusions may seem “radical, 
they are not, our report represents continuity rather than dramatic 
change.

“Leading scholars, both Māori and Pākehā, have been expressing 
similar views for a generation or more. When all of the evidence is 
considered, including the texts as they were explained to rangatira, 
the debates at Waitangi and Mangungu, and the wider historical 
context, we cannot see how other conclusions can be reached.”

In pursuit of mana motuhake

The Whaia Te Mana Motuhake / In Pursuit of Mana Motuhake: Report 
on the Māori Community Development Act Claim was released in 
2014. The claim focused on two issues: the Crown’s ongoing review 
of the Māori Community Development Act 1962 and the Crown’s 
role in the development and administration of the Māori Wardens 
Project, launched in 2007. The Tribunal comprised Judge Caren Fox 
(presiding), Ron Crosby, Miriama Evans, Sir Hīrini Moko Mead, and 
Tania Simpson.

Claimants alleged that the Crown, through Te Puni Kōkiri, in 
reviewing the Māori Community Development Act 1962 and the role 
of Māori Wardens, acted in a manner inconsistent with the principles 
of the Treaty.

Judge Fox said the Tribunal largely upheld the claim and concluded, 
after a full historical review, that the Māori Community Development 
Act 1962 and its amendments embody a compact that gave statutory 
recognition and powers to institutions established by the Māori 
people for their own self-government. “This compact was negotiated 
between 1959 and 1963 by Māori leaders and the Crown. It reflects 
the Crown’s recognition that Māori rangatiratanga or Māori autonomy 
and self-government must be protected and provided for at all levels 
(that is, local, regional, and national), as required by article 2 of the 
Treaty of Waitangi,” she said.

The Tribunal made the primary recommendation that the Crown 
accept that the recognition of Māori self-government and Māori 
self-determination reflected in the Māori Community Development 
Act 1962 must remain in legislation and should underpin all future 
administration, policy development, and law reform in this area.

THESE REPORTS HAVE PROFOUND 
IMPLICATIONS FOR THE PUBLIC 

SECTOR
Judge Fox said the Tribunal considered the relevant principles of 
the Treaty of Waitangi and noted that, “we are also one of the first 
tribunals to be asked to consider how, if at all, the United Nations 
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples has informed those 
Treaty principles”.

The Tribunal recommended that any future review of the Māori 
Community Development Act be led by Māori – specifically the 
New Zealand Māori Council – and that all reasonable costs flowing 
from the review and consultation process should be met by the 
Crown. Once the council had developed its own proposals for 
legislative reform and carried out extensive consultation with Māori 
communities, then it and the Crown should collaborate to reach a 
negotiated agreement.

The Tribunal further recommended that the Māori Wardens Project 
continue but that an interim advisory group or governance board be 
appointed from among the New Zealand Māori Council and Māori 
Wardens to provide Māori community oversight of the funding, 
training, and other support delivered under the project.

What this means for the public sector

These reports have profound implications for the public sector and 
how it deals with Māori as tangata whenua and as the Crown’s Te 
Tiriti partner. The reports confirm the central right to rangatiratanga 
of Māori, as it was guaranteed in Te Tiriti o Waitangi, and reinforces 
findings with sound historical evidence and international agreements 
like the Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. The 
challenge for the public sector will be in accepting, developing, and 
negotiating a new era of partnership arrangements with Māori. 
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I came back to New Zealand in January 
2020 to take up my current role with the 
Sustainable Business Council (SBC). SBC 
comprises over 100 companies committed 
to leading on sustainability, and its 
members represent over 30 percent of New 
Zealand’s GDP. SBC works in partnership 
with the Climate Leaders Coalition (CLC) to 
accelerate the reduction of their emissions. 
Their collective drive and vision are the 
reasons why I joined the team.

Sustainability – becoming a core 
strategy 

I’ve worked in sustainability over the last 
30 years, both within the public and private 
sectors, and over that time, I have seen 
sustainability gradually become a core part 
of business strategy and of government 
policy. 

On my return home, I was particularly 
struck to see that there had been a 
huge change in how the private sector 

WORKING TOGETHER TOWARDS CARBON ZERO
Mike Burrell, Executive Director of the Sustainable Business Council, sees a positive path 
towards getting emissions under control. The task is massive, but we’ve seen what can 
happen when we work together. 

Mike Burrell

ANALYSIS

was embedding sustainability within 
its strategy. This was a significant step 
forward. This was not the gradual 
change we saw in the early 1990s, when 
sustainability first became a buzzword. 
This was not the same as the sustainability 
thinking of the early- to mid-2000s, when it 
was seen by business and government as a 
specialist area. This felt very different. And 
it is very different.

AS A NATION, WE HAVE 
TAKEN SIGNIFICANT 

STEPS FORWARD
As a measure of just how different it 
is, we are in the midst of the biggest 
crisis that humanity has faced since the 
Second World War. Yet through this crisis, 
businesses in New Zealand and around 
the world have not turned their backs on 
sustainability. In fact, they have leaned 
into it more than ever before. Approaches 
like the use of ESG (Environmental, Social, 
and Corporate Governance) criteria are 
now mainstream. 

Showing climate leadership

Another major change is the establishment 
of the Climate Leaders Coalition (CLC) – a 
world first. Collectively the companies that 
represent CLC are responsible for around 
60 percent of New Zealand’s emissions. 

Most recently, Australia established 
their own Climate Leaders Coalition, the 
same name and same model as ours – 
high praise indeed from our Australian 
colleagues. This is as a direct result of 
CLC’s leadership and influence.  

CLC is a group of companies that hold 
themselves publicly to account. They came 
together in 2018 with just 12 signatories. 
This has now grown to over 100, all signed 
up to a base pledge, as part of the Paris 
Agreement, to keep their emissions within 
2 degrees Celsius, compared with pre-
industrial levels.

Other signatories have gone further with 
a more ambitious pledge to reduce their 
emissions to within 1.5 degrees. 

WE HAVE A HUGE TASK 
AHEAD OF US, WHICH 

IS WELL BEYOND WHAT 
THE PRIVATE SECTOR 

AND THE PUBLIC 
SECTOR CAN DO ALONE
These are public commitments from the 
private sector in their efforts to reduce 
what makes up more than half of New 
Zealand’s emissions.

CLC signatories have also been able to 
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take their credibility and expertise as a 
coalition of business leaders and use it 
to have conversations with government. 
CLC was instrumental in helping New 
Zealand’s zero carbon legislation to pass 
with near unanimous support in parliament. 
Importantly the coalition’s leaders were able 
to speak to all parties to reinforce the point 
that business had to have the long-term 
investment certainty that such legislation 
creates.

Decarbonising the future

As a nation, we have taken significant 
steps forward. New Zealand is signed up 
to a pathway toward net zero by 2050, 
and a Climate Change Commission is now 
in place. And by the time you read this 
article, the government will have received 
the final version of the Climate Change 
Commission’s package of advice on New 
Zealand’s first three carbon budgets, and 
climate will also have been a focus of Budget 
2021 – further landmarks on our journey to 
decarbonisation.

Demonstrating leadership is central to CLC’s 
and SBC’s shared vision. This is what gives 
them credibility, which carries across to 
political impact – taking action and not just 
talking about it.

In October last year, the SBC and the 
CLC released a report containing 26 
recommendations on climate action 
priorities for the incoming government. 

Key among these recommendations, 
which are the consensus view of the 150 
companies represented by SBC and CLC, 
are increased investment in low carbon 

transport, an expansion of programmes to 
make process heat more efficient and low 
carbon, and speeding up the adoption of 
methane reduction technologies. These 
recommendations align with the focus of 
the Climate Change Commission’s recent 
draft report, which highlighted the need 
for particular focus on the transport, 
agriculture, and energy sectors. 

In March, we made a collective response 
to the Climate Change Commission’s 
consultation and made a further 26 
recommendations building on our 
earlier report. We are now driving the 
implementation of those recommendations, 
most recently launching a collaborative 
partnership to develop a low carbon 
pathway for the freight sector.

Collective action needed

This is all positive and encouraging but it’s 
not enough. We have a huge task ahead of 
us, which is well beyond what the private 
sector and the public sector can do alone.

Now it’s about partnerships and the actions 
we need to take collectively.

We need strong dialogue between the 
private and public sectors to build strategic 
partnerships that enable and accelerate 
climate action.

Policy settings need to give the private 
sector confidence to make the long-
term investment decisions needed for 
both climate mitigation and climate 
adaptation. This is where the Climate 
Change Commission’s recommendations 
become so important. We need to ensure 
that policies are stable over a long period 
– reaching New Zealand’s zero carbon goal 
will take significant private as well as public 
investment, which all requires a certain 
degree of certainty. 

THERE WILL BE 
PRACTICAL ACTIONS 
THAT WILL REQUIRE 

PUBLIC SECTOR 
LEADERSHIP

There will be practical actions that will 
require public sector leadership, particularly 
large-scale investments in public buildings 
and infrastructure, decarbonising the public 
service, and providing local government 
with the policy certainty to act at a 
community level. All of these will involve 
significant investment.

Sometimes the private sector will be best 
placed to lead on emissions reduction 
initiatives. Sometimes it will be the public 
sector. In many cases, though, we will need 

to work together so that government can 
provide the policy incentives, and help 
bring down barriers, to enable business 
to accelerate progress along their own 
decarbonisation pathways. 

We’ve seen great examples of this, including 
the implementation of mandatory climate 
risk reporting, the move to phase out coal 
boilers by 2037, and introducing a cap to 
the Emissions Trading Scheme, as well as 
the government’s commitment to a carbon 
neutral public sector by 2025. 

Signals on the pathway

But there is much still to do. We must set 
the emissions budgets that will guide the 
pathway towards our emissions reductions 
for the next 15 years. We must put in place 
policies that signal a clear and enduring 
pathway to a low emissions and a climate-
resilient future.  

NEW ZEALAND STANDS 
AT AN INFLECTION 

POINT IN THE 
TRANSITION TO A ZERO 

CARBON FUTURE
SBC has had strong relationships with 
successive governments and prides itself 
on being non-partisan and working across 
the political spectrum. We are developing 
partnerships with many government 
agencies, including the Ministry for the 
Environment, Ministry of Transport, Ministry 
of Primary Industries, and the Ministry of 
Business, Innovation and Employment.

New Zealand stands at an inflection point 
in the transition to a zero carbon future. 
Decisions taken in the next 12 months will 
affect the trajectory of our climate change 
response and determine whether, together, 
we can bend our emissions curve to meet 
our national goal. 

In November, New Zealand’s business 
leaders will stand alongside Government at 
CoP26 in Glasgow. Ahead of that, countries 
the world over are making commitments to 
accelerate the transition to net zero by 2050. 
Now is the time for New Zealand to take 
bold and transformational action. 

We have learnt from our COVID experience 
that New Zealand can rapidly change course 
and step up to tackle the challenge head-
on – and that we can do this at pace and at 
scale. As 5 million people, we’ve worked 
well together and it’s paid dividends. A 
crucial part of this has been business and 
government working in partnership. 

Together we can do the same for climate.
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This conversation is about trust

Trust is both a noun and a verb – a quality that one would actively 
seek to nurture in an institution, and an active investment in that 
institution by those who are part of it, and those that it serves.

The cricket vignette – or to be more specific, the tired and 
jaundiced observation – operates at the level of political culture. 
It is one that we are familiar with. It is the stuff of popular culture 
– of Glide Time and Gliding On – the stuff of satire that was, and 
perhaps still is, weaponised as part of the political conversation 
about the role, size, efficiency, or effectiveness of the New 
Zealand state. And in its more sophisticated forms, it is reflected 
in the design of the institutions of the state – the machinery of 
government. 

Leading the team

You might argue that this view holds less weight in contemporary 
Aotearoa New Zealand. The response to COVID-19 has seen the 
resources of the state mobilised to protect a “team” of 5 million. 

THE DRIVERS OF TRUST
We hear a lot about trust in public services, particularly since COVID. Chris Eichbaum, School of 
Government, Victoria University, examines how that trust develops and how fragile it can be.

He was enjoying watching the cricket on TV. It was at the Basin Reserve, and it was a fine Wellington day. A Friday 
– and a “normal” working day. Between overs, the commentators reflected on the large crowd. “Oh it’s Wellington, 
and most of them will be public servants,” opined one. “It’s quite normal for them to work a four-day week.” It was 
the summer of 2020/21. The crowd could assemble because Aotearoa New Zealand was effectively managing an 
elimination strategy that – with a few exceptions – had allowed citizens a level of normality that was the envy of 
millions across the world. Occasionally the camera would pan out across Adelaide Road and the southern vista, 
including the DHB down the road.

INVESTIGATION

The state was the enabler – or to be more precise, the public 
service was the enabler.

We saw it daily in the press conferences that became part of our 
rhythm and routine at a time when those normal routines were 
disrupted. These were the press conferences that conveyed 
decisions informed by expert analysis and recommendations – 
decisions built on the foundation of public service advice. But 
the advice had a face – indeed multiple faces. Ashley Bloomfield 
became more than a face and a voice of reasoned analysis – he 
became emblematic of what we, as a team, were seeking. He 
provided confidence, some degree of certainty, and the kind of 
comfort that comes with policy anchored in science and fact. We 
came to know him – and his colleagues. We came to trust him. We 
constructed a relationship of trust from our living rooms and in 
front of our computer screens as we watched and listened.

This is one of the more interesting aspects of trust when we 
start to examine it in the context of public administration. I 
commented above that the weaponising of popular culture 
associated with Roger Hall’s satire and humour provided fertile 

For more details contact Kirsty Brown - kirsty.brown@h2r.co.nz or Gemma Odams - gemma.odams@h2r.co.nz
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Development Specialists
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ground for ideology and policy (and some would argue ideology 
masked as policy) that saw the reshaping of the New Zealand 
state in the 1980s and 1990s. 

There are historical markers – the Treasury’s 1987 Briefing to the 
Incoming Government, Government Management, is perhaps 
one of the more significant. Sitting behind documents like that 
was academic work that purported to demonstrate that “public 
service” per se was oxymoronic. That those tasked with serving 
the public – in an institutional if not personal sense – were more 
inclined to serve their own interests and grow the size of their 
budgets and their bureaus. So why did this view come about? 
It was to rehearse the repudiation of trust between political 
principals and administrative agents, and indeed between 
citizens and the public service. 

If trust is absent and the notion of public service becomes 
questioned (or debased), then one looks to build institutions 
that manage or mitigate the risks associated with self-serving 
behaviour that denies or even obstructs the democratic 
mandate.

And all this raises a number of questions.

• With the passage of a Public Service Act, have we now 
reached a point where the underlying assumptions about our 
public institutions are less jaundiced?

• Is there now a lesser reliance on classical contracting (such 
as chief executive performance agreements) than there once 
was?

• Is the culture that operates between political principals 
and their administrative agents characterised more by 
partnership and by higher levels of trust than before?

• Are there still political (perhaps electoral) gains to be made 
in weaponising jaundiced views about the public service 
or have we seen a material shift in the underlying political 
culture where the seeds of distrust will no longer find fertile 
ground?

• And how is the public service now perceived by citizens?

On the last of these, we have research – some commissioned by 
Te Kawa Mataaho (the Public Service Commission) and some by 
non-public service agencies.

The Kiwis Count survey, which has been run by Te Kawa 
Mataaho, suggests that levels of trust are increasing. Indeed 
the most recent data (February 2021) found that 69 percent 
of citizens trust the public service – up from 51 percent the 
previous year. One interesting finding from the 2019 survey 
showed that Māori expressed the lowest levels of trust. There is 
every reason to celebrate success – and deserved success – and 
every reason to be clear where there is room for improvement.

The Public Service Reputational Index is run by 
Colmar Brunton, who have operated this research 
since 2016. One take-out is that it indicates an across-
the-board improvement in the public assessment 
of the organisations included in the research and an 
improvement across all the demographic groups since 
2017. 

The research identifies a COVID-19 factor, but the 
authors suggest that a “linkage” with the COVID policy 
response does not explain all the improvements 
identified.

The critical role of media

What is of particular interest is how people’s 
assessments of the public service are shaped – where 
they draw their information. The Colmar Brunton 
research reports that media and communications, 
and in particular the news media, is the most 
significant driver of perceptions. Of respondents, 47 
percent reported that the news media affected their 
views of a particular agency. If one adds bloggers 
and commentators, then 55 percent of respondents 
are drawing on news media sources in making their 
assessments.

By contrast, personal experience was identified by only 
13 percent of respondents. When advice from friends 
or family is added, then this increases to 30 percent. 
However, the experiential dimension is more important 
for some organisations than for others, such as the 
Ministry for Social Development, the Police, ACC, and 
Inland Revenue. What do we take from this? Perhaps, at 
first glance, it indicates that what the news media may 
be reporting on is not to be disregarded. And for some 
parts of the government sector, the experience of those 
using services and engaging with the front office will 
contribute to how the organisation is perceived. And 
clearly there is a world of difference between aggregate 
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data generated from a sample and agency-specific data that 
comes exclusively from clients. 

Perhaps the last word on the Colmar Brunton research should 
come from Colmar Brunton’s Research Director Edward Langley:

Collectively our research indicates New Zealanders have a 
new appreciation of the state and its role to tackle key issues. 
During the financial crisis, the state was the lender of last 
resort. During the COVID crisis, it has been the employer of 
last resort for many. As a result, our trust and confidence has 
increased in both government and our public agencies. This 
provides an opportunity to re-engage with the public to tackle 
some of the key challenges of the next decade, whether that 
be protecting our environment, supporting wellbeing, or 
fighting child poverty.

Trust, labels, and the weaponisation of words

In 2020, Research New Zealand conducted research on people’s 
trust and confidence in a range of occupations. Respondents 
(of which there were 1,000) were considered to have trust and 
confidence in a profession or occupation if they rated it between 
7 and 10 on an 11-point scale. 

The overview of this research comments as follows:

The three professions/occupations which recorded the 
highest trust and confidence were the “emergency” 
professions/occupations, that is, doctors and nurses (81 
percent), the Ambulance Service (89 percent), and the Fire 
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Service (89 percent). Three specific occupations were rated 
particularly poorly: Members of Parliament (22 percent), local 
council members (22 percent), and journalists (23 percent).

Police received a rating of 69 percent and schoolteachers 65 
percent.

Interestingly, “people who work for the government” were rated 
at 35 percent.

The merits or otherwise of this kind of research is, again, outside 
of the scope of this discussion. But one is reminded of Humpty 
Dumpty in Through the Looking Glass when he says that “a word 
means just what I choose it to mean – neither more nor less”. 

When it comes to research on trust, there is a risk of a 
disjunction around what we understand the public service to 
be. In one sense, we are less likely to trust a public servant who 
carries that label, yet we are more likely to trust a public servant 
who does not. 

In the context of contemporary New Zealand politics, we can see 
this being played out. The art of delegitimising public servants 
– of calling into question whether they are deserving of the 
trust that the public might invest in them – rests in calling them 
something else. Language is weaponised in the same way that 
satire was in the 1980s and 1990s.

Those least deserving of our trust are now characterised as 
“bureaucrats”. Time to push back.
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Hawke’s Bay, Tangiwai, Wahine, Erebus, 
Cyclone Bola, Aramoana, Cave Creek, 
Pike River – New Zealand history 
is punctuated with tragedies and 
subsequent inquiries into what went 
wrong. And despite ever-improving 
science and technology, and calls for 
more explicit accountabilities, we’re 
still adding to the list – Christchurch, 
Kaikōura, Whakaari / White Island, 
COVID-19. The experience we’re gaining 
from these events is valuable. But what if 
we could avoid such disasters altogether?

Managing our risks 

Is it even possible to avoid disasters? 
Aren’t they just an inevitable part of 
life? The events that trigger disasters 
may be inevitable, but the damage 
and loss resulting from those events is 
avoidable. Look at the loss of life from 
the COVID-19 pandemic. Although New 
Zealand could have been better prepared 

DISASTER-FREE NEW ZEALAND: CAN WE DO IT?
We seem to lurch from one disaster to the next. Kelvin Berryman, Hugh Cowan, and 
Ursula Cochran believe we can go beyond responding to disaster after disaster and 
create a powerful risk-management system – one that avoids the cost and the trauma 
of repeated damaging events.

INVESTIGATION

before the pandemic struck, being 
proactive in managing risk early means 
our losses have been comparatively 
low and we are now managing a crisis 
rather than responding to a disaster. 
And therein lies the answer to getting 
out of disaster-response mode – being 
proactive rather than reactive and 
putting effort into knowing, assessing, 
and managing our risks in advance. Then, 
when a challenging event arises, we are 
prepared, we have a plan, and we avoid 
or minimise damage and loss.

Living without disasters may sound 
like a utopian dream, but it is the 
ultimate outcome of managing risk 
effectively. Risk management can range 
from accepting low-level or non-life-
threatening risk to mitigating risk so that 
impacts are minimised or avoided or 
the financial costs are shared. Physical 
control solutions, such as engineering 
for safer land and buildings, are obvious 

examples of mitigating risk. We have many 
examples in our civic traditions – flood 
control, earthquake engineering, soil-
fertility enhancements, injury rehabilitation, 
and public health. These have served us 
well, but there is also wisdom in avoiding 
future harm altogether, especially if it is 
foreseeable, like rising sea levels.

Risk management instead of disaster 
response

The benefits of managing risk are obvious 
– in a country with few disasters, there 
are fewer financial demands required for 
recovery and less opportunity for collective 
trauma to take hold. Effort spent on risk 
and crisis management instead of disaster 
response can pay off. 

Economic shocks resulting from disasters 
are well-documented, but social impacts can 
be huge and long lasting. Social impacts are 
also often overlooked beside more pressing 
challenges – such as roads being reopened, 
buildings being reoccupied, businesses 
operating, and financial entitlements being 
paid out. However, the mental health issues 
that persist in Christchurch a decade after 
the earthquakes illustrate why risk reduction 
is such a worthwhile pursuit from a human 
perspective. Individual pain is subjective 
and the broad and deep repercussions of 
loss are hard to measure. 

Risk management makes good sense 
economically and socially. However, 
future-focused planning in advance of 
unexpected events often gets set aside 
in the face of the immediate issues of the 
day. The opportunity we have is to adapt 
lessons from “disaster-affected” areas such 
as Canterbury to the rest of New Zealand 

Ursula Cochran Kelvin Berryman

The pathway to a disaster-free New Zealand is to move beyond responding to and recovering 
from emergencies (left ring) towards avoiding or reducing the impacts of future crises (right ring).

Hugh Cowan
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and apply it across all hazards – to 
use appropriate modelling to identify 
interventions now that will have a high 
return and then put them in place for a 
disaster-free future.

Necessity for change

As the world’s population expands 
and climate change impacts grow, the 
exposure of humans to natural hazards 
will rise. At a fundamental level, we 
need to get better at living on Earth in a 
sustainable way. At a practical level, we 
need state-of-the-art risk management. 
Moving from systems geared around 
disaster response and recovery to 
systems based on risk assessment and 
crisis management is essential.

New Zealand, with its low population 
density and good understanding of 
natural hazards, has the potential to 
implement a transformational risk-
management system. But we need 
unifying leadership to cut through 
the current fragmentation of public 
administration. We have shown with our 
response to the COVID-19 pandemic that 
we can put knowledge into practice, we 
can adapt quickly, and we can change the 
way we do things for the benefit of all. 

State of play

New Zealand has made some great 
steps towards disaster risk reduction. 
In 2015, we signed, with 187 other 
countries, the Sendai Framework for 
Disaster Risk Reduction, and in 2016, 
the Paris Agreement on Climate Change, 
and we support the United Nations 
Sustainable Development Goals. Some 

excellent national strategies, such as the 
National Disaster Resilience Strategy, 
have resulted. However, progress on 
the implementation of strategies has 
been slow. Therefore, we are knowingly 
and unknowingly generating new 
risk all the time. We’re not using our 
science to our best advantage. The ACTA 
framework (Avoid, Control, Transfer, 
Accept) for treating risk is being talked 
about but not implemented because the 
responsibilities and knowledge required 
to consider potential trade-offs are rarely 
combined or co-ordinated. 

State of the art

Risk outcomes are influenced by 
everyone, so we need to engage widely 
to assess and treat risk at a national 
level. At the heart of our current problem 
is an arbitrary separation of formal 
and informal sources through which 
knowledge is acquired and experience is 
shared. We need to bring these pathways 
together to create a system that can cross 
boundaries between different agencies, 
communities, disciplines, roles, and 
experience. Only then will we have a 
state-of-the-art risk management system.

Risks from all hazards should be 
considered together because disasters 
rarely have a single cause. Natural and 
human-made disasters can be hard 
to separate – the collapse of the CTV 
building in Christchurch was triggered 
by an earthquake but would not have 
happened without the input of a series 
of human factors, including poor 
knowledge, judgment, and oversight. 
Vulnerabilities to disasters can amplify, 

which is why adaptation strategies for 
different hazards need to be closely co-
ordinated with risk-reduction efforts.

Full disclosure of hazard and risk 
information to all New Zealanders is 
required to raise awareness and encourage 
risk-informed decisions. Government 
should insist that Crown entities release 
information in a comprehensive and 
uniform manner across all risks. The 
current situation, where successive pieces 
of information compete for attention in 
a “my hazard is bigger than your hazard” 
manner, is counter productive. A coherent 
framework for sharing knowledge about 
risk must be agreed on. 

A state-of-the-art risk management 
system also recognises that risk, and the 
responsibility for it, is shared. Risk is not 
something that can be controlled centrally. 
Everyone must play a part. Trustworthy 
frameworks must enable full and frank 
discussion among relevant parties. Central 
government needs to partner more 
effectively with local government to co-
ordinate and share expertise. The private 
sector employs over five times more people 
than central government, so it makes 
sense to partner with the private sector to 
manage natural hazards and other risks. 
The joined-up approach across government 
and business must continue beyond the 
current COVID-19 crisis.

There needs to be nationwide decision 
making around risks – particularly around 
what to accept, minimise, or avoid. What 
level of mitigation – physical or financial 
– is tolerable? Long-term thinking, which 
is cultural in the broadest sense, must 
be embedded in the process – too many 
existing political and social drivers consider 
short-term factors at the expense of future 
lives and livelihoods.

To fill the gap between our state of play 
and a state-of-the-art risk management 
system, we need unifying leadership to 
co-ordinate policy and practice, we need 
to develop a national risk register using 
a single quantitative procedure, and we 
need a public-facing national risk officer. 
These aspects were canvassed in a recent 
paper from Koi Tū by Sir Peter Gluckman 
and Dr Anne Bardsley. We need to make 
better use of what we know – to integrate 
the experience of “disaster-affected” 
communities and to implement actions 
proposed repeatedly by successive 
governments. The current restructure of 
the Resource Management Act could be a 
vehicle for this if players are willing to take 
a broader view than “this or that special 
interest”.

Formal and informal processes link the acquisition of knowledge to its uptake by people. Adapted 
from CAENZ (2004) Planning for Natural Hazard Risk in the Built Environment, Centre for Advanced 
Engineering, Christchurch, New Zealand.
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Risk belongs to everyone

The public sector must be part of 
the change. Both as individuals and 
professionals, there are important things 
that public servants can do to move New 
Zealand towards being disaster-free. 

 ▸ Lead

Put resilience and risk reduction at the 
top of the agenda. Leadership at all levels 
is required for transformational change. 
Be aware that the outcome of choices will 
be judged by the standards of tomorrow. 

 ▸ Acquire and share knowledge 

Know your hazards – their inter-related 
complexities and the risks they present. 
Many urban communities know their 
vulnerabilities – but such knowledge 
is neither widely spread nor shared, 
resulting in gaps in understanding that 
may not always be apparent.

 ▸ Listen to be heard 

Recognise the value of relationships over 
longer timeframes than most projects. 
This can be underestimated in budget 
allocations or inhibited by managerial 
or agency hierarchies. Know that 

communication and engagement are 
prerequisites for motivating action and 
sustaining it.

 ▸ Include 

Risk belongs to everyone. Public and 
private sectors hold different knowledge 
and experience.  The same is true for 
the charity and not-for-profit sectors. 
Diverse perspectives should be tapped 
energetically, not excluded or tightly 
prescribed as occurs today. 

 ▸ Assess

Think about how to embed a longer-term 
focus on lives and livelihoods in public 
sector processes to balance the perennial 
drive for immediate results. 

 ▸ Enable 

Encourage change by enabling others 
to implement effective policy and 
sustainable practice. 

 ▸ Invest

Know that financial investment in risk 
mitigation may offer substantial benefits 
in peacetime as well as reducing the 
impacts of major events. Encourage 
systematic thinking about such 

opportunities and the assumptions they 
rely on. Not all outcomes are equivalent, 
so encourage broad, rigorous debate 
utilising relevant information.

 ▸ Adapt 

Keep learning, evaluating, and adapting.

 ▸ Be part of the change 

Role-model resilience. The personal 
is political – a personal commitment 
to working across explicit or arbitrary 
boundaries will not only put you on the 
front foot in the next emergency but will 
encourage others to do the same. 

Saving lives and livelihoods is the 
ultimate aim of a risk-management 
system. We have the knowledge to set up 
such a system, so doesn’t that mean we 
are ethically obliged to proactively and 
systematically manage our risks rather 
than waiting for disasters to happen? 
It may sound aspirational but, if we 
want to preserve or improve our current 
quality of life, it’s essential that we start 
aiming higher and getting organised – 
fast. With effective risk management, 
we can reduce disasters to crises and 
crises to events that are within “extended 
business-as-usual” activity. 

Disaster-free New Zealand: Can we do it?    continued...
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BECOMING TE TIRITI-LED IS AN OBLIGATION 
NOT A CHOICE
Lana Simmons-Donaldson presents the second part of her exploration of the  
Human Rights Commission’s journey towards being a Tiriti-based organisation.

Following on from our interview with National Iwi Chairs 
Forum Pou Tikanga Chair Professor Margaret Mutu in the April 
edition, in this article, Chief Commissioner Paul Hunt and Pou 
Ārahi Tricia Keelan share their views on the Human Rights 
Commission’s journey.

The Human Rights Commission began its journey six years 
ago. For Paul Hunt, the Human Rights Commission becoming 
Te Tiriti-based is a “no-brainer”. He says all government 
organisations are obliged to be led by Te Tiriti o Waitangi. This 
means acknowledging tino rangatiratanga as a form of authority 
alongside kāwanatanga.

He says this isn’t a choice. “The case for embarking on being a 
Te Tiriti-based, Tiriti-led organisation is irresistibly compelling,” 
Hunt says. “Te Tiriti o Waitangi demands that we do it; it is a 
longstanding call of tangata whenua, and human rights law 
demands it.”

Decolonising our minds

For Hunt, the biggest barrier is in our heads. With a smile, 
he recites a line from Bob Marley’s “Redemption Song”. 
“‘Emancipate yourself from mental slavery’. That’s what we’ve 
got to do, meaning we have to decolonise our minds.” Hunt says 
this can be achieved through “critical thinking, understanding 
how we got to where we are, and recognising the shortcomings 
in our present society”.

Endorsement from the National Iwi Chairs Forum has been 
humbling for Hunt. “The relationship has been respectful, 
constructive, and promising,” he says. “Our relationship with 
the National Iwi Chairs Forum is important because it consists 
of leaders or chairs of iwi and hapū from across Aotearoa. It is a 
great privilege to have this growing relationship with them.” 

Uncharted journey 

Hunt is under no illusion that the Commission is in the early 
days of its journey. “This is a journey for which there is no 
complete map,” he says. “Inevitably there will be missteps, and 

that’s okay so long as there is a willingness to recognise when 
there’s a slip and be ready to rectify it.” He says keeping Te Tiriti, 
te ao Māori, and human rights clearly in mind and listening 
carefully will be key.

While there are many rich recommendations coming out of 
the Waitangi Tribunal and Matike Mai Aotearoa, Hunt says the 
operationalisation of these recommendations by government 
has been slow. There has been “a lot of talk, and thinking 
about Te Tiriti and article one kāwanatanga, article two tino 
rangatiratanga, article three around equity, and article four 
about the religious component”. However, he says that while “at 
one level, you could say there is a map, we haven’t yet nutted 
out all the operational and implementation details”.

Revisiting the Human Rights Commission’s structures is 
work that Hunt says has to be done. “We have to revisit our 
institutional arrangements. Some of those are dictated by the 
Human Rights Act, and some are not.”

Hunt suggests that teasing through what the Commission’s new 
institutional arrangements should look like is a challenge. 

Unpacking tangata tiriti

An unexpected obstacle has been getting to grips with the term 
tangata tiriti and unpacking this in a way people understand and 
feel comfortable with. Hunt says tangata whenua and tangata 
tiriti need to have a respectful discussion about what tangata 
tiriti means. “I’m absolutely convinced that honouring Te Tiriti 
will benefit all people of Aotearoa. Te Tiriti is not just good for 
tangata whenua.”

Lack of tangata whenua representation 

The lack of tangata whenua representation on the Commission’s 
governing board is a major barrier to progress.

While the Human Rights Act allows for five Commissioners 
to sit on the board, there is currently a board vacancy. 
Professor Hunt chairs the board but doesn’t control who sits 

Paul Hunt Tricia Keelan
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on it. Since his appointment in January 2019, he has strongly 
and repeatedly advocated for the appointment of a tangata 
whenua representative. “I am embarrassed that New Zealand’s 
national human rights institution does not have a tangata 
whenua representative on the board. To be frank, it’s a national 
embarrassment and disgrace,” he says.

Since early 2019, Hunt has discussed this “serious limitation” with 
different ministers, most recently with Nanaia Mahuta. Hunt says 
he is awaiting a response from her and hopes she will be able to 
solve the problem.

Unanimous board support 

Despite the many known and unknown challenges still to be faced, 
Hunt says the Commission’s four Commissioners are unanimously 
committed to continuing this journey. “Commissioners, 
management, and staff are strongly committed to this Te Tiriti and 
human rights enterprise. We are making progress, and we know 
we have got a hell of a lot to do.”

Executive level transformation leadership

Hunt emphasises that the Commission’s recent progress has 
depended on numerous colleagues. In particular, the Chief 
Executive, Rebecca Elvy, and, Pou Ārahi, Tricia Keelan (Ngāti 
Porou, Te Aupouri, Ngāti Kahungunu, Rongomaiwahine).

In her first year at the Commission, Keelan’s key focus has 
been visioning and charting the course for transformation, 
strengthening Ahi Kaa (the tangata whenua rights team) within the 
Commission, and developing relationships with the National Iwi 
Chairs Forum and others.

In Keelan’s view, the Commission’s independent status as a 
national human rights institution puts it in positive stead for this 
kaupapa. Leading Ahi Kaa, Keelan acknowledges that while the 
journey is often difficult, her gaze is firmly fixed on the benefits 
of a dynamic Te Tiriti-based future for all mokopuna in Aotearoa, 
quoting the late Dame Whina Cooper: Mā te aha hoki ngā tamariki 
tupu, ka pēra te āhua o Aotearoa. For how the children grow, so will 
be the shape of Aotearoa.

Priorities and tikanga relationships 

Keelan says the Commission has a unique role to play in 
addressing the challenges facing Aotearoa and the world, 
highlighting Te Tiriti-based climate action, mokopuna ora, and 
constitutional transformation as pressing issues. 

She says that within the 2016 Matike Mai Aotearoa report, there 
is a pathway. “The Commission sits within the relational sphere 
positioned between the tino rangatiratanga and kāwanatanga 

spheres. As an independent Crown Entity, we should be operating 
in te reo me ōna tikanga, and equally, determined, guided, and 
monitored by both tino rangatiratanga and kāwanatanga.” She 
says this includes, “our institutional arrangements, our purpose, 
our design, the appointment of commissioners, the strategic 
and annual expectations of performance, and the monitoring of 
performance. With the guidance of iwi and hapū in Mana Ōrite 
with government, we aim to provide a living demonstration of 
Matike Mai Aotearoa within the next five years, if not earlier”.

Awakening and nurturing mana motuhake

Keelan believes that all tangata whenua carry a spark of mana 
motuhake within them and wants to see greater support for iwi, 
hapū, and whānau in their kaupapa to awaken and nurture that 
spark. “One spark alone is one thing, but when those individual 
sparks join together and become connected in kotahitanga, then 
we will see the truth of our positive potential in mana motuhake.” 

She says, “We have an opportunity to re-imagine Te Tiriti-based 
futures for Aotearoa. I feel a growing societal acceptance that 
honour, truth, and reconciliation is absolutely necessary for 
wellbeing.”

Keelan is encouraged by recent government movements 
concerning the establishment of a Māori health authority. 
“Our people have been waiting; they have waited for nearly 
two centuries for honourable kāwanatanga. The Māori health 
authority and Tiriti-based health system, if done right, represent 
an unprecedented step forward for tino rangatiratanga and the 
wellbeing of all people,” she says.

“I’m heartened by the appointment of Emeritus Professor Tā 
Mason Durie and assurances that iwi Māori will be intimately 
involved in the system’s decision making. Yesterday I was 
reminded in a kōrero with my dad, Wikepa Keelan, a well-known 
Māori health leader, that while the politics decides the system, 
it will be our integrity as tangata whenua and tangata tiriti, our 
ngākau (hearts), our minds, hands, and feet that will either disable 
or enable Te Tiriti, tino rangatiratanga, equity improvement, and 
flourishing whānau through these reforms.”

Likewise, Keelan believes that the Commission could become “a 
beacon for others to see what a Tiriti-based organisation can be 
and how it can effectively function in te ao hurihuri (the modern 
world)”. 

She says of the future, “If we do our part well, people can look 
to the Commission’s transformation and be inspired to make 
changes themselves to uphold Te Tiriti. This should help advance 
tino rangatiratanga and also support more decisive national action 
to address critical issues like climate change and mokopuna 
wellbeing.” 

ADVICE TO OTHERS
Paul Hunt’s advice to other entities looking at adopting a Te Tiriti-based approach is to be:

Keelan agrees, adding that the journey requires authentic Tiriti o Waitangi relationships with iwi and hapū. She also recommends 
tangata whenua leadership at every level of organisations and to re-imagine Te Tiriti-based futures. “Not as a mere adjustment 
of the distorted relationships today, but fully re-imagined as if Te Tiriti had been honoured from the beginning – aiming to un-

disrupt tino rangatiratanga today.”

Humble, patient, brave, prepared to listen carefully.
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Differences of opinion are an inevitable, perhaps a necessary, 
part of political discourse. Attempts to eliminate them should 
be dismissed for misunderstanding the fundamental nature of 
politics. But equally, these differences of opinion can spiral out of 
control through self-reinforcing feedback loops, with devastating 
consequences for the effectiveness of governance. What can you 
do when citizens no longer trust or respect their government due 
to escalating levels of political polarisation? 

Polarisation in New Zealand

New Zealand’s effective response to the COVID-19 crisis 
embedded a satisfactory level of trust in government among 
much of the population. However, recent research from experts in 
psychology and political science at the University of Auckland has 
shown that this seeming consensus exists beside a long-standing 
trend towards greater political polarisation among Kiwis. 

In an article published last year in Political Science by Nicole 
Satherley, Lara Greaves, Danny Osborne, and Chris Sibley, a 
moderate increase in ideological polarisation (increasingly liberal 
or conservative attitudes) was observed among Labour, Green, 
and National voters over a nine-year period. A moderate increase 
in antipathy towards opposing parties was also observed among 
Labour and Green voters. 

Difficult to stop 

It’s important not to overstate moderate increases in polarisation. 
However, recent research on political polarisation overseas – 
namely by Ezra Klein in Why We’re Polarised and Lillian Mason in 
Uncivil Agreement – has shown that once political polarisation 
has begun, it is difficult to stop. As Klein observed, “To appeal 
to a more polarised public, political institutions and political 
actors behave in more polarised ways. As political institutions 
and political actors become more polarised, they further polarise 
the public. This sets off a feedback cycle: to appeal to a yet more 
polarised public, institutions must polarise further; when faced 
with yet more polarised institutions, the public polarises further, 
and so on.” 

These trends towards greater polarisation, both overseas and 
at home, should prompt two questions among public-policy 
practitioners: how can we break the negative feedback loop 
feeding polarisation and how do we design public policy that 
functions despite increasing political polarisation? 

Encouraging diversity

The first is difficult. As I have previously written in essays for 
Newsroom and Public Sector, much of our response ought to 
centre around programmes that diversify Kiwis’ lived experiences 

INVESTIGATION

Political polarisation is on the increase. Peter McKenzie examines some publications that 
point to an undeniable trend in modern politics and what it might mean for policy makers.

EYES ON THE WORLD

and expose them to people with vastly different identities. As 
I wrote for Newsroom, I joined the Army Reserve in pursuit of 
this diversification. “Suddenly I was exploring a radically new 
world and developing a radically new identity. With roots in 
completely divergent communities, the othering which is so 
crucial to polarisation became much harder to engage in.” And as 
I wrote for Policy Quarterly, “A policy agenda focused on bridging 
identitarian divides might involve the expansion of Army Reserve-
type schemes or the introduction of Peace Corps-esque national 
service programmes. This policy agenda must also supercharge 
efforts to build community, like encouraging multi-generational 
living, connecting lonely people (such as isolated students and 
retirees), and neighbourhood activities like tree-planting or pest 
eradication.”

But we must also be prepared for these efforts to stumble or 
take time to bed in. While they do so, we must also design public 
policy that responds to growing political polarisation or distrust. 
How?

Ironically, perhaps the best lessons in this respect are emerging 
from the United States – commonly perceived as ground zero 
of the world’s current political-polarisation crisis. Faced with 
populations distrustful of expertise or resentful of the political 
character of certain administrations, government officials at 
the state and federal level are taking controversial measures to 
encourage Americans to support the COVID-19 response effort. 

The most obvious of these is the rise of “vaccination lotteries”. At 
the time of writing, the state governments of Ohio, Maryland, and 
New York have all announced that residents who get vaccinated 
within a certain time period will be eligible for lottery winnings 
of up to USD$5 million. The efforts appear to be succeeding. 
“The Vax-a-Million campaign has helped drive an increase in 
vaccination rates among Ohioans 16 and older by more than 28 
percent” since it was announced on 13 May, according to the Ohio 
Department of Health. “This dramatic increase in vaccinations 
indicates that the Vax-a-Million drawing has been impactful in 
creating momentum for vaccinations throughout Ohio.” This is an 
appeal to cold, naked financial self-interest. And it seems to be 
working. 

Appealing to the greatest number

The lesson for public-policy practitioners is not that every policy 
programme needs to be incentivised through cash rewards, 
but rather that in the face of divergent motivations, increased 
resentment and distrust and differing understandings of self-
interest and the public good, public policy must be multifaceted 
and capable of appealing to the greatest number of people 
possible. As many different rewards systems as possible – from 
an appeal to the public interest to the prospect of financial gain 
– should be deployed in pursuit of that wide appeal, preferably in 
combination. 

By absorbing these two lessons – the importance of diversifying 
people’s experiences and appealing to vastly different 
motivations and beliefs – public policy can remain fit for purpose 
in an increasingly complex political environment. 

IPANZ is always looking for your ideas on great websites, blogs, 
and articles from any part of the world that we can dig into to 

bring the insights to our members.

Please give us suggestions on where we should be looking.  
Send your ideas to us at Shenagh@ipanz.org.nz
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DEBATE

THINK TANKS 
(MOSTLY) ADD VALUE TO POLICY MAKING
Oliver Hartwich, from the New Zealand Initiative, and Michael Macaulay,  
from School of Government, Victoria University, debate the value of think tanks.

YES - OLIVER
Before we get into it, I should start with a disclaimer. I spent the 
past 16 years working at various think tanks in London, Sydney, 
and now Wellington. So, of course, I believe that think tanks 
play an important role in public debates. If I didn’t, I would have 
chosen a different career.

The reason I got into think-tank land was because I wanted to 
change the world. I had studied economics and got my doctorate 
in law. But I never wanted to work as an academic economist, or 
a bank economist, and I certainly did not want to practise law.

What I really wanted was to apply my law and economics 
background to public policy questions. And I found think tanks a 
suitable vehicle for that.

A good think tank helps translate academic research into 
outputs that the public (including journalists, bureaucrats, 
and politicians) can understand. In that sense, it plays an 
intermediary function. A better think tank then adds its own 
research.

Think tanks can make policy debates more varied, interesting, 
and colourful. They might even change the world.

NO - MICHAEL 
My thoughts on think tanks and democracy are very much 
“hooray/boo”. Can they play an important role in enhancing 
democracy? Yes. Do they play an important role in enhancing 
democracy? Far too frequently – no.

There are obviously some great think tanks that offer 
independent research and facilitate public understanding of an 
issue. That’s all good. Unfortunately, my experiences are rarely 
of this sort. Too often, they simply provide partial views that are 
deliberately skewed to a particular piece of policy advocacy. 
At worst, they are bought-and-paid-for pseudo-lobbyists, who 
provide a veneer of research legitimacy to blatantly political 
positions.

I do not blame the think tanks themselves, even in egregious 
cases. This problem rests on the ways that the game operates 
and how public opinion is formed. Think tanks play a crucial 
role in influencing public opinion as well as policy, which is 
why in the most extreme circumstances, I believe they can be a 
threat to open democracy.

OLIVER
The answer to the question on the role of think tanks and 
democracy is “it depends”. And that’s not surprising because 
it would be the same for the media or, indeed, academia. Just 
as there are fantastic journalists and academics, there are lazy, 
under-qualified, and biased ones, too. 

By the way, I do not think it is necessarily a problem that a think 
tank has a philosophical foundation. When I worked in London, 
there were think tanks right across the spectrum from the old-
left Fabian Society to the Blairite IPPR and the Thatcherite IEA 
(and a couple of dozen think tanks in between). They all had 
their views, and as long as they made good arguments, based on 
sound research, they would make a valid contribution to debate.

I also agree the line needs to be drawn when it comes to lobbying 
for corporate interests. If a think tank advocates positions solely 
because its donors pay for it, then that isn’t a think tank. That is 
just lobbying. 

What matters is that think tanks reveal their sources and 
methodology. At the Initiative, for example, we did a big research 
project evaluating school data in Stats NZ’s Integrated Data 
Infrastructure. We documented our approach, and our entire 
model, licensed under creative commons, now sits in Stats NZ’s 
data lab for everyone to check and ideally build on. If only we got 
the same transparency from, say, the Climate Commission.



19  PUBLIC SECTOR July 2021

MICHAEL
I certainly wasn’t accusing any individual or institution of being 
lazy or unqualified. As for any potential bias, I hope my initial 
point was clear that I don’t blame any think tank for operating 
from an ideological perspective. You are completely correct 
that there are think tanks across the whole political spectrum, 
but this is where my concerns about their interaction with 
democracy begins.

Far too often, certainly in my experience in the UK, governments 
favour specific think tanks that reflect their own ideology. These 
become echo chambers masquerading as research units, and in 
such cases, they just tell politicians what they want to hear. Any 
recommendations they make are then reified through the media 
as truthful. Governments of all colours have engaged in this, and 
I don’t think any of it is helpful.

Where we seem to agree is in the need for better transparency. 
I’d extend your request, though. In addition to sources and 
methodologies (which I completely agree with), I would ask that 
think tanks reveal their funding and clients. In fact, I’d like to see 
a disclaimer at the front of all reports explaining who paid for it 
and why they want it.  

OLIVER
I didn’t want to accuse anyone, either. It’s just a general 
observation that there are quality differences in all walks of life. 
Why would it be different for think tanks?

You are absolutely right about the problem of think tanks 
aligning themselves with political parties. It can have quite 
comical effects. I remember from my time in London that IPPR 
once published a policy recommendation – and the government 
was asked to explain it. Never mind that IPPR was not the UK 
government.

As for transparency on donors, I am in favour of transparency 
and disclaimers. However, I know that some think tanks argue 
that donors have a right to privacy. Fair enough, but that can be 
problematic for obvious reasons. At the Initiative, we are making 
financial sources transparent, but we are going one step further. 
All our members pay into our general budget, and no member 
has influence on what we work on and what we say. As a general 
rule, we do not do commissioned research. And we do not, 
generally, do sponsored research either. 

The one exception we made was a project suggested and 
partially paid for by the late Sir Douglas Myers. Sir Douglas was 
a passionate fisherman and wanted us to find ways to preserve 
inshore fisheries. Because it aligned with our property-rights-
focused view on environmental policy, we were happy to have 
a commissioned project – and we declared the funding and 
acknowledged Sir Douglas. But that was an exception.

MICHAEL
Your example’s great, but the fact that it’s the exception rather 
than the norm is why I believe there is an issue in the first place.  

I can appreciate that some think tanks would want to protect 
sponsor anonymity and understand why some sponsors would 
want to remain anonymous. But lots of political parties and party 
donors would argue for the same rights, and I don’t think that 
approach enhances democracy either. Anonymity should be the 

exception; we need to flip the current situation on its head.

I think it’s also very telling that you mentioned that the research 
aligned with your organisation’s values. The fact that was out in 
the open is exactly how it should be.

Transparency is just the first step though. What I also worry 
about is distortion and where the political alignment is both 
strong and hidden. In these cases, far from providing simply 
another voice, think tanks cross over into misinformation. There 
are numerous examples, especially from the UK, that have 
crossed this line, and sadly they also have had a direct line to the 
government of the day.

OLIVER
I agree with your points about the political links some think 
tanks have. As you say, it is more a UK or US phenomenon. In the 
US, the public sector’s leadership is more political. After changes 
of administrations, you park the previous leadership in various 
think tanks. And then you reactivate them after the next change 
of administration.

In the UK, it is a bit more subtle. All the major UK think tanks are 
registered as charities. As such, they are required to be politically 
neutral. That’s the theory. In practice, the think tanks often play 
the role of the parties’ research wings. Perhaps it would be more 
honest to make this explicit?

That said, it gets worse still. In Germany, you have taxpayer-
funded party foundations. These organisations are neither 
independent nor privately funded. I don’t think that’s a model we 
would like to see here.

The general problem with party-aligned think tanks is not just 
the propaganda they engage in for a particular party, it is the fact 
the proximity to a party limits the think tank’s ability to research 
and think freely. As a think tank, you should be able to agree and 
disagree with any political party from issue to issue. Once you are 
formally or informally aligned, that is no longer possible. That is 
why I am not a fan of think tanks attached to particular parties. 
It’s not good for the think tank, and it’s not good for the party.

MICHAEL
It’s the pretence of political neutrality that’s the most worrying 
thing. In the UK, it is well-known which think tanks are Labour 
and which are Conservative. Their self-claimed neutrality is 
simply not tenable.

As for New Zealand? I’m quite willing to accept there is less overt 
politicisation, but I’d respectfully suggest that nobody really 
knows. And that also goes for university research centres, which 
can double as quasi-think tanks. If such centres are bought and 
paid for, this needs to be made public. If they are funded to 
follow a particular agenda or ideological position, it is even more 
important that this is made clear to all. Academic independence 
should never be claimed where it does not truly exist.

The illusion of objectivity is a virus for democracy – one that 
has been shown in the last few months in various jurisdictions 
to be potentially fatal. Far too frequently, as you and I have 
both agreed, think tanks do not meet the required standards of 
independence and objectivity.  

That doesn’t mean they can’t, it simply means they don’t. 
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New Zealand has been building its 
meritocratic public service for over a 
hundred years. We have just got around 
to writing into law the requirement 
that this public service should help the 
country look to the future. In the course 
of researching this article, I have come 
around to the view that this change, 
courtesy of the Public Service Act 2020, 
is not an implicit confession of abject 
and embarrassing failure. Telling public 
servants to build long-term “trends, risks, 
and opportunities” into their analyses 
once every three years? It initially struck 
me as similar to telling doctors they should 
pay occasional attention to risk factors in 
their patients’ lifestyles. In the twenty-first 
century, this should already be happening.

Beyond the present

Easy to say, remarks Jonathan Boston, 
Professor of Policy Studies at Victoria 
University’s School of Government, but the 
new law attempts to address a genuinely 
hard problem. “Presentist bias is evident 
in all the democratic governing systems 
that I’m familiar with, and probably in 
nondemocratic systems as well. It applies 
at all levels of governments, it potentially 
applies to private as well as public 
organisations, and it applies to the public 
sector, as well as the political executive 
and parliament.” There is a powerful 
human tendency, he says, either to ignore 
tomorrow or to give it too little weight in 
the scheme of things. “When it comes to 
trade-offs between the things that matter 
today and the things that are going to 
matter in the future – between the things 
that need to be done today for today, and 
the things that need to be done today for 
tomorrow – there’s simply a tendency for 
political systems to focus on the present.”

Diane Owenga, Programme Director of the 
Policy Project within the Department of 
the Prime Minister and Cabinet (DPMC), 

LONG-TERM INSIGHTS BRIEFINGS 
AND GAZING INTO TOMORROW
Long-term insights briefings to ministers 
are now required by law. But how will 
they work, and will they bring any real 
change? David Larsen finds out.

has a similar perspective. “Ministers are 
aware the electorate expects them to 
solve the issues troubling New Zealand 
today and focus on those. This creates 
pressure on government departments 
to concentrate on today’s rather than 
tomorrow’s problems and opportunities. 
This presentist bias is hard to counter.”

When the State Sector Act was being 
reviewed leading to a new Public Service 
Act, Public Service Commissioner Peter 
Hughes made the call that public service 
values should be explicitly encoded in the 
law. One of those values was stewardship 
– the duty to balance short-term needs 
against responsible care for the future. 
“Andrew Kibblewhite, then head of DPMC 
and public service Head of the Policy 
Profession, was asked to consider how to 
better achieve this. He gathered a variety 
of people from public service backgrounds 
and the academic world to get some 
advice,” says Owenga. “The consensus was 
that there was a lot to gain from the public 
service having a legislative requirement 
to regularly identify and explore longer-
term issues that matter for the future 
wellbeing of the people of New Zealand 
and to promote public debate about how 
to respond to them.” 

Easing the tension and enabling better 
outcomes

Boston describes this approach of 
countering one form of pressure with 
another as a “commitment device”. “The 
resources of government departments 
are limited. The capacity to divert energy 
away from immediate ministerial priorities 
is limited. There’s always going to be a 
tension between serving the government 
of the day and allocating resources to think 
about what needs to be done to prepare 
for the needs of a future government. 
So the question then becomes what can 
you do about that. Well, one way that 

governments over a number of decades 
have attempted to respond to this problem 
is to develop various commitment devices 
– to try to enhance the requirement for 
governments and officials to think about 
the long term.” The legal requirement 
to produce a public report, once per 
electoral cycle, on “medium- and long-
term trends, risks, and opportunities that 
affect or may affect New Zealand and New 
Zealand society” amounts to an attempt 
to empower public servants. It’s a way of 
giving them permission to take their eyes 
off immediate ministerial priorities so they 
can check to see what’s on the horizon.

THERE IS A POWERFUL 
HUMAN TENDENCY, 
EITHER TO IGNORE 
TOMORROW OR TO 
GIVE IT TOO LITTLE 

WEIGHT IN THE SCHEME 
OF THINGS

There is a quote from Brook Barrington, 
now head of DPMC and Head of the Policy 
Profession, on the long-term insights part 
of the DPMC website: “The long-term 
insights briefings require the public service 
to look over the horizon for the common 
good.” The public debate on longer-term 
issues that the briefings are intended to 
promote is meant to contribute to future 
decision making – not only by government 
but also by Māori, business, academia, 
not-for-profit organisations, and the wider 
public.

Seeing it happen

Whether it will happen now is an open 
question. Or rather, in a pro-forma sense, 
it will certainly happen – DPMC has 
supplied departments with guidance for 
preparing the first set of long-term insights 

Jonathan Boston Diane Owenga
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briefings, including two rounds of public 
consultation. Meanwhile, parliament’s 
standing orders have been adjusted to 
require the resulting documents to be 
referred to the relevant select committees, 
with the option of subsequent debate 
in the house. The initial work is well 
underway, and the briefings will be made 
public by mid-2022, carefully distant from 
the political pressures of the 2023 election. 
The questions no one can answer yet are 
how willing departments will be to tackle 
issues their ministers might prefer they 
didn’t, how well-argued their positions will 
be, and how much attention the public and 
their political representatives will pay to 
any of it.

“The briefings are a new and untested 
approach to stewardship, so the public 
service will be feeling its way this first 
round,” says Owenga. “I think officials are 
responding well to the opportunity to help 
better prepare New Zealand for the future. 
Some further capability development will 
be needed in techniques for thinking about 
the future – hence IPANZ and the Policy 
Project are sponsoring futures-thinking 
workshops for lead officials. There will also 
be plenty of learning by doing.”

Beyond the futures focus, the long-term 
insights briefings process differs from the 
usual policy work of officials in several 
ways. Everyday ministerial briefings do 
not require public consultation about 
the subject matter or the content of the 
briefings. Nor do they identify options (or 
their pros and cons) – so the long-term 
briefings provide analysis to promote 
debate, not advice on a preferred option. 

Chief executives having a statutory duty 
to publish a briefing independently of 
ministers will also be a novel experience 
for most. The DPMC guidance says “This 
means not seeking their minister’s input 
into, or approval of, the subject matter 
or the content of the briefing. Even if 
there are indications that the current 
government does not wish to focus its 
attention on a long-term issue, that should 
not influence the department’s decision 
about what subject matter to include in the 
briefing.” On the other hand, the guidance 
also emphasises the importance of 
remembering the “no surprises” principle 
governing what departments should tell 
ministers and when. Getting the balance 
right between independence and no 
surprises will be an interesting challenge 
for chief executives.

OFFICIALS ARE 
RESPONDING WELL TO 
THE OPPORTUNITY TO 
HELP BETTER PREPARE 
NEW ZEALAND FOR THE 

FUTURE
Boston points out that in a strict sense, it 
will always be difficult to judge whether 
the reports have achieved any significant 
improvements in the outcomes of our 
political processes. “You can look at what 
kind of public engagement there was. 
How many submissions were there, what 
was the quality of the submissions, and 
did departments generate assessments 
of the submissions? That would tell you 

something about how seriously they 
took them. You could look at how much 
the thinking in these briefings affected 
the work programmes of departments 
and agencies and whether they visibly 
impacted the views of ministers and the 
work programme of the government as a 
whole. But as to whether we get improved 
outcomes, you have a fundamental 
attribution problem there. Teasing out 
what would have happened in the absence 
of these documents will be very difficult.” 
One effective shortcut for getting a sense 
of the long-term value of the reports, 
he suggests, might be to go back to the 
people who drafted them two or three 
years later. “Just ask them what they think. 
Was this worth their while? Was it useful to 
spend a year of their lives, or a good part 
of a year, thinking about these things and 
writing this stuff?”

Galvanising and gazing

“I honestly think it’s going to need to be 
an iterative thing,” says Owenga. “I’d think 
in terms of taking two or three runs at this 
before you can really evaluate the success 
of the concept.” But she hopes that even 
with this first round of briefings, issues will 
be highlighted that were not previously 
part of the public discourse. “You’d hope to 
see subsequent actions. Not necessarily by 
government. Some things actually require 
change out there in the rest of society, 
in ways government can’t necessarily 
control. But I’d be surprised if some of 
these reports don’t galvanise attention and 
lead to a better future than we’d have if we 
weren’t trying to gaze into it.”

Overall, there is a sense of optimism and excitement tinged with 
trepidation. These briefings are new and challenging. They are not 
just another accountability document and should not be treated 
as such. Being new, it is an experiment and opportunity to learn. 
If it does not make the difference hoped for, improvements can be 
made through evaluating and learning and adapting. The theory, 
expressed in the guidance, is good; the actual practice is yet to be 
revealed.

A few of the questions being asked include:

1. Will priority be given to this work? All departments are 
busy with current urgent work. Cross-cutting work is time-
consuming and complex. Public servants working on the 
briefings know they must have an opportunity to think their 
way into this work. So much is inherently connected. Some 
departments will be contributing to multiple briefings with all 
this involves. The hope is that there is a genuine commitment 
put on this work by senior leaders across the system.

2. How will the cross-cutting leadership of accountability 
operate? Departments tend to be practised at doing the work for 
which they are accountable. The management of these briefings 
will be different, perhaps with departments both leading and 
following at different times and in different areas. This work across 
systems, managing policy foresight, is not yet established as a way 
of working, making these briefings a significant opportunity.

3. Will insights that conflict with current policies be fully 
expressed? If done properly, there will be issues raised in these 
briefings that may not be well-attuned to the current political 
context. There may be insights that do not support decisions 
and strategies expressed by the government of the day as these 
briefings look many years out. It may require courage to raise 
these issues and to try to ensure that they are not diluted.

4. Will these briefings really make a difference? There is 
considerable hope that these briefings will produce new 
information and that they will have a tangible impact on policy 
thinking across the system. Everyone involved in this work wants it 
to make a real difference.

IPANZ spoke to a few of the people at the “front line”, people beginning to lead the implementation 
of long-term insights briefings in different departments. Here are some of their thoughts.
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OPINION

 It is a truth universally acknowledged  
 – within the public sector, at least 
– that a new starter will be in need of some 
coaching. Why? Because new starters are often 
unsure whether they’re doing the right thing, 
and that can be stressful. The right support 
can guide a new starter in the best direction, 
making them far more effective – and happier.

Think of it this way: in cricket, as a bowler 
hurls the ball down the pitch, they can tell 
whether or not it’s straight. But a new policy 
analyst – such as myself – may not be able 
to tell whether they’re getting things right, 
such as whether the tone of their emails is 

appropriate for the context. 

Too little feedback can lead to 
wasted effort (if people work 

to improve something that is 
already good enough) and 
repeated mistakes (if people 
have not been told how they 
could do things better). 
Graduates are typically keen 
to prove themselves and may 

be afraid of failure. They can 
have perfectionist tendencies, 

and they sometimes don’t ask 
for help. This, coupled with a lack 

of familiarity with the work, can 
lead to anxiety. 

Some agencies use coaches to support new 
starters. In my first months at the Treasury, 
I have met with my coach once or twice a 
fortnight. Sometimes, we talk about their 
career, my own aspirations, or what’s in the 
news. I’ve also asked them about specific 
work-related issues, such as how to prioritise 
competing deadlines. While I get a lot out of 
these conversations, we don’t often work on 
the same projects, so my coach doesn’t see me 
in action and can’t always tell me whether I’m 
truly bowling straight. So new starters need a 
wider support network, not just their coaches.

Managers also play an essential role in 
providing feedback and support. It’s critical 
that they make time to proactively and 

regularly engage with recent graduates. This 
means providing clear feedback, such as “I like 
the way you handled this because …” or “this 
is what I’d suggest you try next time”. After 
all, if I’m told that my analysis was incisive, 
I’ll aim to meet that standard again – but if a 
manager tells me that my attempts to build 
a relationship with a key stakeholder haven’t 
been working, then I’ll try something different. 

Being supportive also means asking more 
general questions, like “how easy is it to 
ask your team for help?” or “what have you 
been struggling with most?” Building an 
environment where a new starter feels able 
to answer these questions honestly is vital. 
Feedback is more likely to be taken on board if 
it comes from a trusted source.

Teams must also be proactive in making their 
new starter feel welcome. Building social 
connections by going out for coffee makes it 
easier for the new starter to ask questions. So 
too does sharing experiences of when they 
felt on the back foot or when they reached 
out for support. With support and guidance 
from a network of team members, coaches, 
and managers, new starters will be well-
placed to demonstrate their capability without 
jeopardising their wellbeing.

A reverse-mentoring programme can also 
help break down barriers. With regular and 
casual exposure to more senior employees, 
new starters build confidence that lets them 
speak more candidly with their own managers. 
It also provides an insight into a manager’s 
perspective. That allows graduates to make 
better decisions about their work and how 
they approach their seniors with updates and 
questions.

In short, insufficient feedback can result 
in wasted effort, repeated mistakes, and 
avoidable anxiety. Coaches, managers, and 
teams need to be proactive in providing 
support and guidance. To return to the cricket 
metaphor, if we want new starters in the public 
sector to be bowling straight, they should not 
be bowling alone.

BOWLING STRAIGHT
What does great support look like for new starters? James Adams,  
a recent graduate working at the Treasury, shares his perspective.
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 In the decade I have worked for my   
 local council, I have been privileged to be part 
of a positive sea change – in mind-sets, operating 
models, priorities, investments, relationships, and 
leadership.   

I’d be kidding myself if I said it was all cheese and 
crackers mind you. It’s been extremely tough work 
transforming an institution into one that’s more 
reflective of the community we serve and the values 
it holds.

We’ve achieved this sea change in spite of the rule 
books that we work with, which are long overdue for 
change.

Today, we have more diversity in sex, age, and race 
– at all levels. With diversity comes alternative 

perspectives, innovation, and new ways of 
doing things.

Tangata whenua are our partners, 
and we are excited about the 
establishment of Māori wards and 
the contribution that this new 
governance model will make to our 
community.  Environmental and 
biodiversity outcomes are now a 

critical priority, and investment is being 
made to ensure our assets have minimal 

negative impacts on our environment. 
We have been bold and innovative with 

campaigns such as our WFT – What’s the Future 
Tairawhiti? Campaign, which is our long-term plan 

to encourage participation.  

During COVID-19, we stepped outside the traditional 
civil defence group recovery approach (being a 
unitary authority) and supported our regional 
leaders (council, iwi, central government senior 
officials, and our local organisations) to develop 
Rau Tipu Rau Ora, our region’s response and 
recovery plan. Having the plan is one thing, but 
the investment in establishing an ongoing regional 
leadership group was a very important by-product 
that will have long-term benefits.

We further shifted the dial when we came together as 
a region to deliver on the Tairāwhiti Redeployment 
Programme for displaced workers, who were 
already suffering the economic circumstances in Te 
Tairāwhiti and whose situation was worsened by 
COVID-19.

The programme employs 236 people from our 
community, and iwi, local authorities, and central 
government have come together to invest $23.75 
million into the programme.

We have seen the most success when we are joined 
up – central and local government and iwi – and 
we’re even better when we are also aligned to 
national outcomes. All of the changes could not have 
been achieved if our council hadn’t transformed 
and had the courageous leadership, the crucial 
conversations, and the collaborative relationships 
and community participation to deliver.  

However, we still have a long way to go – there is 
variability of performance across local government. 
You only have to read the news to see the latest 
headlines related to poor governance, tangata 
whenua concerns, and underperformance in terms 
of meeting community expectations.

Change is on the way; the rule books are being 
rewritten. The latest shake-up of local government 
with the resource management reforms, the Three 
Waters reforms, and the broader local government 
reforms will have a profound impact on the sector 
and our communities. 

These changes are all promoting better outcomes 
including:

• giving local government the explicit role of being 
a Treaty partner 

• enhanced governance and community 
participation

• strong environmental stewardship for future 
generations 

• better joined-up regional and central service-
delivery models

• effective service delivery to our community.

This is music to my ears! 

Rewriting our rule books has the potential to 
transform our sector by enabling effective leadership 
and Treaty partnership and by allowing collaborative 
relationships and participation for the delivery of 
great services for the communities that we serve and 
the environment that sustains us. 

Now more than ever, we need to be bold and brave 
and embrace the transformation about to take place 
so that our mokopuna, and their mokopuna after 
them, can be proud of us and what we have left 
them.

Ka pū te ruha, ka hao te rangatahi (the old net is cast 
aside and the new net goes fishing).

A SEA CHANGE IN LOCAL GOVERNMENT
Nedine Thatcher Swann, the Chief Executive of Gisborne District Council,  
sees a local government sector that is starting to make brave decisions.

Nedine Thatcher Swann

OPINION
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Shaun Markham reckons he’s heard it all in 26 years. Some of it’s 
been good – like the time when his economics teacher said he had 
the smarts and drive to get the Reserve Bank’s top job one day. 
(Watch out, Adrian.)

And some of it not so good – “Many people assume because I’ve got 
cerebral palsy I’m not capable,” explains Shaun over juice (him) and 
coffee (me) at Mojo on The Terrace. “They think I don’t have goals 
or dreams. Someone I met recently was shocked I even work at the 
Reserve Bank. They said stuff like: ‘Wouldn’t it be easier and less 
costly to the country to stay at home with your parents and live on 
a benefit?’”

Shaun politely ignores this kind of comment.

Meeting goals

Shaun joined the Reserve Bank in November 2019 with a master’s 
degree in economics from Otago University. It was a hard-won 
qualification, yet it was the ticket to a career he’d wanted since high 
school.

Hard won, he says, because having athetoid cerebral palsy means 
he works harder than most to achieve and meet his goals. Athetoid 
cerebral palsy affects his motor skills, balance, and speech. It also 
causes him to tire quickly.

“I want people to know it doesn’t define me. Sure, it’s often the 
first thing others see. I’m wobbly on my feet. People have to 
concentrate to understand what I’m saying. But, like most people 
you meet, I want a job I enjoy and the opportunity to contribute in 
a meaningful way.”

Shaun, who lives in Thorndon, which gives him a doable walk 
to work, says he wants to speak up and share his experiences in 
the hope that doing so might open doors for other people with 
disabilities and challenge public assumptions.

“Disabled people, overall, have a heightened awareness and lived 
experience of so many issues. We’re great people to have in any 
workplace, but government particularly. I know first-hand the 
impact of government services and how important they’ve been in 
my life.”

CASE STUDY

GETTING AHEAD 
THROUGH THE GOOD AND THE NOT SO GOOD
Jacqui Gibson finds out what a truly inclusive workplace can achieve when she 
talks with Reserve Bank analyst Shaun Markham, who has athetoid cerebral palsy.

Shaun Markham Juliet Tainui-Hernandez

Growing up in Sawyers Bay, Shaun relied on teachers well-versed in 
inclusive education. He enjoyed the support of a college principal 
who not only showed leadership on issues such as inclusion and 
diversity but also made major improvements to the school so 
Shaun could get around.

Shaun was dux of King’s High School and, as such, given plenty of 
opportunity to talk publicly about the importance of inclusion.

He credits the support of talented physiotherapists and skilled 
teacher aides for his success at a mainstream school. There were 
reader-writers for exams and specialist computer gear for the 
classroom. He believes the Ministry of Education’s transition team, 
who helped him plan and settle into university, was second to 
none.

MANY PEOPLE ASSUME BECAUSE  
I’VE GOT CEREBRAL PALSY  

I’M NOT CAPABLE
Today, he prizes the government-funded support workers who help 
him round the house, sort his meals, and get him ready for work. 
He also rates the weekly afternoon sessions with a personal trainer, 
crucial for keeping him mobile. Shaun says: “I really don’t have a 
hard life. I have a great life. I’m where I want to be – I’m an adult 
working full-time and contributing to society.”

Generating innovation

Reserve Bank assistant governor Juliet Tainui-Hernandez (Ngāi 
Tahu, Whakatohea) says the bank wants more people like Shaun. 
“Diversity and inclusion is not only the right thing to do, but it 
generates innovation,” she says. It’s also part of their broader Great 
Team, Best Central Bank vision.

“It attracts the best talent and leads to better strategy, better risk 
management, better debate, and better outcomes. For us, that’s 
important for both our own organisation and for Aotearoa,” says 
Juliet, also general manager of transformation and people.

“Our turning point was welcoming governor Adrian Orr in 2018,” 
she says. “Early on, he talked about the importance of being a 
central bank that represents all New Zealanders. We’re fortunate, 
as an organisation, to have that passion and energy for diversity 
and inclusion coming straight from the top.”

In 2019, the bank partnered with Diversity Works New Zealand 
to become more inclusive and diverse. A stocktake followed, 
identifying the need for an organisation-wide strategy, as well as 
new tools to assess staff recruitment and retention, collect data, 
measure progress, and train managers in how to counter their 
unconscious bias.
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In October that year, the bank set up a diversity and inclusion 
working group of nearly 50 employees from across the Wellington 
and Auckland offices. A new head of diversity and inclusion will be 
appointed this month.

Juliet says the organisation still has a lot more it could do. 
“Diversity, in my mind, is a broad concept covering the things that 
make each of us unique – that’s race, ethnicity, gender, sexual 
orientation, socio-economic status, age, physical ability, and so 
on,” she says.

“For employers, it’s really about creating an environment where 
staff feel valued and have the opportunity to share their thoughts 
and ideas.”

Shaun says the Bank is tracking pretty well based on his personal 
experience.

Before he applied for a role in government, he met with 
government reps at Otago University career days, then he followed 
up to gauge their interest in employing a master’s graduate with 
cerebral palsy. “I could tell the Reserve Bank was open to working 
with someone with a disability,” recalls Shaun. 

The Reserve Bank impressed Shaun further by flying him and his 
support person (friend Gill Rutherford) to Wellington overnight for 
a formal interview. “It told me a lot about them as an organisation. 
That’s the thing with being inclusive as an employer, you have to do 
a mix of things. You have to accommodate for difference. Then you 
have to treat everyone more or less the same.”

That’s exactly what Shaun’s boss, Cavan O’Connor-Close, financial 
system policy manager, strives to do. “Shaun’s certainly an 
intelligent, analytical young man, which is why he got the role in 
the first place. But there have been a few fairly minor things we 
needed to do to set him up to succeed,” says Cavan.

Asking the digital services team to get him a joystick mouse is one 
example. Others include giving Shaun the choice to work from the 
office or home (he chose the office) and allowing him an afternoon 
off every week for personal-training sessions.

When it comes to communication, Cavan says Shaun’s been great 
at sharing tips on what works best. “I’ve learned he needs a bit 
more time to contribute in meetings because talking freely is not 
as easy for Shaun. He likes to use written handouts to complement 
his verbal presentations, which is actually good practice and 
shows excellent preparation. And it’s better if our one-on-one 
fortnightly meetings are in a closed meeting room – it’s a more 
ideal listening environment for me. I do ask and want to know how 
he’s getting on at the personal level. I don’t just want to leave him 
to it,” says Cavan. “Sometimes I worry I don’t follow up with him 
enough. But it’s like that with all our graduates. They arrive, and 
they’re immediately drawn into the work, quickly becoming valued 
members of the team.”

DIVERSITY AND INCLUSION IS NOT 
ONLY THE RIGHT THING TO DO, BUT 

IT GENERATES INNOVATION
Cavan says most of his 11-person team has a background in 
economics, so diversity of thinking and ideas is important. “The 
issues we’re grappling with today aren’t straightforward. The 
more varied the ideas on how to solve them the better, and the 
more varied the backgrounds of the people having to analyse and 
respond to the problems the better,” he says.

Spreading the message

When it comes to giving advice to managers and teams in other 
government departments, Shaun has plenty of ideas. “For me, 
inclusion means being asked to contribute regardless of who 
you are. But there are limits to that. As a disabled person, I’ve 
sometimes been asked to join in because it makes someone else 
look good. But the task itself has been beyond my abilities, and I’ve 
felt like a spare part.

“I’d say include me because you respect me and know I’ve got 
something worthwhile to offer. Don’t include me, brush over my 
limitations, and call that inclusion,” says Shaun.

He also reckons managers should show 
more vulnerability at work and be open and 
honest about their own limitations. Asking 
how to help a disabled employee like Shaun 
to be his best is useful too.

He says that probably the hardest thing 
about his disability is the interpersonal 
barrier it sometimes creates. “I know I seem 
quite impaired to some people, and they get 
a bit ‘weirded out’. But if you approach me 
and take time with me, know that it helps 
a lot. Also know that if I’m having a deep 
conversation with you or want to catch up, 
it’s because I really value your friendship.”

Nearly two years into his public service 
career, what’s Shaun’s impression so far?

“My job and career means a lot to me. 
Yes, the money is nice, but it’s about more 
than that. I want to make a significant 
contribution in what I do. Just like most 
people in New Zealand’s public service, I 
want that opportunity to make a difference.”

Cavan O’Connor-Close meeting with Shaun
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SPECIAL FEATURE: JOBS YOU’VE NEVER HEARD OF

EXTENDING 
MANAAKITANGA  
IN A DIFFICULT WORLD
Protocols, events logistics, crises, 
international obligations, and 
manaakitanga all come into play when 
hosting the Diplomatic Corps. Kathy Ombler 
visited MFAT’s Protocol Unit, tasked with 
supporting foreign diplomats based both 
here and in missions overseas.

The manaakitanga that we extend to the Diplomatic Corps is 
an important reflection of New Zealand and our values, says 
Lisa White, Deputy Chief of Protocol and Unit Manager for the 
Division’s Diplomatic Protocol Unit.

Protocols are all

When a new ambassador lands in New Zealand, Lisa can be the 
first person they meet. Protocols are important, she explains, 
and for a new ambassador, there is a formal process even before 
they arrive here. 

“With an ambassador’s appointment, before they arrive, the 
agrément (the French term is officially used) is signed off by 
our foreign minister and governor general. At that point, they 
are called an ambassador designate. When they arrive, they 
have to present their credentials to the governor general and 
only then do they become recognised as ambassadors. High 
commissioners present their papers to the prime minister.”

There are 50 resident missions, or embassies, based in New 
Zealand. Some of these also have consulates in Auckland or 
Christchurch. A further 56 embassies or high commissions 
accredited to New Zealand are based in Canberra, 18 missions 
are based in Tokyo, and a smattering are elsewhere in the 
world. All up, they total 151 foreign missions and international 
organisations.

The Protocol Unit is responsible for administering New Zealand’s 
obligations under the Vienna Convention on Diplomatic 
Relations. 

Depending on their status, foreign diplomats are accorded 
certain privileges. “For example, they don’t pay tax (they pay this 
in their home country), they are given ‘DC’ plates for their cars, 
and they cannot be physically arrested or detained. However, 
we do expect them to obey New Zealand law, and if a crime is 
committed, we will request an immunity waiver.”

In 2019, after 26 years with MFAT, working mostly on bilateral 
trade policies, Lisa took on her current role and was immediately 
thrown into managing crises.

“Part of our role is to support foreign embassies when domestic 
emergencies happen and involve foreign nationals. Sadly, 2019 

was an extremely busy year. There was the 15 March terrorist 
attack, a fatal bus crash involving tourists near Rotorua, a major 
West Coast weather event with towns and travellers isolated, and 
then Whakaari / White Island erupted. When events like these 
happen, MFAT sets up an emergency co-ordination role and we 
work closely with embassies. For example, we supported the 
repatriation when the RAAF flew Australian patients home after 
Whakaari / White Island.”

WE CAN BECOME VERY MUCH  
PART OF THE DIPLOMATS’ LIVES

“It was a hugely challenging year, and I am extremely grateful 
for the support I received from the police and the National 
Emergency Management Agency,” she says.

Relationship building

It’s no surprise that Lisa counts the ability to build strong 
relationships with people from a range of cultural backgrounds 
as key personal qualities for the job. Working with a great team 
and getting to know the wonderful ambassadors and their teams 
are highlights of the role, she says.

“Because we manage all sorts of crises and events, including 
those on a personal level, we can become very much part of the 
diplomats’ lives. We see them through happy and special times, 
and we support them in times of tragedy,” says Lisa.

Hosting diplomats to ceremonial events and regional study tours 
is a job highlight for Lisa’s colleague Penny Mitropoulos.

Showcasing Aotearoa

As Deputy Chief of Protocol and Unit Manager for VELU (Visits, 
Events, and Logistics), Penny provides support for major events 
and visits both within New Zealand and offshore. 

“Each year, we host diplomats to commemorations, such as 
Anzac Day and the Christchurch Earthquake and Christchurch 
mosque memorial services. Waitangi Day is a highlight of the 
Diplomatic Corps calendar,” she adds.

Ambassadors and MFAT staff attending Waitangi Day celebrations 
with Governor General Dame Patsy Reddy
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“Waitangi Day is well-received. The ambassadors receive a 
powhiri, take part in the ceremony on the Treaty Grounds, and visit 
Te Kōnaghu Museum of Waitangi. This all helps them understand 
our history and the depth of our culture. If they are new to New 
Zealand, it also helps us build a relationship with them in a special 
setting, away from a city office.”

At least two regional study tours are organised each year. These 
provide an opportunity for the Diplomatic Corps to discover a 
new region and develop relationships with people they wouldn’t 
otherwise meet. “We run a two- to three-day programme, 
showcasing that region’s industries and businesses. We introduce 
the diplomats to Kiwi innovators and start-up companies and visit 
farms, orchards, manufacturers, tourism, and Māori businesses 
and education institutions. They also meet iwi and business 
leaders, mayors and councillors, and they can network with all 
these people at hosted receptions and dinners. In particular, we 
like to focus on export businesses and innovative industries. 

“I’m so proud to be able to showcase Aotearoa and to be in a role 
that enables that.”

Penny has worked in the events industry for 17 years. Most 
recently, she spent five years in the Department of Internal 
Affairs’ Visits and Ceremonial Office, organising visits by heads of 
government, heads of state, and members of royalty.

Relationship management is one of the key skills needed for 
this role, she says. “It’s all about people, trust, respect, having a 
can-do attitude, going the extra mile, and leading by example, 
feeling empowered and most of all empowering others to achieve 
amazing results.”

Being highly organised with an attention to detail is critical. A great 
programme can fail if key logistics are not organised, and that 
could really sour someone’s impression of New Zealand, she says.

Organising the study tours is a job highlight. “During COVID, we are 
fortunate that, in New Zealand, we are able to arrange in-person 
events and deliver informative and interesting programmes. I 
am also really proud of the work we have just completed on the 
Christchurch Call Leaders’ Summit, an entirely virtual event that 
included world leaders and international tech companies, co-
chaired by our Prime Minister and French President Macron. 

“Supporting the logistics for a virtual summit of that scale was just 
as challenging as organising an in-person meeting – the challenges 
are just different,” she says.

If not for COVID, Penny would also be managing the logistics 
behind overseas events such as the Pacific Leaders Forum and 
APEC. “We would work with the posts or missions in the host 
country, and perhaps with our defence force if they are flying the 
delegation to the event. While our policy division would work on 
what will be discussed at these events, we would be organising 
where the discussions will be and how they will get there. We 
make these events seamless.”

The challenge of COVID

COVID, not surprisingly, is the biggest challenge Lisa and Penny are 
facing.

“The Diplomatic Corps is still at work, and we have to keep our 
missions going and be aware of how COVID is impacting them,” 
says Lisa. This includes supporting both foreign diplomats in New 
Zealand and New Zealand diplomats based offshore, many of 
whom are navigating various COVID restrictions. 

“In some countries, our diplomats have worked from their homes 
since last March – others have had long lockdown periods. We are 
also rotating new people to our overseas posts,” adds Penny. 

“All this makes for a logistical nightmare. Different countries 
have different rules; some require a pre-departure test, others 
are easier. There are only a few transit hubs, and they all have 
different processes. Flights are not as frequent, and international 
routes are in constant flux, for example, when the pandemic 
suddenly changes as it did in India. There are so many layers we 
need to understand.” 

Meanwhile new foreign diplomatic staff continue to arrive. “They 
get a huge shock because they have become so used to working 
with masks, social distancing, and lockdowns.”

The response to all of this has been to work with “New Zealand 
Inc”, which encompasses agencies such as in health, immigration, 
defence, police, and trade and enterprise, says Lisa. She says 
that during these challenging times being involved in this cross-
government liaison has been particularly helpful.

 
 
 
Lisa White (left) and Penny Mitropoulos

“For more than a year now, we have essentially been working 
in crisis mode. In all that, what I have enjoyed most has been 
working with other government departments. 

“For one example, we worked really closely with the Police and 
the Ministry of Health for the Wuhan evacuees. That was the very 
first repatriation flight. Everyone went into 14 days of isolation 
at Whangaparaoa. However, on board were about 50 foreign 
nationals, for example, some Pacific Island students who had been 
in Wuhan on scholarships. We couldn’t just leave them to walk out 
of isolation, alone on the Whangaparaoa Peninsula, so we worked 
closely with the relevant missions to get those people home.

“This is one of the things I find really nice about the New Zealand 
public sector; how we all support each other when the need 
arises. The things we did around Whakaari / White Island and 15 
March really resonated to members of the Diplomatic Corps, and it 
certainly remains true throughout COVID.”
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READER CONTRIBUTION

RENEWAL OF THE PUBLIC SERVICE  
IS EVERYONE’S JOB

As someone who is passionate about public 
sector renewal and transformation, I was 
fascinated to read the new Public Service 
Act. I believe it provides a powerful lever for 
systemic change, but a lever is only effective 
when you use it.

I’ve heard different opinions about the Act. 
Some see it as the start of getting the sector 
back to being a vehicle for public good. 
Some view it with scepticism. To my mind, 
both of these perspectives are valid because 
the Act provides both a light on the hill and a 
stark counter-factual to the daily experience 
of many. 

At the end of the day, the Act is what you 
make of it – what we all make of it. If you 
are one of the many people “waiting for it 
to be implemented”, then I suggest you are, 
at best, missing an opportunity. I urge you 
to do everything in your power to take this 
moment and make it count. The lever is 
there, let’s use it. 

This article examines key aspects of the Act, 
then provides some practical examples of 
how it could be applied. 

Unpacking the new Public Service Act 

The Act has a bold purpose: it recognises 
the need for change and modernisation, 
for establishing a shared purpose, and 
for better ways of working that are more 
collaborative, transparent, and outcomes 
focused. Most importantly, the Act affirms 
that the fundamental characteristic of 
the public service is to “act with a spirit of 
service to the community”.

But we need to look back in time to 
understand why such a legislative 
intervention was needed.

From the mid-1980s, there was a global 
shift in public sectors away from service 

to the public and towards managerialism 
and artificial “business” imperatives. This 
pseudo-business approach, combined with 
subsequent generations of leadership who 
saw themselves more as executives than 
stewards of public good, has resulted in 
some institutions losing their core purpose, 
losing their stewardship culture, and losing 
touch with the public they serve. 

Short-termism has become rewarded at the 
cost of long-term planning and delivery of 
public value. The Act’s purpose supports 
a balanced public service approach 
that actively holds the role of caretaker 
of the long-term public interest, while 
supporting democratic, constitutional, and 
successive governments, as well as actively 
engaging citizens. It is with this balance 
that resources, no matter how stretched, 
could be purposefully and proportionally 
distributed to both urgent short-term 
priorities as well as strategic long-term ones. 

Principles and values

The principles and values reinforce a way of 
working that is politically neutral, free and 
frank, merit based, and focused on long-
term planning, with a commitment to open 
government and stewardship. The values 
reinforce a way of behaving that is impartial, 
accountable, trustworthy, respectful, and 
responsive to the people of New Zealand. 
These provide a powerful call to action 
for all public servants and a systemic 
framework for a culture that rewards high 
integrity and brave pursuit of values-based 
public good for Aotearoa.

Crown’s relationship with Māori

Public service leaders are “responsible for 
developing and maintaining the capability 
of the public service to engage with Māori 
and to understand Māori perspectives”. 
This requires us all to seek to understand 
different ways of thinking, living, and seeing 
the world, including our own worldview. It 
presents an opportunity to shift towards an 
open-minded and respectful partnership 
framework with ngā iwi and Māori. You can 
start small by simply taking the time to 
understand the whakapapa, stories, values, 
and whanaungatanga of the people you 
work with and serve. A greater engagement 
with and understanding of mātauranga 

Māori could help us all live up to the intent, 
sovereignty, and community empowerment 
outlined in Te Tiriti o Waitangi.

SHORT-TERMISM HAS 
BECOME REWARDED AT 

THE COST OF LONG-
TERM PLANNING AND 
DELIVERY OF PUBLIC 

VALUE
Integrity and conduct

The Act states “... public service employees 
have all the rights and freedoms affirmed 
in the New Zealand Bill of Rights Act 1990”. 
To have public servants acknowledged 
as actual people with rights and 
responsibilities like any other citizen might 
seem an unnecessary truism, but this simple 
acknowledgment promotes a public service 
that trusts in and empowers all public 
servants to be an active part of civil society. 
It also improves the confidence of public 
servants to engage effectively and openly 
with others (citizens, ngā iwi, other sectors, 
experts, community forums). By contrast, 
there are many jurisdictions around the 
world that inhibit, intimidate, or simply 
prohibit public servants from having any 
role in civil society.

Joint operational agreements

The Act supports the establishment of “joint 
operational agreements”, which always need 
to be hosted by an existing department. 
The challenge is new initiatives may be 
constrained by the host departments, so 
when establishing these new agreements, 
public servants must carefully consider 
how to structure and empower them to do 
something differently or better, otherwise 
they will simply become carbon copies of 
their hosts.

Applying the Act to two problem areas

Problem 1: Maintaining trust in the public 
service 

Trust is hard won and easily lost. Public 
institutions globally are struggling to shift 
from simply seeking trust to being more 
trustworthy. Trust in the public service is 

Pia Andrews, Director General for Digital Experience and Client Data, Benefits Delivery 
Modernisation Service in Canada, sees wonderful opportunities in the new Public Service Act.

Pia Andrews
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certainly impacted by real or perceived 
issues with services, policies, or decision 
making, and reduced confidence can lead 
to people not trusting, engaging with, 
or respecting the policies or democratic 
outcomes administered by the public sector. 

Ways to apply the Act: 

• Engage the public to inclusively co-design 
“trustworthy” policies, programmes, 
services, and infrastructure that reflect 
societal values and needs. 

• Be operationally transparent – publish 
your operating procedures, governance, 
oversight mechanisms, and reports. Make 
it easy for the public to find out about, 
learn about, keep up to date with, and 
contribute to your programme – and 
publicly track your progress and impact. 

• Embed, measure, and monitor the 
various accountabilities and performance 
requirements outlined in the Act.

• Take a human and whānau-centred 
approach, not just a user-centric 
approach. 

• Apply the Wellbeing Framework into 
policy proposals, funding proposals, 
measurement and performance 
frameworks, and independent baselining. 

Problem 2: Focusing on long-term planning 
and policy futures  

The public service has become largely 
reactive. While there are exceptions – like 
the Department of Conservation 50-year 
goals and planning – most agencies are 
largely driven by the latest urgency, budget, 
or electoral cycle. But how can you take the 
right next step if you don’t know where you 
are going? 

Ways to apply the Act:

• Dedicate a percentage (I suggest 15 
percent) of your programme resource to 
community engagement efforts, long-
term planning, and staff innovation.

• Establish a joint “policy futures” 
operational agreement between all policy 
units to co-resource policy proposals and 
optimistic futures for Aotearoa that draw 
on research, emerging trends, public 
values, and changing needs.

• Assume and monitor for continuous 
change in everything you do. Be 
operationally proactive.

• Consider how your department could 
better support community initiatives. 
Provide public infrastructure (including 
digital) for others to build on.

Conclusion and what next?

The Act reminds public servants of our 
responsibilities to communities, but it also 
recognises us as independent individuals 
with a democratic right to be engaged in 
civil society. It promotes a more adaptive, 
confident, and collaborative public service 
and includes stronger recognition of the role 
of the public service to support partnership 
between Māori and the Crown. 

At all levels, individuals, teams, divisions, 
and departments should take time to 
review and apply the Act to all programmes, 
structures, services, policies, and ways of 
working, to nudge the entire machinery 
of government towards a greater “spirit of 
service to the community”. Here are some 
things you could try today:

• Be proud and have a voice! Join 
user-groups, meet-ups, blogs, and 

communities of practice, and explore 
what “good” could look like for Aotearoa. 
Actively resist cynicism or complacency. 

• Close the policy-implementation divide 
through multi-disciplinary design and 
delivery of policies and services.

• Raise thoughtful opportunities to 
apply the Act with your team leads, 
managers, executives, and leaders and at 
conferences and hui.

• Question the status quo and take time 
to learn about the history of the public 
sector. 

• Explore what it means to be participatory, 
trustworthy, and equitable in the twenty-
first century.

• Actively watch for and resist the use 
of technology, structure, hierarchy, or 
policy to dehumanise or disempower the 
people and communities you serve.

This path will not be easy, and some people 
will be systemically or personally motivated 
to maintain the status quo. But there are 
many more public servants who want to 
create change for the better, so use forums 
like GOVIS to support each other. Being the 
kindest and calmest person in the room 
will often help, but sometimes this will also 
mean not staying in an environment that 
doesn’t support the sort of public service 
you believe in. 

I’ll finish by saying the people of this 
wonderful country are relying on you. So 
please be brave, be bold, and together 
we have a chance of creating a more 
participatory, trustworthy, and humane 
public service, powered by the spirit of 
service that lies inside every public servant.

With thanks to Simon Minto, Colin Benjamin, Ben Briggs, Kim Murphy-Stewart, Michelle Edgerley, Victoria Wray, 
Chris Cormack (Kaihuawaere Matihiko, Catalyst IT), Karen McNamara, and Thomas Andrews for peer reviewing.
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