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At an inflection
point
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150 business leaders have their say

Is Nicola
Willis’ growth
strategy
firing?

Who’s Up in the Cabinet?
Howwill Labour’s
tax policies land?
CEO confidence
impacted
Time to fix
energy issues
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Education
Minister tops

the class, again
Painstaking attention to homework before becoming a Cabinet
Minister has paid off for Erica Stanford, writes Fran O’Sullivan

The PrimeMinister’s
appointments of Simeon

Brown and Erica
Stanford to their

transformative portfolios
is paying dividends.

Winston Peters
continues to impress as

Minister of Foreign
Affairs . . . but maybe not

for some greyhound
owners.

Craig Stobo, Local Government
Funding Agency chairman

E ricaStanforddoesn’t suffer
fools. She is certainlynot
sidetrackedbycurrent
affairs interviewersaiming to

leadher into a “gotcha” trap.
Not surprisingwhenshegained

herpolitical spursworking for
MurrayMcCully, herpredecessor in
theblue-chipEastCoastBays seat.

Knownas the “darkprince”of
NationalPartypolitics,McCullymade
surehis successordebutedwell once
she reachedParliament.

Butherprowess asaCabinet
Minister, administeringboth the
educationand immigration
portfolios, is all herownwork.

Stanfordhasheldherownwith the
powerful teachers’ union. Plans to
scrapNCEAarenotuniversally
popular, butnewsubjects arebeing
developed for theyears 11 to 13
curriculum, reflecting thegrowing
importanceof science, technology,
engineeringandmathematics and
equipping students for anAI future.
They resonatewithbusiness.

Her leadershiphasbeen “superb”,
saidScalesCorporation’sMike
Peterson,whoalso singledoutPolice
MinisterMarkMitchell as “doinggreat
work”.

In the2025Moodof theBoard-
roomsurvey, 55%of respondents
ratedStanford’sministerial perfor-
manceas “very impressive”, up from
37% in last year’s survey.

Second-rankedWinstonPeters’
workasForeignAffairsMinisterwas
rated “very impressive” by23%.Other
CabinetMinisterswhoseworkwas
seenas “very impressive” included:
InfrastructureMinisterChrisBishop
(18%), TradeMinisterToddMcClay
(21%),HealthMinister SimeonBrown
(15%),MarkMitchell (12%),Defence
Minister JudithCollins (11%) and
RegionalDevelopmentMinister
ShaneJones (12%).

Notably, BuildingandConstruc-
tionMinisterChris Penk,whosits as
aMinisteroutsideCabinet, came in
at 10thplace.His ratingwithbusiness
leadersought to assurehimaCabinet
place in a future reshuffle.

Inevitably, there arebothpersonal
andpolicy tensions ina three-party
CoalitionGovernment—particularly
for themajorparty.DairyHoldings
chairmanGregGent said, “It feels like
the twosmaller coalitionpartners are
keepingNational honest anddriven.”

Another chairpersonadded,
“Someexamplesof excellent
leadershipandclarityof thinking—
butmanyothers aredistracting,
playingpoliticswith little senseof
compellingnational issueswhich
mustbeaddressed.”

NotablyneitherPrimeMinister
ChristopherLuxonnorFinance
MinisterNicolaWillis are ranked in
the top 10 in thisyear’s Cabinet ratings
(seeB3).Act leaderDavidSeymour,
at 3.18/5, sits just outside the top 10
Ministers.

Policy execution matters
Where theGovernmentdoes rate
highly is on itsmaintenanceof strong
international relationshipsandpro-
gressoncementingnewtrade relati-
onships. CEOsgave these factors an
average ratingof 3.93/5 and3.81/5
respectively. The formationof
foreign, defenceandsecuritypart-
nerships rated3.43/5;maintenanceof

independent foreignpolicies 3.41/5.
Theseareasall fallwithin theambit

of the four external facingMinisters:
PrimeMinisterChristopherLuxon,
ForeignAffairsMinisterWinston
Peters, TradeMinisterToddMcClay
andDefenceMinister JudithCollins.

Themaintenanceof tight fiscal
settings—central toFinanceMinister
NicolaWillis’ policyagenda—was
scoredat 3.21/5.

Other ratings included: execution
anddeliveryofpolicies (3.08/5),
policyplanningandconsultation
withbusiness (2.93/5) and regional
development (2.91/5).

“Turning this economyaround is
critical,” saida logisticsboss. “Fast
trackconsent is a gamechanger. Six
monthsafterweappliedweare
starting tobuild . . . that’swhat
AucklandandNewZealandneeds.

“Jobswill flowaswill investment
andconfidence. Certaintyof
directionbuilds confidence.”

ScalesCorporationchairmanMike
Petersonobserves that itwas
incrediblyhard for theGovernment
to transform theeconomyand
measuring successon these
measureswas incredibly tough.

“Should focusondeliveryof an
environmentwherebusiness and
communitycan flourishand this still
needsmorework in spiteof the
numberof good initiativesunder
way.”

Achairpersonunderlined, “It is a
challenge toassessperformance
given it is awork inprogresson issues
thatwill takemulti-years toaddress.”
But “speedwasessential”.

Somesectors—particularly
“hospo”—arehurting.

SaidPernodRicard’sKevin
Mapson: “Withchallengingeconomic
conditionsglobally coupledwith
excise increasesofmore than20%
over thepast fouryears, it’s a tough
business environment.

“In this context,wewelcome
changes tononsensical regulations to
get theeconomymoving.We’re
seeinghospitalitybusinesseswaiting
ninemonthsormore toget a licence
to trade. It shouldn’t be this hard for
a responsiblebusiness toget a
licence.”

Criticism warranted?
Theneed to speedupRMAreform
andremove roadblocks for
infrastructurewas repeatedlycited.

Apoorlyhandledpayequity
announcement that “disenfranchised
somanyandsounnecessarily” drew
opprobriumfromadirector.

“ThisGovernmenthas talkedbig
on infrastructurebutnot remotely
delivered,” saidanotherdirector.

“Anygovernment canget a free
tradeagreementwith India—anyone
cansignadumbdeal.

“Signingagooddeal long-term for
NewZealandwill takepatienceand
time.”

Therewerewarnings.
“There isno senseof transfor-

mationwhen that isurgentlyneeded.
Wecannot cost cutourway through
this typeof secular crisis—complete
changeofdirection is critical,” saidan
F&Bchairperson.

TheGovernment’s ratings fell
awayonaddressingclimatechange
challenges (2.47/5) andsupporting
Māori andPasifikaaspiration (2.36/5).

How the
executive
fared

CEOs ranked theperformance
ofCabinetMinisters and
othersoutsideCabinet ona
scalewhere 1 =Not impressive
—5=Very impressive

1.Erica Stanford (Education) 4.38/5

2.WinstonPeters (ForeignAffairs)
3.82/5

3.Chris Bishop (Infrastructure) 3.80/5

4.ToddMcClay (Trade) 3.74/5

5.MarkMitchell (Police) 3.66/5

6.SimeonBrown (Health) 3.61/5

7. JudithCollins (Defence) 3.60/5

8.BrookevanVeldon (Workplace
Relations) 3.25/5

9.Shane Jones (Regional
Development) 3.24/5

10.Chris Penk (Buildingand
Construction) 3.18/5

11.DavidSeymour (Regulation) 3.16/5

12.LouiseUpston (Tourism) 3.11/5

13.NicolaWillis (Finance) 3.09/5

14.SimonWatts (Energy) 3.00/5

15.Christopher Luxon (PrimeMinister)
2.96/5

16.PaulGoldsmith (Justice) 2.92/5

17.Scott Simpson (Commerce) 2.91/5

18.TamaPotaka (Māori Crown
Relations) 2.85/5

19.AndrewHoggard (Biosecurity)
2.76/5

20. JamesMeager (Youth) 2.73/5

21.KarenChhour (Children) 2.67/5

22.MarkPatterson (Rural
Communities) 2.62/5

23.NicoleMcKee (Courts) 2.59/5

24.NicolaGrigg (Women) 2.58/5

25.ShaneReti (Universities) 2.57/5

26.CaseyCostello (Customs) 2.51/5

27.PennySimmonds (Environment)
2.37/5

28.MattDoocey (MentalHealth) 2.35/5
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Catherine
McGrath
Westpac NZ
I completely
respect that
political parties
go inwith
different views,
andwevalue that as thevoting
public. But I thinkonsomecritical
areasof infrastructure—
componentsof health,
componentsof education,
componentsof housing—having
abipartisanpathwould let us firm
up in termsof the investments. It
would let us firmup in termsof the
economyandstill giveplentyof
roomfordifferent policyviewsand
different executionapproaches.

Tracey Ryan
Aurecon
Weare talking
ourselves into
prolonging this
recession for
nogood
reason, the
ingredients are
there for a recoverybut there is no
optimism inour leadershipor
general conversation. Stop talking
aboutwhat is broken, get onand
fix it, and spendmore time talking
aboutwhat is actually goingwell
for us.

Chris Quin
Foodstuffs NI
Weneeda
stronger long-
termvision that
enables clear
planning for
infrastructure,
economicdirection, and
achievablenational goalswith
broadcross-party support.Other
countries areplanningdecades
aheadandare already seeing the
benefits of adedicated, sustained
approach. Solution:Decade-long
planninghorizons—Governments
commit to infrastructure,
economic, and social plans that
span 10-20years, rather than just
oneor twoparliamentary terms.

Roger
Partridge,
NZ Initiative
Wehavehada
good track
recordof
bipartisanship:
commitment to
free trade, foreignpolicy, climate
change, low-rate, broad-based tax
system, includinga “clean”GST
and, until thepandemic, fiscal
responsibility (keepingdebt at
around20%ofGDP).Historically,
wealsohadbipartisonshiponRMA
reform.Weneed tohavebiparti-
sanshipon retirementpolicy, in
particular, extending theageof
eligibility for superannuation.

Moodof the Boardroom
presentation
FinanceMinisterNicolaWillis andher keyopponent,
Labour’s finance spokespersonBarbaraEdmonds,
will gohead-to-head inawidely anticipateddebate
at aHeraldCEOsbreakfast thismorning.

Thedebate,whichcomesas recent polls point
to ahighly contestedpolitical environment,will be
moderatedbyNZMEEditor-in-ChiefMurrayKirkness.

Theevent kicks off at 7.40amwhenMoodof the
BoardroomExecutiveEditor FranO’Sullivanpresents
the results of the2025CEOs survey.

It canbeviewedatnzherald.co.nz.

Time for a new playbook?
CEOswould like to see the Government forge a bolder path into the future

The biggest risk is that, as
a small open economy,

we are knocked off
course by the general
deterioration of global

trade rules and
multilateralism.

Paul NewfieldC EOsare looking to
ChristopherLuxon’s
Government for clear
leadershipanddirectionas

NewZealand reachesan inflection
point.

Where isour “NorthStar”, or our
“moonbets” theyquestion, sayinga
muchmoreambitious—yet
captivating—path isneeded toprize
thecountryout of itsmalaise.

That’s theprevailing sentiment
fromthe2025HeraldMoodof the
Boardroomsurveywhichcomeson
topofnarrowingpolitical polls, a
falteringNewZealandeconomyand
unrelenting international crises.

The surveyattracted 150
respondents: 125wereCEOsofmajor
NewZealandcompanies, thebalance
chiefsof businessorganisationsand
directors.

A further 130 responded toa
BusinessNZsentiment surveywhich
is included in this report.

“HopefullyNewZealand is turning
thecornerandhasalreadybeen
through theworst of theeconomic
reset,” saidMorrisonCEOPaul
Newfield. “Thebiggest risk is that, as
a small openeconomy,weare
knockedoff courseby thegeneral
deteriorationof global trade rules and
multilateralism.”

Others suggest anewplaybook is
warranted.

“Thecurrent global realpolitik is in
starkcontrast to theprinciplesof the
‘WashingtonConsensus’,” observes
Craig Stobo, chair of theLocal
GovernmentFundingAgency.

“Areweclingingon toahope that
diminishedmultilateral institutions
will still serveNZ’snational interests?”

SaidForsythBarrbossNeil
Paviour-Smith, “aswe learnton the
NewZealand Initiative trip to the
Netherlandswearenow inaworld
of the ‘newESG’: energy, securityand
geopolitics.”

In this complexenvironment, the
PrimeMinister andForeignMinister
haveperformedat their best on the
world stage, addsPaviour-Smith.

But aprivate equitybossquestions
if this is enough: “With theworldbeing
unsettledbyoffshoregovernment
actions, it is disappointing to seeno
compensatingGovernmentactions
domestically. Themarketwhichwe
all believe inhaschanged.

“The rulebookhaschangedon
whatqualityandefficacy looks like.
Pleasemakesurewearenot applying
theold rules andheadingdowna
path that is unlikely toexist given
geopolitical changes.”

TheGovernment is credited for
puttinggrowthat thecentreof its
economicagenda.

Butdebt is climbingand there is
debateonhoweconomicgrowth
shouldbe furthered, through fiscal
stimulusormajor cuts in theOCR.

ManyNewZealand firmsare
closingasdeindustrialisation steps
up, raisingquestionsoverwhy the
Governmenthasnotprioritised
supportmeasures for existing
businesses suffering fromstructural
issues suchas adapting toenergy
costsor the impositionof theTrump
tariffs.

Theupshot is that industries are
uninvestableat themoment saida
privateequityplayer.While local

investorswill still invest in the
productiveeconomy “because it is
home”, large structural impediments
suchas taxuncertainty, energycosts
andvolatilitywill put foreign
investorsoff.

A resourcesbossechoed this,
saying thehandsoff approach isn’t
working. “Theyneed topicka few
winners and invest.”

But anenergybossunderlined that
political point-scoringbyboth sides

ofParliamentwill deter international
capital fromengaging to support
economicgrowth,warning that anew
“sovereign riskpremium” is emerging.

Gettingontoa firmgrowth track
given the recentGDPresult, presents
a fiscal challenge.

Stobosaidwhile short term
interest rates andexportprices
provide tailwinds, “theyarebutting
upagainst a looming firmingenergy
shortage, andaweakcentral
government fiscal position”.

EconomistCameronBagriewarns
that “theGovernmenthasnot started
turning thebooksaroundyet.
“Spending initiativesare front-loaded
andall the savingsback-loaded.”

Loss of talent
Tower InsuranceCEOPaul Johnston
saidattracting leadership talent in
NewZealandwasbecoming
increasinglychallenging, especially
inareas critical to futuregrowth.

“Whilewehaveapoolof capable
professionals, there’s a clearneed to
growour talent base, particularly in
leadership, sustainable innovation,AI
andemerging technologies, and
strategic, big-picture thinking.

“Weneed to invest inboth
developingandattracting talent;
creatingpathways for local talent to
grow,while alsomakingNewZealand
anattractivedestination for global
expertise.Despite recentheadwinds
we’reoptimistic and thingsare
lookingup.We’vegot a lot going for
us inNewZealand includingour
natural environment, uniquecultural
identity, our international reputation,
and relativelyhighqualityof life.

“While challenges remain, it’s time
to start shiftingour focus towards
leveragingNewZealand’s advantages
and theopportunities ahead.”

Butotherswarnofourbest and
brightestheadingoffshore ifwedon’t
createeconomicprosperityand
thereforecareeropportunities.

Saida legal boss: “Paint a credible
andupliftingvision for 2030 to try
to stem theBrainDrain.

“The IQ is shifting toAustralia—
RobMuldoonwill be turning inhis
grave.”

Green shoots emerging
Port ofAucklandCEORogerGray
says imports arenowgrowingacross
multiple trades. Car andmachinery
imports areup, containervolume is
up 11.8%compared toAugust 2024.

“Thewheel is starting to turn.
“Just get onwith it and stopasking

Government todo theheavy lifting
business shouldbedoing.”

Moodof the
Boardroom
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TheChristopher conundrum
Fran O’Sullivan

ThePrimeMinister undoubtedly
shineson theworld stagebut closer
tohome thecountry’s business
chiefs havedeliveredChristopher
Luxonamessage.

In the2025Moodof the
Boardroomsurvey they rankedhim
at amere 15thplaceona list of
Ministers— insideandoutside
Cabinet—puttinghis performance
at 2.98/5.

This is ona scalewhere 1 equals
“not impressive” and5equals “most
impressive”.

This is a sharpdrop fromhis6th
place ranking in last year’s survey.

But it is all part ofwhatbusiness
people say is the “Christopher
conundrum”; a primeministerwho
ispraised for thewayhe leverages
his personal brand to theadvantage
ofNewZealandbusiness
internationally, butwithinNew
Zealandhasmuchworkaheadofhim
tobuild strongconfidencewith the
business community.

Inhis 21monthsasprimeminister,
Luxonhas led a furiouspace.He’s

takenmultiplebusinessmissions
intoSoutheastAsia, Japan, India,
Chinaandmore. ThoseCEOsand
chairswhohaveaccompaniedhim
applaudhis leadership.

“ThePMandaccompanying
‘TeamNZ’ are sounifiedand
powerful on tradedelegations
offshore,” saysDameThereseWalsh,
chair ofAirNewZealandandASB,
andbusiness leader of somekey
missions. “Everyonegetsbehind the
causeandcan see the impact thePM
has in thesemarkets.

“Harnessing this senseof
‘togetherness’ further backhome to
spuroneconomicgrowth is critical
toour success. Business
collaborationandmore sectoral
interactionswithpolicymakers
wouldhelpwith this.”

Walsh’s sentiment is underscored
byDownerCEOMurrayRobertson.
“Having joined thePrimeMinister on
his visit toNiue toopen theairport
runway, Iwas struckbyhis relentless
focusandenergy.

“His clear commitment todriving
economic improvement is
commendable.”
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Keeps Cabinet colleagues
focused on delivery 3.77
Ensures strong defence
and security partnerships 3.53
Administration of National
Security and Intelligence
portfolio 3.50
Stands up for NZ’s values
and interests 3.35
Maintains Coalition
cohesion 3.27
Builds con�idence with
the business community 3.03
Political performance
as PrimeMinister 2.76
Leads and delivers on
transformative change 2.63

ChristopherLuxon

Toprating
Leverages his
personal brand for
NZ businesses’
advantage
internationally

CEOs rate the Prime
Minister’s KPIs out of 5.

Not
impressive

Very
impressive

1 5

3.83
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A stronger long-term vision
CEOs rate Prime
Minister
Christopher Luxon
highly on his
performance
overseas, but
at home it’s a
different matter

Fran O’Sullivan

People
underestimated the

complexity of a
three-party

coalition and just
how stuffed New

Zealandwas under
the other guy.

Logistics CEO

Luxonwent into
politics with the

biggest Rolodex of
any PM, all of whom
were ready to help

support getting
things done and

provide real world
advice across

multiple sectors. He
hasn’t used it at all.

Independent director FraserWhineray

I ndependentdirectorFraser
Whinerayhasa takeonhis
formerbusiness colleague
ChristopherLuxon.

“Luxonwent intoParliamentwith
thebiggestRolodexof anyPM,” says
Whineray. “All ofwhomwere ready
tohelp support getting thingsdone
andprovide realworldadviceacross
multiple sectors.

“Hehasn’t used it at all.”
The thenMercuryCEOsucceeded

Luxonaschair ofDameJacinda
Ardern’s PrimeMinister’s Business
AdvisoryCouncil and, at that stage,
CEOofAirNewZealand.

He resigned topursueaNational
Partynomination.

Thebusiness council diedwith the
ArdernGovernment—although69%
of respondents to thisyear’s survey
believea successororganisation
shouldbeestablished toprovide real
worldadvice to thecurrentPrime
Minister.

Buildingconfidencewith the
business community is integral to
Luxon’s future success.

Frequent commentsarehe is “not
a good listener”, “doesn’t take
feedbackwell even if delivered
constructively” and “needsa stronger
PrimeMinister’sOfficebehindhim”.

Others takea roundedview.
“PMLuxon’sperformance

advocating forNewZealandbusiness
in international forumshasbeen
valuable,” saysLocalGovernment
FundingAgencychairCraig Stobo.

“His skills atmanaginghisCabinet
teamand theCoalition shouldnotbe
underestimated.”

Saida logisticsCEO, “People
underestimated thecomplexityof a
three-partycoalitionand justhow
stuffedNewZealandwasunder the
other guy. Turnarounds take time,
focusandcourage. Luxon isputting
thework in to sort this countryout.”

Where Luxon impresses
Not surprisingly, 29%ofCEOs find the
wayLuxon leads efforts tobuildNew
Zealand’s international business
success tobe “very impressive”.

Aclose second ishowhekeeps
Cabinet colleagues focusedon
delivery,with22%rating that “very
impressive”.

Less so, hispolitical performance
asPrimeMinisterwhere just 3%rate
that as “very impressive”. “Heneeds
topaint a stronger long-termvision
for the countryandaset ofvalues
and roadmap togetus there,” says
FreightwaysCEOMarkTroughear.

Communication bypass
Luxondoeshaveanobvious
communications issue. Prone to
runningonat themouth, heoften
lapses intohis stumpmantra instead
of stopping sharpaftermakinghis
points.

“He struggles to get cut-through in
messagesat times, in amanner that
thegeneral publicunderstands,”was
a frequentobservation.

Othersnoted it couldbeachall-
enge inanyevent togetmainstream
mediacuthrough thesedays.

Therewerewarnings that global
risks could impactNewZealand
negatively,whichmakes the
developmentof a clearpositive

nationalnarrative critical, facing into
unpredictable geopolitical events.

Other respondentsobserved that
therearenosilverbullets—acontext
thatwasworsenedby the latest
policy settings.

The 2026 election
“The testwill benextyear, noting that
for amajorityofvoters, decisionswill
bemadearoundperceptions thatwill
becloudedor informedvia sound-
bites,” saidDeloitte chairThomas
Pippos. “While sub-optimal thisdefi-
nes theWesternpolitical processes.”

Anenergybosswasunequivocal:
“TheGovernment is ineffective.
There is nocompelling leadership
andstrategicplanevident thatwill
turnNewZealandaround.Theprime
ministerdoesn’t resonate, andbold
decisionsare required.Our leaders
need tobuildoptimismback into the
population throughstrong intelligent
leadership. Their communications
must tell everyoneat every level that
wecanachieve.”

Therewereotherdetractors.
“Luxonhasbeena

disappointment,” saidachair.
“Thepublicdon’t likehim. It’s too

late forhim.Heneeds to standaside

orbe removedbyhis colleagues.
Otherwisewewill endupwith the
completely looney tuneofLabour
with thevery leftGreensand radical
Māori party.

“GodhelpNewZealand.”

The China syndrome
OneofLuxon’s biggest foreignpolicy
tests is balancingChina’s economic
importancewith rising security risks.
Theboardroomseesabalanced,
pragmatic approach, but someargue
hehasyet to set clear principlesor
deliver tangible results.

Whenasked to rateLuxon’s
approach tobalancingNewZealand’s
securitypartnershipswitheconomic
interests in theChina relationship,
business leaders givehimanaverage
scoreof 3.59/5.Almost 40%ratehis
performanceas “good” anda further
14%say it is “excellent”.

Theconsensus is that Luxon
knows the terrain. “Christopher
knows this areawell—good reviews
onChina trip,” saysanagribusiness
chair.Another adds: “Hehasagood
wayof talking to those leaders and
one-on-onehe isverypowerful.

“Manydon’t appreciatewhathe
does.”

CEOsgenerally favourhis
balancedapproach. “Don’t lurch too
hard to theUS.Run thatmiddle line,”
remarksapublic sectorCEO.

Othershighlight his instinct to
build Indo-Pacific linkswhile still
recognisingChina’s economicweight.

Butpatience is not limitless. “Good
strategybuthasnotproduced results
yet.”Otherswant guardrails: “Luxon
should spell out clearlywhereNew
Zealand’splace in theworld is and
whoourallies are.At themoment,
he is just hedginghisbets,without
showingany setofprinciples.”

Thecritique intersectswith
another survey finding: business
concernover security risks involving

China.After incidents suchas
Chinesenaval live-fire exercises in
theTasmanSea, 75%of respondents
say theyare at leastmoderately
concernedaboutBeijing’s behaviour.

Just 5%arenot concernedat all.

Cybersecurityand tradeare seen
as sharper risks thanmilitary
posturing. “Cybersecurityand trade
are the frontline risks;more
immediateandconstant thanships
in theTasman,” notes Instituteof
DirectorsCEOKirsten (KP)Patterson.
Otherspoint to supplychainsor the
spillover effect in thePacific. “More
concernedabout the impactonSouth
Pacific countries in the short termand
therefore the long-term impacts this
will have inourarea,” saysa
manufacturingboss.

Geopolitical flashpoints arenever
far frommind.Aprofessional services
managingdirectorwarnsof the risk
of risingnationalism if theChinese
economyslumps: “Taiwancouldbe
a target to shoreupdomesticpolitical
support andcouldbeenabledbyany
benignviewonTaiwan fromtheUSA
andallies.”

At the same time, the tone isnot
uniformlyhawkish. SimplicityCEO
SamStubbs arguesagainst over-
stating the risks: “China is about
influence, not control. Is that sucha
big issue?”Anotherexecutiveurges
balance: “Yes, concerned, butdon’t
catastrophise.”

Businesspragmatismdominates.
“Weneed to tradewithChina
whetherwe like it ornot.”Alongside
that realismsits apush for
diversification: “Weneed to support
industries that helpbroadenour
exportmarkets away fromChina,”
saysan investor.

That said, anexecutivedirector
stresses that evendiversification
mustbehandledcarefully.

“While I support theGovernment’s
investment in the India relationship,
someof thehandlingofhow thatwas
promotedneeded tobemanaged
moredeftly soasnot to causeoffence
toChina.”

—Additional reporting
TimMcCready
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Mood shift onWillis’ growth push
Business leaders question FinanceMinister’s growth agenda and call for vision, writes Tim McCready

Saying ‘growth, growth,
growth’ doesn’t actually

help. Growth just isn’t
evident, and the benefits
seem to be for top-end

only,

Education leader

C EOs have sent a clear mess-
age to Finance Minister
Nicola Willis in the Herald’s
Mood of the Boardroom sur-

vey: hold the pro-growth line,
sharpen delivery, and set out a long-
termvision that brings investors back
onside.

At the centre of the Government’s
“Going for Growth” agenda are five
pillars — developing talent; competi-
tive business settings; global trade
and investment; innovation, techno-
logy and science; and infrastructure
— which form the backbone of Willis’
economic strategy. CEOs credit her
for re-centring the conversation on
growth, tightening fiscal settings, and
pushing structural reforms while
navigating shaky global confidence
and tariff uncertainty.

But since the survey closed, scru-
tinyhas intensified following aworse-
than-expected GDP contraction —
down 0.9% in the June quarter —
which triggered a storm of political
and economic commentary.

The result has added pressure on
Willis, who just a year ago was
credited with a “strong start” in her
first Mood of the Boardroom survey
as Finance Minister.

That feeling is clearly over. The
2025 survey reveals 43% of business
leaders say Willis’ growth agenda is
not appropriately positioned to lift
New Zealand’s economy in 2025,
compared with 35% who back it. A
further 22% remain unsure.

Willis’ own performance ratings
reflect that divide. She scores an ave-
rage of 3.09/5 across her finance, eco-
nomic growth and social investment
portfolios. This is down from last
year’s score of 3.88/5.

Several business leaders see Willis
as laying solid foundations. “Applaud
the Investment Boost initiative. Like
the focus on regulations that support
growth and make it easier for busi-
ness to focus on executing their com-
mercial plans,” says EMA CEO John
Fraser-Mackenzie.

Others highlight her direction.
A public sector CEO says: “The five

pillars of the economic plan are good
and right,” though warns the lack of
intervention and focus on retail poli-
tics is undermining the impact.

Roger Partridge, chair of The New
Zealand Initiative, gives “real credit
for putting growth at the centre of the
agenda and for championing reforms
in education, housing, regulation and
infrastructure that target New Zea-
land’s long-term productivity mal-
aise”. A tech CEO adds: “The Willis
growth agenda has some pro-growth
pillars in the right place — tight fiscal
settings, a clearer safe harbour pitch
to attract capital, visa and FDI tweaks,
and a faster planning and consent
track.”

But optimism is tempered by scep-
ticism over substance and delivery.
“Sorry, what ‘growth agenda’?” asks
one. “Willis’ so-called growth agenda
is spin without substance. She excels
at bashingbusiness fornon-issues like
butter prices, but has not shown any
genuine thought leadership.”

A chairperson puts it bluntly: “It
feels like she has chased headlines
and cheap politics. She lost massive
credibility over attacking Fonterra on
the price of butter when she knows
it reflects international markets.”

Those critiques intensified after
the GDP release and public calls from
some commentators forWillis to step
aside — calls rebuffed by the Beehive.

Some respondents acknowledge
the constraints. “New Zealand’s debt
levels, structural deficits and voter
apathy for dealing with any of these
means all finance ministers are in
straitjackets,” says an energy CEO.

But others are less forgiving. “What
has she done to create growth in New
Zealand?

“I can’t think of a single thing other
than the supermarkets/banking pub-
licity, which so far has not achieved
anything,” says an infrastructureboss.
“New Zealand is in a growth funk and,
if this is her responsibility, then she
has not delivered.”

An education leader suggests “say-
ing ‘growth, growth, growth’ doesn’t
actually help. Growth just isn’t evi-
dent, and the benefits seem to be for
top-end only.”

Craig Stobo, chairman of the Local
Government Funding Agency, says
the opportunity remains to spell out
the sources of sustainable growth:
“Real after-tax incomes, profitable in-
vestment and net exports and how

to facilitate that . . . not debt-fuelled
unproductive government expendi-
ture.”

What more should be on the
growth agenda?
In a follow-up question, executives
were asked to give their perspective
on what more should be on the
Government’s growth agenda.
1. Productivity boost
If there was one word that echoed
throughout the responses, it was pro-
ductivity. Business leaders want a
step change that includes a boost in
skill, innovation, and technology —
not tinkering around the edges.
“We need to lift productivity across
theboard—and thatmeans retraining
and reorienting our workforce,
especially those at the lower end of
the wage spectrum,” says an engin-
eering CEO.

Respondents also point to reform
of tax and regulatory settings to attr-
act capital, accelerate R&D, and grow
high-value sectors, alongside invest-
ment in digital transformation and AI
adoption.
2. Infrastructure at scale
The secondmost pressing call was for
major infrastructure investment,with
delivery needed, not just more anno-
uncements.

“We need an infrastructure pipe-
line and certainty — including energy
investment,” says Deloitte CEO Mike
Horne. Another CEO adds: “We’ve lost
too much time. It’s time to accelerate,
not deliberate.”

With construction output weaken-
ing, leaders want shovel-worthy pro-
jects ready as financing costs ease.
Suggestions range from a bankable
housing and transport pipeline with
credible delivery; to unlocking the
infrastructure deficit in transport, en-
ergy, and housing; and mobilising
private and foreign capital through

PPPs and investment reform.
3. Immigration, education and red
tape
Immigration and education settings
came through strongly.

“We have lost a lot of highly skilled
people out of the construction indus-
try in the last 18months, with the taps
about to turn on, how do we ramp
up to ensure there is capacity in the
market?” asks an engineering CEO.

Ventia executive general manager
Damian Pedreschi urges investment
in “world-leading pedagogy, deliv-
ered by well-trained teachers”.

Others suggest aligning immigra-
tion with skill shortages, expanding
vocational pathways, and strengthen-
ing universities’ role in innovation.

Red tape remains a major frustra-
tion. “We have become a nation that
is full of overly conservative regula-
tion and red tape, so much so, par-
ticularly in infrastructure and de-
velopment, that we are uncompeti-
tive with our peer nations.”

Mainfreight managing director
Don Braid is direct: “Reduce the regu-
lation. Get out of the way.”
4. A compelling vision
Respondents call for a clear and
ambitious national vision that stret-
ches beyond a three-year election
cycle.

Foodstuffs North Island CEO Chris
Quin was among those urging the
Government to adopt stronger long-
term thinking. “We need a stronger
long-term vision that enables clear
planning for infrastructure, economic
direction, and achievable national
goalswith broad cross-party support.”

He points out that other countries
are already planning decades ahead
and reaping the benefits.

An infrastructure CEO: “Are we
content to coast on lucky high-priced
agricultural exports, or do we want
to set a bold agenda in tech, tourism,

and advanced manufacturing?”
The CEO of an energy firm urges

the Government to “deliver a coher-
ent vision and strategy to give New
Zealanders something to get excited
and committed to”.

Several directors link the vision
point to investor confidence, arguing
clearer long-term signals would help
reverse a “wait-and-see”mindset after
growth disappointments.

Investment Boost uptake is muted
The Government’s flagship Invest-
ment Boost initiative has delivered
wins for some, but the survey shows
most CEOs remain unconvinced. The
incentive, announced in the Budget,
applies to New Zealand businesses
investing in productive assets like
machinery, tools and equipment. It
allows immediate deduction of 20%
of an asset’s value from taxable in-
come in the year of purchase, on top
of standard depreciation.

Among the positive reactions, an
energy CEO calls it a “great bold step”,
while a CEO from the entertainment
industry notes it “certainly has made
business cases for such investment
easier” and “removed any doubts ab-
out whether or not to invest”.

Precinct Properties chief executive
Scott Pritchard says the change
“provides greater certainty and a lift
to an investor’s after-tax returns for
developments, so it is beneficialwhen
considering whether to deploy capi-
tal.

“Additionally, it also generates tax
deductions for other investments on
existing assets, which ultimately
reduces the overall economic cost
associated with those types of pro-
jects.”

Others see it as an “amplifier”when
the fundamentals of an investment
already stacked up. A public sector
CEO goes further: “This is one of the
best things they have done.”

But uptake is muted. Nearly half
(48%) say it has not influenced their
investment decisions at all, with an-
other 25% reporting it only had a
marginal effect. Just 9% credit it with
significantly shaping their decisions,
leaving the initiative with a weighted
average score of 1.88/5 for encourag-
ing increased investment.

The prevailing sentiment is scep-
ticism. A tourism chairperson dis-
misses it, saying: “It hasn’t made any
difference to making sensible busi-
ness decisions.”

Dairy Holdings’ chairman Greg
Gent says that over the life of an asset,
the scheme represents just “a 6% sa-
ving, so commercially it makes no
sense to chase it.”

Several CEOs say they have “no
money left to invest”, while others
describe the scheme as “not really
relevant” to their business.

More scathing was one CEO, who
argued the policy was “one of the
most overhyped” in memory: “No
serious businessmakesmillion-dollar
investment decisions because IRD is
feeling generous on depreciation
tables . . . the economyneeds genuine
structural reform and certainty.”

CEOs urge more Reserve Bank OCR cuts
Tim McCready

Astrongmajorityof business leaders
back theReserveBankcutting
interest rates further to support the
economy. In theHerald’sMoodof the
Boardroomsurvey, 78%say the
official cash rate (OCR) should
continue to fall,while just 11%oppose
further cuts and 11%areunsure.

TheOCRwasmost recently cutby
25basispoints to 3.00% inAugust
2025 – its lowest level since2022,
reflectingongoingefforts by the

ReserveBank to support a sluggish
economy.

TheOCRhasbeenonasteady
downward trajectory sinceAugust
last year,withmultiple cuts already
enactedand further reductions likely
before theendof theyear.

ManyCEOssee lower rates as
essential tokick-start growth. “It is
critical if NZ is going to getmoving
again that interest rates comedown,
andmuch faster than thecurrent
plan,” saidone respondent.Another
added, “2.50% toget theeconomy

firingagain.” Several argued that cuts
wouldonlybeeffective if pairedwith
more supportivebank lendingand
other governmentpolicies toease
costpressures.

Othersurgedcaution. “Rate cuts
alonedon’t seem tobe shifting the
dial,” saidoneexecutive,who
stressed that long-termstability
matters asmuchas short-termrelief.

Anothernoted, “TheOCR isneutral
at present.Weakgrowthsayscut
more, but there seems tobeanund-
ercurrentof pricingpressures too.”

Inflationconcernswerea
recurring theme. “TheReserveBank
shouldonly reduce theOCR if it
believes that is compatiblewith its
objectiveof keeping inflationat
between 1–3%,” saidonebusiness
leader.Anotherwarned, “We
certainlywouldnotwant togoback
to the inflationexperienceof thepost-
Covid time.”

Somerespondents expressed
frustrationwith thecentral bank’s
cultureandcommunication. “They
havebeen too slow tocut rates and

shouldmovemore swiftly,” saidan
SMEboss,while another criticised the
bank forbeing “very inaccessible and
detached fromthebusiness
community.”

A fewexecutives stressed that
monetarypolicy cannot carry the
loadalone.

“Yes, butnot in isolation—pair rate
cutswith sensible lending settings so
bankscan responsiblyback first-
homeandotherbuyers,” suggested
one.Another added: “TheOCR isnot
theonly solution.”
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Optimism slips as
CEOs grow cautious

Survey shows
weaker confidence
as global trade
tensions bite

Trump’s
‘Liberation Day’
tariffs have
made the global
economic
outlook much
less certain, says
Roger Partridge.

Photo / AFPN ewZealand’s topbusiness
leaders’ optimism in the
economyhaswaned from
lastyear’s nine-yearhigh.

Respondents to theHerald’s 2025
Moodof theBoardroomsurvey rated
their confidence in theNewZealand
economyat 2.82/5ona scaleof 1-5,
where 1 signifies “much less
optimistic” thanayearagoand5
represents “muchmoreoptimistic”.
That isdown from lastyear’s score
of 3.23/5.

The softeroutlook reflects a fragile
domestic recovery thathasbeen
overshadowedbybothglobal trade
uncertaintyand lingeringweakness
inconsumerconfidence.

“Confidence is gradually, almost
reluctantly, improving locally, but
uncertaintycausedbyUS tariffs and
geopolitics is allowingus tohangon

toournewly ingrainedpessimism,”
saysEMAchief executive John
Fraser-Mackenzie.

Othershighlight that although the
agribusiness sector is doingwell, the
traditional linkbetweenhighdairy
payouts andwiderdomestic
confidence isyet tobe seen.

“Consumerconfidence remains
very subduedand,whileweare
seeing recovery first in the regions,
it is not at thepaceonewouldexpect
given thedairypayouts that
historicallyprovide the stimulus,”
saysMitre 10NewZealandboss
AndreaScown. “Ourowncustomer
insightspoint to a savingsmindset.
Folkdon’t feel outof thewoodsyet.”

AnotherCEOadds: “Mysense is the

economy isverygradually
improving, but it is slow.NewZealand
feels like it has turned thecorner, and
thingsare improving, butwewill
need to seemoreevidenceof this.”

Independent chairmanCraig
Stobosays the shift is structural as
muchas cyclical: “The required
painful adjustment fromdebt-fuelled
central government expansion toa
private-sector, export-led recovery is
underway.Thebusinessmoods in
WellingtonandWyndhamarevery
different as a result.”

InstituteofDirectors chief execu-
tiveKirstenPattersonadds: “Wehave
progressed from ‘survive to25’, to
‘survive through25’, andarenow
facing ‘notyet fixed in26’.”

Tariffs, tensionsandaglobaldrag
CEOoptimism in theglobal

economyhasalso slipped, dropping
from3.06/5 last year to2.63/5.
Executives cite international trade
tensionsandgeopolitical volatility as
majorheadwinds.

“It feels like theglobal economy is
still deep in the tariff tailspin,” says
TourismHoldingsCEOGrant
Webster. “Internationally, I think the
uncertaintyanddisruptioncausedby
theUS tariffswill offsetunderlying
improvements.”

PanPacForestProductsmanaging
directorTonyCliffordpoints toChina
asapersistent dragonsentiment.
“Softmarketdemand, drivenbypoor
housingcapital returns,wasalready

evidentbefore tariffwars exacer-
bated the situation,” he says.

ACEOrecently returned from
international travel, stresses thatNew
Zealand’s challenges arenotunique.
“Most economiesare ina similar state
asourown—NewZealand is faring
farbetter thanmanyother countries.”

Others remaincautiouslyhopeful.
“Hopefully,NewZealand is turning
thecornerandhasalreadybeen
through theworst of theeconomic
reset,” saysan investmentboss. “The
biggest risk is that, as a small open
economy,weareknockedoff course
by thegeneral deteriorationof global
trade rules andmultilateralism.”

Severalwarn that geopolitics
remains thewildcard.

“The twin threatsof geopolitical
riskand theadverseeffect ofTrump’s
‘LiberationDay’ tariffs havemade the
global economicoutlookmuch less
certain,” saysRogerPartridge,
chairmanofTheNewZealand
Initiative.

B6 nzherald.co.nz | The New Zealand Herald | Wednesday, September 24, 2025

Moodof the
Boardroom
TimMcCready



nzherald.co.nz | The New Zealand Herald | Wednesday, September 24, 2025 B7

NZ HERALD CEOS SURVEY 2025

Top issues facing the nation
—CEOshave their say

Neil Paviour-Smith
Forsyth Barr
● Business confidence — greater

cut through on Government
policy agenda including public
service delivery on these, too
slow at present.

● Productivity — toomuch red
tape/regulation and roadcone-
itis, insufficient investment
and poor incentives.

● Complacency —we are drifting
to secondworld status, need
dramatic change inmindset
and expectations.

Antonia Watson,
ANZ
● Productivity — improve

education, embrace AI,
reconsider regulation

● Lack of encouragement of
economic growth — provide
certainty, cut red tape,
consider tax incentives,
celebrate success nomatter
the size of the company

● Lack of future focus —
lengthen the election cycle,
start communicating our
demographic challenges better
so all New Zealanders can
quote them and understand
the need for a response.

Mayurie Gunatilaka
Arup
● Lack of a clear “north star” or

long-term vision for the nation
with bipartisanship support to
give investors certainty on
whatwe are committed to.

● Productivity and economic
diversification to drive growth
in the nation.

● Cost of living and housing
affordability.

Paul Newfield
Morrison
● Lack of long-term capital — get

KiwiSaver funds investing in
long term, unlisted asset
classes.

● Lack of long-term capital —
attract global sovereignwealth
funds and pension funds to
invest in NZ.

● Lack of global ambition —
refocus the national debate on
winning globally, not small-
minded topics that divide New
Zealanders

Boardrooms split on staff
as AI reshapes workforce

Tim McCready

N ewZealand’s boardrooms
are split on theoutlook for
projected staff numbers,
with theMoodof the

Boardroomsurvey revealinganear
three-waydivideoverwhether
headcountwill increase, remain
steadyordecrease in theyearahead.

Asked if theyexpect tomake
changes to staff numbersover the
next 12months, 30%of respondents
say theyanticipate increasing staff
numbers,while 33%expect to cut
back.A further 35% forecastno
change,with the remaining2%
unsure.

Themixedsentimentunderscores
abusiness environmentwhere
leaders are jugglingcostpressures,
technological disruption, and the
demandsof growth.

Oneexecutive in the tourism
industrywasblunt: “Wehaveand
continue to reduce staff numbersas
we takecostsout.”

A logisticsbossnotes, “Weare
rollingoff aperiodof intensecapital
projectdelivery.”

Technology is a recurring theme
inworkforceprojection. SeveralCEOs
pointed toautomationandAI
reshaping the size andshapeof their
workforce.

“Technologyadvancements could
well result in fewer jobs in someareas
(corporate),whereasas assets and the
balance sheet grows, and there is
moredevelopmentandconstruction
goingon, theworkforce is likely to
increase,” saysoneexperienced
chairperson.

Others spokeofbalancing
efficiencywith futurecapability.

“We’ll continue toadjust resources
tomatchdemandandensure the
business staysefficient— focusingon
keepingessential roleswhile scaling
backwherenecessary,” saysAnne
Gaze, of CampusLinkFoundation.

Somebusinesses remain in
contractionmode.TheCEOofan
engineering firmsays: “Due to the
industry slowdown, ourbusinesshas
had tomakedifficult decisions
aroundstaff right-sizing . . . Looking
forward, it ismoreabout focusingon
what skills andcapabilities are
required in the future.”

Therearealsogenerational
concerns.

“Wehavedroppedsignificantly in
the last twoyearsbuthope tobeable
to start recruitinggraduatesagain,
subject toprojects progressing in the
economy,” oneexecutive in the
construction sector says,warning
younger staff havebeen “hit the
hardest” as clients resist paying for
inexperienced talent.

Forothers, their infrastructure
pipeline is expected todrivedemand:
“The significant infrastructure
developmentprogrammeunderway
will continue to gainmomentumin
theyear aheadandassociated
staffinggrowthwill reflect that,” says
AucklandAirport chief executive
CarrieHurihanganui.

Mixed opinion on access to skilled
talent
Business leaders aremixedon
whetherattractingand retaining
skilled talenthasbecomeeasieror
harder in the last year, but theoverall
sentiment leans toward it beinga
moderately challenging issue.

Onascaleof 1 to 5,where 1 equals
verydifficult and5equalsveryeasy,
theaverage scorewas2.95/5.

For some, access to skilled labour
haseased in thepastyear,witha
softer economyandhigherunemp-
loyment increasing thepoolof avai-
lable candidates.

Several note theyare receiving
recordnumbersof applications,
describing thecurrent climateasan
“employer’smarket”.

Executivedirectorof the

RetirementVillagesAssociation,
MichellePalmer, says: “We’ve seena
hugenumberof applications for roles
in thepast sixmonths—
unprecedentednumbers—a signof
the times in thecurrent
unemploymentenvironment.”

Aneducationproviderobserves
that “redundancieshave releaseda
lot of competent people into the
market”, but says retaining top
performers remainsdifficult.

Yetmanystress that thechallenge
is far fromsolved, particularly in
specialised fields.

Advanced technology,R&D,
digital,AI, engineering, anddata
analytics areall citedasareaswhere
skills are scarce.

The lureofhigherwages in
Australia andbeyond features
prominently,withmultiple
executiveshighlighting a “flight to
Australia” acrossprofessions
including law,health, and
infrastructure.

One leaderdescribes it as
“alarming”,while another saysyoung
lawyersarenowdepartingearlier in

their careers thaneverbefore.
CordismanagingdirectorCraig

Bonnoradds that “talent retentionof
Kiwis in theearly tomid-careerphase
is themost challenging”.

At the same time, pressure is
coming fromwithinNewZealand.
DownerNZchief executiveMurray
Robertsonwarns that “theentryof
international firms into theNew
Zealandmarket formajorprojects is
placingadditional pressureon local
businesses to retainkey talent.”

Pipelinecertainty in infrastructure
also looms large.Anengineering
leader cautions that “without
certainty in thepipeline,wewon’t
attract the skilledworkforce
required”.

Regionaldifferencesarealso
apparent. InstituteofDirectorsCEO
Kirsten (KP)Pattersonsays
Wellington is increasingly at riskof
losing its brightest talent, “as theyare
losingconfidence that theycan
successfully raise careers and
families inavibrant capital city”.

Immigration settingsdrewmixed
views. Somereport improvements
under thecurrent government,
making it easier to recruit nursesand
caregivers,while others saychanges
haddone little toease shortages in
critical, high-demandsectors.

Asone technology leaderputs it:
“ForAI skills, thingsarevery, very
difficult. But for other roles, it is
typicallynot aconcern.”

WhileNewZealand’s lifestyle and
reputation for innovationcontinue to
drawtalent, executives stress that
retentiondependsoncompetitive
pay, careerdevelopment, and
buildingpurpose-driven
organisations.

AsHarcourtsmanagingdirector
BryanThomsonsumsup: “The
businessworld relieson talent
acquisitionand retention.

“Nowasalways, this is thenumber
onechallenge for every leader.”

Technology
advancements could

well result in fewer jobs
in some areas

(corporate), whereas as
assets and the balance

sheet grows, and there is
more development and
construction going on,

the workforce is likely to
increase.

Chairperson

The business world relies
on talent acquisition and

retention.
“Now as always, this is

the number one
challenge for every

leader.
Harcourts managing director Bryan

Thomson

● Domestic anxieties weigh heavy
— B8
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Domestic anxieties weigh heavy
Tim McCready

In theHerald’sMoodof the
Boardroomsurvey, executiveswere
asked toassess their concernona
rangeofdomestic issues. Thehighest-
scoringpressureswere little changed
from last year,withanxieties
concentratedonenergy,
infrastructure, and thecost of living.

Energy security (7.30/10) and
energyprice increases (7.41/10)were
ratedamong themostpressing
domestic concerns, alongwith
inflation/cost of livingpressures
(7.31/10), infrastructureand roading
constraints (7.30/10), andgovernment
policyuncertainty (7.16/10).

“Energyaffordability over the last
fiveyearshasunderminedour
international competitivenessand
reducedshareholder investment
sentiment,” oneCEOobserves.

Anotherwasmoreblunt: “Lackof
electricity is oneof thebiggest
handbrakes to theeconomy.”

Political stability is alsoweighing
onsentiment. “Thebiggest concern is
political uncertaintyovera re-
electionofLabouror a strongly left-
leaningLabour-led coalition,” saysan
agribusiness leader.

Otherspointed tocoalitionpolitics
itself as corrosive. “Particularly the
attempts to scorepointsbyunder-
mining largebusinesses inNew
Zealand,” fromanenergyboss.

The toneof thenationaldebate
alsodrewcriticism.Ahealthcare
sector leaderargues: “NewZealand is
indesperateneedof anarrative
change to support success. The focus
onnegative storieswithin thepress
is creating self-harmtowardour
future.”

Housing, too, emergedasacentral
influenceonconfidence.AsoneCEO
noted: “Flat houseprices are
impactingbusiness confidence.Our
mentalmodel ofwealthand
confidence is driven inordinatelyby
houseprices. Domesticmortgagesare
used to financemanySMEs, but also
personal confidence.Whilst these
wallow it ishard to see consumerand
business confidencemove
significantly.”

Andwhile capital remains
available, executives saydeploying it
remains fraught. “Availabilityof
capital is not a concern, but beingable
toget capital actually invested in
assets inNewZealand isof concern,”
saysanenergy firmCEO. “Regulators

fundamentally fail tounderstand
NewZealand is inacompetition for
capital andwemake it veryhard to
genuinelycompete. Few investors
look toNewZealandasa growthplay,
they invest as ayieldplay.”

Ahealthcareboss sumsup the
overall sentiment: “These ratingsdo
notnecessarily reflectmypersonal
views, ratherwhat I haveheard in
general boardroomdiscussions. The
prevailingmood is still cautious,
fragile, andwaiting for clearer signals
frompolitical leadership.”

Or, as a recruitment executiveputs
it: “Hopingwehavebottomedout—
and theonlyway isup.”

Stark sector differences
OptimismamongNewZealand’s
leading industries isdeeplyuneven,
withagribusiness and real estate
lifting confidencewhile energy,
governmentandeducation remain
stuck in thedoldrums.

Onascale,where 1= “much less
optimistic” thanayearagoand5=
“muchmoreoptimistic”, agriculture/
agribusiness and real estate topped
the rankings, each scoring3.80/5.

Last year, the real estate industry
also topped the tablewithanaverage

scoreof 4.33/5,while agriculture/
agribusiness scored3.86/5.

Adairy industry leader says
“demand fordairy remains solid.
Tariffs havehad little impact todate,
we remaindeliberatelywell
diversifiedand just have tonavigate
the rest”.

Ahorticulture executiveadds that
“geopolitical uncertaintyhas
increased”—acommoncomment
across export-facing industries.

HarcourtsNewZealandmanaging
directorBryanThomsondescribes
thepropertymarket ashavingbeen
“averychallengingenvironment,” but
saidhewas “optimistic improvement
isunderway.”

Construction (3.67/5), technology
(3.63/5), professional services (3.47/5),
finance (3.47/5) andairlines (3.33/5)
also scored relatively strongly
compared toayearago.

DeloitteNewZealandchair
ThomasPippospointed to the
cyclical natureofmarkets: “While
timingof reboundswill alwaysbe
difficult topredict, it’s reasonably
likelywewill seea rebound in the
next 12months— inpart also as itwill
beanelectionyearand therewill be
somegovernment stimulus.”

At theother endof the spectrum,
governmentandeducation sectors
both languishedat 2.0/5, joinedby
entertainmentand leisure (2.2/5) and
utilities/energy (2.4/5).

Aneducation leader summed itup
bluntly: “Less optimistic. Themarket’s
tougher, costs arehigher, demand is
weaker, andnothingabout the
outlookgives confidence that things
will improveanytimesoon.”

UniversityofAucklandvice-chan-
cellorDawnFreshwater saysglobal
headwindsare adding to the
pressure: “Global trends inhigher
education indicate awaveof
additional threats that theeducation
sectorhas to face into.

“Public interest andgovernment
oversightof researchwill increase the
importanceofbrandambassadors
andcontinuing tonegotiate the social
contractwith society asawhole
arounduniversities.”

Energyexecutives strucka similar
noteof caution. “Whiledemand inour
sector is strong, translating that into
broadereconomicgrowth is still a
longgame,” saysone leader.

“It requires bipartisan support.We
cannot taxourwayoutof thecurrent
state.”

‘He’s done what he said’ —
leaders split on Trump’s impact

Nearly one-third of
Mood of the
Boardroom
respondents say
tariffs will have a
direct impact on
their business

Fran O’Sullivan

Looking past the noise
on the obvious factors

that get attention, the US
economy is growing and

markets are at record
levels, suggesting

optimism in the outlook.
This doesn’t mean his

policies are necessarily
agreeable.

Neil Paviour-Smith, Forsyth Barr

D onald Trump is rapidly re-
shaping the global order in
his second term as United
States President.

Since Trump resumed power in
January this year, he has significantly
changed the US policy environment.
Already he has signedmore than 200
Executive Orders issuing directives,
ranging from immigration to tariffs
and climate change.

Given the unexpected imposition
of a 15% tariff on NZ exports and
pressure on this country to increase
its defence budget, it’s not surprising
that the Trump 2.0 agenda has not
landed particularly well among New
Zealand CEOs and directors.

Just 2 of the 150 respondents to the
Herald’s 2025 CEOs Survey rated
Trump’s performance as “very imp-
ressive” — a majority veered towards
negative. But there was also realism.

Forsyth Barr managing director
Neil Paviour-Smith said Trump has
assumed full autonomy. “Looking
past the noise on the obvious factors
that get attention, the US economy is
growing and markets are at record
levels, suggesting optimism in the
outlook. This doesn’t mean his poli-
cies are necessarily agreeable.”

Others said Trump was very effec-
tive at advancing his own domestic
and international agenda. “He’s done
what he said he would do — and at
pace. We don’t have to agree with his
policies to be impressed with his
execution and implementation,” said
an exporter. Says one logistics boss,
“Whether you like him or not, he is
doing what he promised. This is a
rarity with politicians globally today.”

A director slammed the undermi-
ningof alliances andclaimedTrump’s
autocratic tendencies justify his
rating as the worst President in US
history. “It’s not all bad though, equity
markets continue to be buoyant, and
his economic team is reasonably
competent,” added another.

At a recent high-level briefing for

chief executives and chairpeople that
was held in Auckland under the Chat-
ham House rule, attendees were ad-
vised that some significant trendswill
continue to shape the United States
and the global landscapewell beyond
Trump’s time in office.

Among the major trends expected
to outlast Trump’s presidency were
the shift to industrial policies with
governments actively shaping
economic direction, not just relying
on free markets.

The need for defence self-suffi-
ciency with countries, including the
US, focusing more on their own de-
fence capabilities was another.

Immigration policies, balancing
economic growth with environmen-
tal protection and the shift from geo-
politics to geoeconomics, with US
foreign policy becoming more about
economic interests than ideology,
also featured.

Other trends included a shift from
multilateralism to bilateralism, turn-
ing the tide on “wokeism” and rolling

back the regulatory state to make it
easier to do business domestically.

Two potential black swans were
identified: the impact if an unsust-
ainable accumulation of government
debt emerged and an overwhelming
impact of advances in AI, quantum
computing, and related fields.

Tariff challenges
On April 1, the President’s “Liberation
Day”, New Zealand exporters were
relieved to hear they would face a
mere 10% tariff on their firms’ US
exports.

The Trump Administration has
since hiked the tariff rate to 15% with
the US underlining this was because
it faced a trade deficit with New Zea-
land. Nearly one-third of survey res-
pondents say the tariffs will have a
direct impact on their business oper-
ations.

“Tenper centwasmanageable, 15%
is tougher,” said a tourism chair-
person.

SaidCarbonClickCEODaveRouse,

“the tariffs and the US geopolitical
landscape havewiped out 60%of our
US export business over the past six
months.”

Others noted the impacts on cli-
ents, and difficulties managing global
supply chains in a more complex
environment.

The upshot is, 24% said they were
now more likely to diversify markets
or increase business activities in
other countries.

“We looked to diversify anyway —
it’s just made a market that we saw
as an opportunity tougher,” said a
tourism chairperson.

But for many, the US remains a
valuable market. While tariffs might
limit the rate of expansion, the US is
still attractive.

Said an agribusiness boss, “It’s an
economic decision, based on best-
returning markets. If the US pays the
price, they will still get the product.”

“We remain well diversified,” said
another. “The US is an important
market but, if tariffs were to increase
substantially relative to others, we
would re-direct our efforts.”

NZ International Business Forum
CEO Felicity Roxburgh said, “There is
a large appetite to understand what
is happening in clear, simple terms
and the impact on our exporters.

“People knew the tariffswere going
to impact us, but they didn’t know
how or why.

“Companies are responding to tar-
iffs, supply chain disruption and in-
vestment uncertainty in real time.”

“Whether through scenario plan-
ning, diversifying into new markets
or passing on costs to importers and
consumers, these real-time adjust-
ments are often invisible in high-level
policy discussions, yet they are vital
for resilience and competitiveness,”
she said.

Roxburgh points out that though
New Zealand benefits from a dense
“elaborate spaghetti network of free
trade agreements”, gaps remain.

“India and the US are the big
missing pieces,” she says, noting that
the Government is putting huge in-
vestment into growing the India re-
lationship and negotiating an FTA.

“At the same time, behind-the-bor-
der barriers — non-tariff costs — hit
our exporters up to $10 billion a year.
It’s a huge challenge.”
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Geopolitics moves
up the risk list
Small nations like
New Zealand ‘feel
every ripple’

Tim McCready

Events like the
war in Ukraine
mean the
majority of
businesses now
integrate
geopolitics into
their
governance.

Photo / Getty ImagesN ew Zealand’s business
leaders are sharply aware
of the risks posed by an
unsettled global environ-

ment, with the majority now inte-
grating geopolitics into their govern-
ance.

In the 2025 Mood of the Board-
room survey, 78% of chief executives
say their boards regularly assess geo-
political vulnerabilities as part of their
riskmatrix.A further 21%say the issue
is not systematically addressed, and
1% say they are unsure.

For many leaders, 2025 has rein-
forced the need for constant vigi-
lance. “This year has underlined that
small nations like New Zealand feel
every ripple of global instability and
must turn agility into our strategic
advantage,” says Institute of Directors
CEO Kirsten (KP) Patterson.

For some, the response is system-
atic. Morrison CEO Paul Newfield
says, “At every board meeting, we
discuss geopolitics and its impact on
both capital flows and investment
risks.”

Executives with international
reach stress the obvious. “A no-
brainer when we operate and are
exposed to the Asean, European and

the Americas markets,” says Main-
freight managing director Don Braid.
The head of an investment firm adds:
“New Zealand is obviously very vul-
nerable when you look at what is
happening in Southeast Asia and in
the Pacific. This is our region.”

Concerns around China remain
central. A chairperson in the food
industry observes that “concen-
tration of business in China has been
part of our discussion for a decade.”

Education leaders are equally
wary. One recognises that “given our
reliance on Chinese student recruit-
ment, we have activemonitoring and

diversification strategies in place”.
The ripple effects of conflict and

protectionism are also straining
margins. “The impact of global uncer-
tainty, trade and tariffs, and the cur-
rent wars are causing significant
impacts on the rising cost of goods
for our business and our customers,”
warns a grocery executive.

Even domestically oriented firms
feel the knock-on. The chairperson of
an energy firm notes that “while our
business tends to be domestically
focused,weneverthelesskeepawary
eye on these factors as they may
impact our customers.”

What they
are saying
● Trumppromised to restoreAmerican
greatnessbuthas insteadweakenedboth
its constitutional democracyandglobal
leadership. At home, hehas claimed
powers above the law, purging investi-
gators, overridingCongress andcourts,
and rulingbydecree.Abroad, hehashumi-
liatedallies, echoedKremlinpropaganda,
andabandoned thepost-1945commit-
ment todefendingdemocracies.His trans-
actional viewof alliancesand reckless
tariffs havedamagedprosperity. ForNew
Zealand, a small tradingnationwithout a
defencepactwithWashington, this is
especially troubling: If America cannotbe
reliedon touphold the rules-basedorder,
our security andeconomicwell-beingare
at risk.— Roger Partridge, NZ Initiative.

● I remain sceptical of Trumpas aperson,
but someofhismoveshavebeenstrik-
ingly effective.His tariffs and tradepol-
icieshave forced cargiants likeHyundai,
Ford, andHonda, to significantlyboostUS
manufacturing.Hedemandedmajorphar-
maceutical companies cutdrugprices
within60daysunder threat of heavy
tariffs. AndhepressedEuropeanNato
members tomeet their 2%ofGDPdefence
commitments.— Anne Gaze, Campus
Link Foundation.

● Trump isblowingup the rules-based
order, createdby theUnitedStates and
underwrittenby theUSsince 1945.At
home, he is dangerouslyundermining
America’s constitutional principles. And
abroad, he is undermining trust inAmer-
ican leadership,while catapulting the
worldback into theeraof 1930s-style
tradewars. Sowhateverpolicy successes
Trumpmayhavealong theway, all this
pales into insignificance against thedam-
agehedoes to thesepillars ofAmerican
and international order.— Research
Institute boss.
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Reforms spark cautious optimism
A leading advocacy group is confident the latest policy changes for business and
investment will get New Zealandmoving again, writes Graham Skellern

TheMinistry for Regulation is a great
place to go and raise issues about

whether the current rules in place are
worthwhile or not. The policies have to

be fit for purpose for New Zealand.
Katherine Rich

T heGovernment’s policy
changesonanumberof
frontswill filter through to
improvedeconomiccondi-

tionsnext year, predictsBusinessNZ
chief executive,KatherineRich.

Themoodof business ismixed, she
says.

“Thereare twosides to theNew
Zealandeconomic story. Some
businessesaredoingwellwith record
returns, particularly in theagriculture
andhorticulture sectors, butothers
are finding it extremelychallenging
andmakingdecisionsaboutwhether
to shut or remainopen.

“A lot of theclosuresare linked
back to theeconomicharmof the
Covidpandemic—many firms spent
their [financial] buffer anddon’t have
the resilience topull through.

“Thepresent situation remindsme
of the late 1980swhen theeconomy
wasn’t doingwell and jobswerehard
toget. But thereareeconomiccycles
andweknowwewill pull outof it
and thriveagain.”

Rich says theNewZealandway is
tobecautiouslyoptimistic but the
Government, in the last sixmonths,
haspulled the right leverswith
changes to theRMAandemployment
lawandwelcomingoverseas
investment through restructuring
andcreating the InvestNZagency.

“ThePrimeMinister is goingout
andsaying ‘NewZealand isopen for
business’ andsomeof the regulatory
changesbeingmadesupport this.
Theyaremeticulouslygoing through
sectorbysector andseeinghowthey
canmake it easy todobusiness.”

Rich isoptimistic for 2026as the
changesmadeby thegovernment
will filter through intoeconomic
growth.

“I hopeby then the trade tensions

will have settledandmarketswill
have improved.”

She says thegeo-political issues,
suchas the impactofUS tariffs and
toughmanufacturingconditions
havecontributed tomembers rep-
orting lowerconfidence. Theyarenot
investing to the samedegree.

“Through thedatawecollect,we
seeaburst of expansionand then it
retractsbackagain.

“The services sectorhasbeen in
contraction thewholeyear, and that’s
a reflectionof themarketout there.”

TheBusinessNZPerformanceof
Manufacturing Index (PMI) recorded
a return toexpansion in Julywith
52.8, up from49.2 in June (aPMI

readingabove50.0 indicates activity
is generally expanding; below50.0 it
is declining).

ThePerformanceof Services
Index (PSI)was48.9 in July, up from
47.6 in June, andhasnever crossed
the50.0mark intoexpansion for 17
months, though it is contractingat a
slower rate.

Theclosest it gotwas49.5 inNov-
ember last year after entering
expansion in January last year at 52.1.

Rich, a formerNationalMPanda
year intoherCEOroleatBusinessNZ,
saysNewZealandbusiness is a
resilient groupand is taking some
comfort fromthepositives in the
economy.

“Theagricultural sector isdoing
well and thiswill flow through the
economy, inflation is going in the
rightdirection, under 3% (2.7%at the
endof June), and the first of theFast
Trackprojects arecoming through.

“Theambition is that it remains
FastTrackandnot SlowTrack.

“And thegood thingabout a
pipelineofprojects is that the
politiciansare starting todiscussa
bipartisanapproach to infrastructure.

“We’ve seenan improvement in
theoverseas investment settingsand
theActive InvestorPlusVisahas
beena successful initiative.

Thechanges in immigrationpolicy
are starting to address theclear skills
shortage in thecountry.”

Rich says theGlobalWorkforce
SeasonalVisa (forup to threeyears)
and thePeakSeasonalVisa (up to
sevenmonths)make it easier tobring
in some international skills eachyear.

“There is a requirement for the
Ministryof SocialDevelopment to
advertise the jobs forNewZealanders
to take themon.

“So, it’s notopenslather and I think
ImmigrationMinisterEricaStanford
has found the rightbalance.”

Rich says theupdated

procurement rulesmake it easier for
local SMEs tobid for government
work.Thenext step is givingNew
Zealand firmsgreater recognition in
procurement rules for local
government,which is abig spender.

“Manysmall businesseshavebeen
impactedby local government
turningoff the tap fordifferent sorts
ofwork.”

Rich saysBusinessNZwill turnup
thedial in advocacyandcontinue to
bea strongvoice for thebusiness
sector.

“Wehave theAffiliated Industries
Group,which ismadeupof80
differentorganisationsand
associations, and theyareagreat
sourceof knowledgeandexpertise.

“Weare lookingat it sectorby
sector and identifying regulations
that areholding themback.

For instance, hairdressers and
barbers areoperatingunder rules that
goback40years.

The rules couldalsobeholding
backplumbers and tourism,” she
says.

“TheMinistry forRegulation is a
greatplace to goand raise issues
aboutwhether the current rules in
placeareworthwhileornot.

“Thepolicieshave tobe fit for
purpose forNewZealand,”Rich says.

“Wehave to remindourselvesof
all aspects of life inNewZealand. It’s
a great place to live, set upabusiness
andmaintain agood lifestyle.”

● BusinessNZ is anadvertising
sponsor of theHerald’sMoodof the
Boardroomreport.
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We’re still waiting for a tax plan
Edmonds earns respect but CEOs are growing impatient over lack of policy detail, writes Tim McCready

Barbara is impressive. I’d
encourage her to spend
more timewith business
leaders so that she can

present a bold and
confident economic

growth plan.
Investment firm head

A carefully scoped CGT,
with safeguards, could
make the system fairer

andmore efficient
without discouraging

productive investment.

manufacturing CEO

Themost credible of all
the shadowministers.

Thomas Pippos, Deloitte chairman

T heboardroom’smessage to
Labour’s BarbaraEdmonds
is clear: heropennessand
willingness to listenhave

earned respect, but there is growing
impatience fordetail.

The2025Moodof theBoardroom
surveyshowsa slimmajorityofNew
Zealand’s topbusiness leaders—53%
—seeEdmondsasacredible future
Ministerof Finance. Butwith26%
unconvincedand21%undecided,
that credibility remainscontingenton
thepolicies sheputs forward.

Onesenior leader sumsup the
sentimentof theboardroom: “Yes, she
presents as credible, butLabour’s
benchstrengthandpolicydepth
remain the real question.”

Edmonds’ personal appeal is
consistentlynoted.Many
respondentshighlighther composure
andpragmatism, describingheras
respectful, consideredandmeasured.

“Themost credibleof all the
shadowministers,” saysDeloitte
chairmanThomasPippos.

Chairmanof ScalesCorporation,
MikePetersen, ismorecautious:
“She’snot yet ready for the role, but
sheclearlyhaspotential.”

Edmondshashada rapid rise in
politics. Born to Samoanparents and
the first inher family toattend
university, Edmondsbecamea tax
lawyerat InlandRevenue,was
seconded toadviseNational
ministersMichaelWoodhouseand
JudithCollins, and later joined then-
Labourminister StuartNash’s office.

SheenteredParliament in2020,
winning theManaelectoratewitha
commandingmargin, andwenton to
chair theFinanceandExpenditure
Committee, earningpraiseeven from
then-Opposition leaderChristopher
Luxon.

UnderChrisHipkins’ primemini-
stership, sheheld the revenue, eco-
nomicdevelopment andPacificpeo-
plesportfolios,withassociate roles
that included financeandhousing.

She is Labour’s first Pasifika fin-
ance spokespersonand,witheight
children, often stressesherability to
jugglepressure.At last year’sMood
of theBoardroombreakfastdebate—
her first— she leanedheavilyon
authenticity:

“I camehere today thinking I’m
going to embrace it andhave fun. It’s
anextremeprivilege tobe ina room
with thebusiness leadersof this
country,” she toldCEOs. “Iwon’t stand
hereandmakepolitical promises that
I don’t intend toworkmyassoff to
keep. Iwill always takeameetingor
acall, and Iwill always listen.”

Shewent further, stressing that
collaborationmust be real, not
rhetorical:

“I’vebeen incrediblygrateful for
those that I havemetwith, youhave
beengracious inyour timeandyour
freeand frankness.Wemaynot agree
oneverything, but I’mgoing to tell
youwhywedon’t agree. I think that’s
howwecanmakeNewZealanda
betterplace:whenbusiness,
governmentandoppositionwork
better, together.”

A real estate boss recalls: “Barbara
wasverygoodat last year’sMoodof
theBoardroomdebate, keeping
NicolaWillis onher toes.”

During thedebate, shealso show-
ed flashesof ambitionandgrit.When
asked if shehad the “killer instinct”
to succeedasFinanceMinister,
Edmondsasserted that shedoes.

“Absolutely.Youdon’t haveeight
childrenandyoudon’t go througha
taxdegreeanda lawdegreewithout
struggles andchallenges,” she told the
audience.

“Youcanbenice, smart, intelligent,
considered—anddo thehardmahi.”

Thatblendofhumility andquiet
steel left an impression, thoughmany
CEOsnote theyare stillwaiting for
that resolve to translate intoclear
economic strategy.

“Shehasgoodpersonal appeal, but
I havenot seenanyevidenceofher
technical capability andstrategic
thinking.Much ismadeof the fact that
shewasa tax lawyer, but this is a far
cry fromrunning theeconomy—we
need to see somepolicies first,” says
EMAchief executive JohnFraser-
Mackenzie.

Therehasbeen somecriticism that
Edmondshasbeen slow to landblows

inParliamentand, forCEOs,Nicola
Willis remains the referencepoint by
which she ismeasured.

“I really likeBarbara, but sheneeds
toexudemuchgreater confidence,”
says theheadof amajor law firm. “She
pales in termsof credibility against
avery strongNicolaWillis.”

But thathasbegun to shiftwhen
Edmonds tookNicolaWillis to task
earlier thismonth inquestion time
over the timelineofAdrianOrr’s
resignation fromtheReserveBank.

Edmondschallenged theFinance
Ministeronwithheld texts and
delayeddisclosures. Itwasa rare
momentwhereEdmondsmoved
beyondherusualmeasured tone to
apply real political heat—and
business leaders say theywant to see
moreof that edge.

Respondents acknowledge
Edmondshasput real effort into
buildingconnections,withbusiness
leadersnotingherweeklypresence
inAucklandandherwillingness to

engage. But theyalso stress that
listeningmustnowbematchedby
delivery—agrowthstory, fiscal
constraint, and taxclarity.

“Barbara is impressive,” says the
headof an investment firm. “I’d
encourageher to spendmore time
withbusiness leaders so that shecan
present aboldandconfident
economicgrowthplan.”

Her collaborative instinctwasalso
ondisplay inher former role as
Labour’s infrastructure

spokesperson.At the Infrastructure
Investment Summit earlier thisyear,
shewas instrumental inbuilding
bipartisan support, backing theuseof
public-privatepartnershipswhile
settingclearnon-negotiables around
hospitals, schools, prisonsandcritical
infrastructure.

“Theseare theessential public
services, andpeopleexpect their
government to safeguard them,” she
told investors.

Several argueLabour’s sixyears in
government stackedcostson
business throughhigherwages,
expanded leave, addedholidays, and
mountingcompliance.

One respondent is blunt:
“Decisionswere in thehandsof
Labourites just likeBarbaraEdmonds,
anacademicwhohasnever runa
business.”

Thatview isnotuniversal, but it
underscores thegulf thatEdmonds—
andLabour—mustbridgebeforenext
year’s election.

The capital gains test
Thatwill be tested soonwhenLabour
unveils its long-awaited taxpackage
— its firstmajorpolicyofferingof the
campaign.Acapital gains tax (CGT)
iswidely expected to sit at thecentre
of it.

The idea is hardlynew.Labourhas
exploredversionsofCGT fordecades
— fromDavidLange’s tentative steps
in the 1980s, toPhilGoff’s ill-fated2011
campaign, to JacindaArdern’s
decision to rule it outdespite Sir
MichaelCullen’s 2019 taxworking
groupurging reform.Each time,
political backlash forced retreat. Chris
Hipkinsalso ruled it out in the lead-
up to the2023electioncampaign.

Thisyear’sMoodof the
Boardroomsurveyhighlights just
howdivisive the issue remains: 34%
ofCEOs support aCGT inprinciple,
47%oppose it outright, and 19%
remainundecided.

Support todayhingesonscope
andsafeguards. “Acarefully scoped
CGT,with safeguards, couldmake the
systemfairer andmoreefficient
withoutdiscouragingproductive
investment,” says theCEOofa
manufacturer.

InstituteofDirectorsCEOKirsten
(KP)Patterson frames it as
generational fairness: “At somepoint,
NewZealandwill need to lean into
acapital gains tax… it’s not sustainable
to leave it until after thegrey-bubble
generationhashad their financial
rewardand theburden falls yet again
onayounger generationalready
strugglingwithhomeownership.”

AucklandBusinessChamberCEO
SimonBridgesaddsanoteof caution:

“A formof capital gains tax, if
accompaniedbycorporate tax relief,
is—withgreat careand skill — saleable
tomiddleNewZealandandbusiness.”

AsAucklandAirportCEOCarrie
Hurihanganuiputs it: “Thedevil is in
thedetail asnot all capital gains tax
policies are the same.”

Thecommonred lines for
respondents includeapplying it only
to realisedgains, excluding the family
homeandsmall businesses, and
offsetting itwith relief for lowearners.

Opponents areequallyemphatic.
“Doesnotworkas implied, andwill
stifle investment,” saysone.

Craig Stobo, chairmanof theNew
ZealandLocalGovernmentFunding
Agency, pointsback to2019: “Sir
MichaelCullen’s taxworkinggroup
said it all … it all soundsgooduntil
theoperational details are revealed.”

Others argue for fiscal restraint
insteadofnew taxes: “If the
Government just focusedon
spendingwisely, thatwouldnotbe
required.Anynew taxwill be
wasted.”

Theemotional edge is sharp.One
leaderwarnsCGTcoulddrivea “mass
exodus” toAustralia.Another says
bluntly: “Iwould consider leaving the
country.”

Yet there is alsoapragmatic
middle, ready to support anarrowly
drawn, transparent regime if it is
pairedwithcredible growth
measuresand income taxoffsets.

ForEdmonds, howshehandles
thiswill be seenasa test not just of
herpolicy chopsbutofher ability to
sell Labour’s economicdirectionand
ultimatelywin theelectorate’s
backingasLabour’s nextMinisterof
Finance.

CEOs push for an independent watchdog
A clear majority of executives in this
year’sMoodof theBoardroomsurvey
— 61% — support the establishment of
an independent institution such as a
Parliamentary Budget Office to pro-
vide impartial oversight of govern-
ment expenditure and fiscal policy.
A quarter are opposed, while 14%
remain unsure.

Supporters argue that such a body
would strengthen transparency and
accountability.AucklandAirportCEO
Carrie Hurihanganui says: “Fiscal pru-

dence is critical and an independent
body, set up correctly and with the
appropriate mandate, would add
value.”

New Zealand Initiative chairman
Roger Partridge notes Treasury’s fis-
cal updates often rely too heavily on
ministerial assumptions: “That leaves
voters and Parliament with projec-
tions that often look better on paper
than in practice. Many OECD coun-
tries already benefit from such insti-
tutions. New Zealand should, too.”

Others believe the need arises
from Treasury’s limited independ-
ence. “Treasury is not sufficiently ind-
ependent from the Minister of Fin-
ance,” observes economist Cameron
Bagrie. Deloitte chairman Thomas
Pippos adds: “Themorewe candepol-
iticise the articulation of ‘facts’, the
better we will be.”

“Yes — but don’t hire Elon,” jokes
Cordis Auckland managing director
Craig Bonnor.

But resistance remains. Critics ar-

gue it risks creating “more bureau-
cracy” when agencies should already
be exercising discipline.

“We shouldn’t need a Parliament-
ary Budget Office as every depart-
ment should already be delivering
transparency and fiscal discipline,”
says one CEO. “New Zealand is simply
too small to keep creatingmore agen-
cies to address systemicdeficiencies.”

EMA CEO John Fraser-Mackenzie
worries about duplication: “On one
level it sounds appealing — but where

does it end — who will monitor the
monitors?

“If the incumbent officials cannot
manage their expenditure, they
should be replaced with those who
can. In business, your operational
leaders are responsible for this with
oversight from the finance function.”

Others question whether it was
simply Treasury’s role to begin with:
“Isn’t this what Treasury should be
doing?” asks an engineering CEO.

— Tim McCready
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Rhetoric may need to confront reality
Survey reveals
rising concern over
government
spending, tax
pressures, says
Thomas Pippos

In terms of
superannuation,

politics and appeasing
to political

constituencies seem to
drive the lack of

progress in this area, or
as a former politician
oncementioned in a

forum, ‘dishonest
politicians are a

function of dishonest
voters’.

Thomas Pippos

S urveyoutcomesarealways
impactedby thebroader
context that currently
includes social, financial, and

geopolitical uncertainty.
While this year’s sentiments are

generallynotdiametricallydifferent
to those inpriorperiods, the reality
thatnavigatingaway forwardwill
take longer andwill bemore
challenging thanwhatmayhave
been thought in thepast seems
omnipresent in the responses.

Unsurprisingly, given this context,
themajority sense tax rates areunder
pressure to rise (rather than fall), as
fiscal deficits, debt levels and the
broadereconomicperformance
becomemore real. Thedomestic
view,nodoubt amplifiedbyofficials
already foreshadowing that if current
policy settingsaremaintained,
Governmentexpenditure in
proportion toGDPwill rise,withan
ageingpopulationbeingacoredriver.
In termsof the specific sentiments
around tax rates increasing, 45% feel
upwardpressure internationally, 32%
thinknot and23%areunsure.

TheNewZealandsentiments are
similar but less strong, possiblydue
toperceptions that our context is
seenas less extreme thanexists
elsewhere. In termsofwhat’s driving
ourupwardpressure, one summed
itup, saying “there isnodoubtduring
CovidourGovernmentoverdid it in
its spending.Worse than that, the
spendingwas just that— it certainly
wasn’t investment.”

Thebroader theme isnowthat this
needs tobeaddressed, includingone
commenting, “The real solution lies
in restoringprudent fiscal
management, focusing the
Governmentonessential services,

and reforming superannuationand
welfare settings.Without that
discipline, newtaxeswill fundwaste
rather thansecure long-term
sustainability.”

Consistentwith this sentiment, the
taxpolicy responseoverwhelmingly
soughtwas to livewithinourcurrent
tax settings, to accept thatwe live in
aworldof limited resourcesand to
make the trade-offs according. This
wasaconsistent theme,withonealso
saying, “NewZealand’s fiscal
challenge is not inadequate revenue
but runawayexpenditure.”

This sentiment to largely live
withinourcurrent tax settingswas
mostpronouncedaroundawealth
tax,with81%not supporting its
introductionandonly9%somewhat
supportive.Wealth tax, therefore,
remainsveryunpopular, a sentiment
thathasexisted fromwhen it became
part of our taxpolicyvernacular. Gift
andestateduties similarly garnerno
support,with76%not supportiveand
10%somewhat.

In termsof existing tax-setting, a
similarmajorityof 75%don’t support
increasing theoverall taxcharged to
businesses, including increasing the
company tax rate. Lookingat this
through theother lens, onlya
minorityof 19% fully support adrop
in thecorporate tax rate, 18%
reasonably support it, and21%

somewhat supportive.However, 36%
haveno support for it at all. This
contrastswith last year’s sentiments,
where67%considered that the
Government shouldconsider a
reductionof thecorporateheadline
ratewithonly 20%not supportive.A
material sentiment shift over 12
months.

Juxtaposing this, therecontinues
tobe support forbroadening the tax
onasset gains, including the taxation
of capital gains;with61% fully,
reasonably, or somewhat supportive.
Only37%werenot supportiveat all.
One stated, “I don’t support aCGTon
its own.Doneby itself, it’s simplya
taxgrab. If itwerepart of a tax
rebalancing, however, that lifted the
economyandproductivity, this could
beworthconsidering.”

Wider than tax, themajorityare
either fully (38%), reasonably (30%)or
somewhat (17%) supportiveof
targeting superannuationby
increasing theageof eligibility,with
a similar spreadsupportiveof
targeting the same to those ingreater
need.

And in termsof government
expenditure that tax revenuesare
required to fund, 31%havea
heightenedconcernaround the
efficacyof government spending, up
from16% last year,with thatnumber
peakingat85% theyearbefore (under

thepreviousGovernment),which
hadone thenstating that “itwasout
of control”.A similar sentiment this
yearwas, “to quoteSirBrianRoche:
wehavegot approximately63,537
public servants,which is an increase
of 30%over the last sixyears—our
economyhasnot grownby that
amountand it doesnot feel thatwe
havehada30% increase in service
provision”.

This themehasbeenarticulated
across thequestions inamultitude
ofwaysbymany, as the realityof the
recoveryhitshome.

In termsofwealth inequality, it
continues to resonate asamaterial
issuewithonly 14% feeling that the
concernhas reducedyearonyear,
albeit housingvalueshave softened.
Similar topreviousyears, 66% feel
ensuring suitableminimumlevelsof
welfareand income (aheightened
safetynet) is themain response to the
problem.

Whenaskedaspart of solving
wealth inequality, taxingwealth in
addition to incomecontinues to score
poorlyat9%, but similar to
sentiments already raised, taxing
realisedgainsonassets inaddition to
incomecomes throughmore
positivelyat 45%.

Endingonamoreupbeatnote for
theGovernment, thevastmajority
(70%)believe that theGovernment’s

goal to return to surplus in2028/29,
oneyear later thanpreviously
expected is about right, around the
same67% last year.Withconcerns
around theability to successfully
compete in attractingcapital and
labourat63%, only slightly raised
from lastyear’s 55%.

The sentiments, therefore, again
provide somewell-troddenground
for theLabouropposition to
differentiate itself on taxandsome
wider settings,whichpresumably
need tobecome real in the
foreseeable future.And for the
currentGovernment todifferentiate
itselfmoreboldly— take the first-
moveradvantage.

Stating theobvioushowever, the
opposition ismore than just Labour,
and that in termsofLabour,when the
taxationof capital hasbeen fought
and lost four times since2011 (if you
include thepolicy retreat in2023 that
causedDavidParker to stepdownas
theMinisterofRevenue), it’s not
intuitive that theywouldgo for a fifth,
either aloneorwithothers, andeven
harder if it’switha leader connected
with thepast.

Even less intuitive is that they
would leadwithaWealthTaxor
include that in anypolicypackage
when theyhaven’t beenable toget
the taxationof capital gainsover the
line.

In termsof superannuation,
politics andappeasing topolitical
constituencies seemtodrive the lack
ofprogress in this area, or as a former
politicianoncementioned ina forum,
“dishonestpoliticians area function
ofdishonestvoters”.

Moving fromthe survey, possibly
ouroverarching challengesarea
fragmentedvoter base that is
capitalisedonby fragmentedpolitical
alternatives, some far fromthecentre,
andaproportionate systemthat
amplifies the fragmentation, in
particular the sentiments far fromthe
centre. This is anunenviable context
inwhich todrive long-termpolicy
decisions if “doingnothing” isn’t really
anoption.

● ThomasPippos chairs theDeloitte
NewZealandboard.Deloitte is an
advertising sponsor of theHerald’s
Moodof theBoardroomreport
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Top issues facing the nation
—CEOshave their say

Andrea Scown
Mitre 10
● Consumer confidence: the

economy is in recovery and as
business leaderswemust
voicemore optimism that we
are seeing sustainable growth,
it mightn’t be at the pacewe
would like, but it’s there.

● Ageing Infrastructure: the
Government needs to back
one or two significant strate-
gies, not simply investingmore
but taking a long-term view
that considers capital, labour
force, demand and overlaying
climate change. It’s difficult to
reconcile the spending happ-
eningwith awell-communi-
cated strategy the average
Kiwiwould understand.

● Wealth divide: wehave a
significant social problem that
presents as lack of access to
education, healthcare, aged
care. Difficult to imagine better
outcomes for 90% of New
Zealanderswithout
redistribution of wealth
through tools like CGT.

Mike Horne, Deloitte
● Significant productivity

challenge reflecting capital,
international connectivity,
digital transformation and
R&D investment challenges.
Needs greater ambition and
international engagement; we
don’t need a unique NZ
solution for everything.We
also needmore attractive
investment settings.

● Loss of skills / talent flight. NZ
can’t just be a nice place to live,
we need economic ambition
aswell. Requires reform of key
building blocks for education,
infrastructure, energy,
regulation and investment
settings.

● Educational settings, and
preparing our young people
for futureworkforce require-
ments. There is a degree of
back to basics required but
also significant accessibility,
technology deficits andwork-
force of the future skill settings
that need to be integrated.
Needs a far greater degree of
international connectivity.

Sophie Maloney, Sky
● Ensuring New Zealand’s

economic growth and
resilience.We need to see
government spending highly
targeted toward initiatives that
stimulate growth and ease
pressure on households.
Current sentiment reflects that
manyNew Zealanders do not
feel wealthy; they are under
sustained financial pressure
and, in some cases, struggling
to afford essentials.

● Social cohesion is a
concerning challenge for New
Zealand.Wemust also
confront ageism: older New
Zealanders are valuable
consumers and economic
contributors. Inclusivity across
age, stage, race and religion
must be central to our national
identity.

● Weneed to strongly champion
nationwide investment in
digital infrastructure and skills
so all New Zealanders can
benefit from the digital
economy.

Blair Turnbull
Milford Asset
Management
● An nation ageing faster than

we are saving — as the New
Zealand population ages, we
mustmove beyond reliance
onNZ Super and build a future
where every Kiwi retires with
dignity through smart,
sustainable planning and long-
term savings solutions.

● The cost of living crisis — to
tackle New Zealand’s cost of
living crisis, we need to think
bigger — NZ Incmust prioritise
productivity, innovation, and
long-term value creation to
ease pressure on households
and secure our economic
future.

● NewZealand’s productivity
needs to be in the spotlight —
not from lack of talent, but
from lack of bold investment.
It’s time to back innovation
and build the engines of future
growth.

Mahara Inglis
MitoQ
● Modernising our

infrastructure: Set aminimum
committed spending on
infrastructure (% GDP)
guaranteed for long term
(20-30 years+ to allow proper
long-term planning), have it
governed by a panel of experts
(to stop political flip-flopping/
pork barrel projects) who are
responsible to Parliament (to
ensure accountability).

● Revamping education system
— resetting NCEA (good start),
adjusting education in the face
of AI, more trade pathways,
and deepened investment in
R&D aroundNZ’s core
competencies.

● Resetting tax system— tax free
for income less than $25k,
capital gains (outside of family
home or new build) with
exemptions for small business,
and significant tax breaks/
incentives for R&D.

Survey respondents were given the opportunity to comment on the top issues and how theywould resolve them

Mike Peterson
Scales Corporation
● Asanexportingnation,
successfully navigating the
increasingly complexandchallenging
global situation. Exporterswill need
to stayagile, andadapt to changing
trade flows to ensurevalue is
captured from internationalmarkets
andcustomers.
● Improveconfidence— forboth
business andpersonal. Create the
environment for investment and
retentionof top talent.Will need
government to leadherewith
provisionof seed funding to crowd in
domestic and international investors.
● Createanenvironment to retain—
andencourage returnof top talent.
Improvecore education— leadership
byStanford superbhere. SaferNZ—
Mitchell doinggreatwork.

Craig Bonnor, Cordis Hotels
● Theeconomy:As theGovernment
is unlikely to increase spendingas it
tries to return toBudget surplus, how
about a reduction in red tape?That
will stimulateCorporateNZ, foreign
investors andvisitors to fill the
spendingvoid. Improvedvisitor visa
accesswill rapidly improveexport
earnings. Increased tourism
immediately translates intodollars in
thepockets of everydayKiwis.
● Productivity: Redirect government
spending into educationandskills
training. Prioritise research&
development, then incentivise
entrepreneurs tobring initiatives to
life inNewZealand.
● Energy: Policy, fundingof required

generation, leading topricing.Needs
morevisible leadershipandbipartisan
support todeliver long termenergy
security at reasonableprices

Kim Ballinger, AsureQuality
● Lackof cohesive vision for the
country. Establish a clear vision forNZ
outliningwhere isNZ’s uniquepoint
of difference, communicate, planand
doubledownonexecutionand
needed investment.
● Weare trying tobeeverything to
everyone, thismeansour resources
andpriorities are spread too thinly
andare ineffective.
● Morebipartisan agreementon the
things that need long termplansand
commitment e.g. education

David Mair
Sanford
● Lackofproductivity—stopmaking
excuses!
● Lackofunity.
● Political uncertainty—weneed
crossparty agreements that takea
longer termview.

Tony Clifford
Pan Pacific Forests
● Energy for industry—gasand
electricity.Needa long-termplan—
not electioncycle frequency.
● Tradeaccess. Intensediplomatic
negotiationswithour key trade
partners.
● Reducingcost of freight to
Australia sowecanutiliseourFTA
(CER) andgrowexports there.
Increaseport productivity inNZand
Australia.

Jason Paris
One NZ
● Lackof ambition—Government
andBusiness alignonabold25-year
plan for infrastructure, education,
health andhousing—andget onwith
it.
● Short termism—National and
Labourneed to stoparguingandget
onwith the things that they agreeon.
Putpolitics aside andbringNZ’s future
to the forefront.
● Becomeanattractiveplace for the
best andbrightest to live,workand
invest—changeour settings.

Scott Pritchard
Precinct Properties
● Sluggisheconomy inour two
major citiesdespite strength in the
regions.NeedgreaterMonetary
stimulus.
● Immigrationpolicy settings—
adjustment to foreignbuyerbanon
property.
● Volatile construction industry and
lossof c. 20,000skilledworkers—
moreconsistent investment from
CentralGovernment into infrastruc-
ture to stabilise and retain skills.

Don Braid
Mainfreight
● A lackof economicgrowth.
Findingandpromotingproductivity,
releasing theconstraints of
bureaucracy.
● A lackof investment inmuch
needed infrastructureacrossmost
sectorsof the economy. Look for
muchneededoffshore investment to
assist.

● Governmentdebt. Prioritise
spending topromoteeconomic
activity and thewell-being, health and
educationofourpeople.

Sam Stubbs
Simplicity
● Lackof savings to fuel productive
growth. CompulsoryKiwiSaver and
risingcontributions— finally.
● Crazy levels of defence spending.
Fivehelicopters orDunedinHospital?
Whichbetter defendsourwell-being?
● AI and the threat to low level and
high level jobs.

Mark Rushworth
UP Education
● Persistently lowproductivity and
weakeconomicgrowth.NewZealand
continues to lagOECDpeers.Weneed
taxand regulatory reform to
encouragecapital investment, an
innovation-drivengrowth strategy,
andabipartisanplanwithmeasurable
targets to lift GDPper capita.
● Agrowing skills andeducation
gap. Shortages indigital, health, and
tradeswhile studentoutcomes slide.
Rebuild vocational and tertiarypath-
ways inpartnershipwith industry,
aligning fundingwitheconomic
needs, andcomplement thiswith a
smarter immigrationpolicy.
● An infrastructureandhousing
deficit. Underinvestment in transport,
energy, andhousing limits produc-
tivity anddrives inequality.Wemust
establish a long-term infrastructure
pipeline,mobiliseprivate capital
throughPPPs, andacceleratedelivery
throughplanning reform.

Roger Partridge
NZ Initiative
● Crisis of ambition—weseemto
be toocontentwithmediocrity. Even
whenwe’re ambitious as anation, it
is just to “close thegap”withAustralia
—not tobe theworld’smostprosp-
erousnation.Wecould learn fromour
sportsmenandwomen.
● Unsustainable levels of
government spending—and,
consequently, unsustainable
projecteddebt levels.
● Lackof productivitygrowth—
whichhasmyriadcauses, from
housingaffordability (consuminga
disproportionate shareof savings), to
regulatory settingsandeducational
outcomes.

Craig Stobo
Local Government Funding
Agency
● GreaterGovernment fiscal
restraint requires cutting into
entitlementprogrammes, and
investment indigital architecture.
● Address theemerging firming
energy shortagewithnuclearpower.
● Increasing relianceonexporting to
communistChina requires a
diversification reset.

Silvana Schenone
Jarden
● Competitivenessvis avisAustralia
● Leakof talent duringpeople'smost
productiveyears: lots of trainingand
retiringyears inNewZealand.
● Infrastructuredeficit and the
challengeof attracting long term
investment.
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The ‘bipartisan path’ to success

Jenée Tibshraeny

Overall certainty around
government policy

would both give
developers and

community housing
providers real

confidence to start
scaling up.

CatherineMcGrath

Westpac chief urges
stability on
housing, health
and education

W estpac New Zealand
chief executive Cather-
ineMcGrath is adding to
the chorus of Kiwis call-

ing formore bipartisanship across the
political aisle when it comes to the
management of the country’s infra-
structure.

Speaking to the Herald after taking
part in its annual Mood of the Board-
room survey, McGrath said the chan-
ges of approach between different
governments were creating uncer-
tainty and impeding growth.

“I completely respect that political
parties go in with different views, and
we value that as the voting public,”
McGrath said.

“But I think on some critical areas
of infrastructure — components of
health, components of education,
components of housing — having a
bipartisan path would let us firm up
in terms of the investments. It would
let us firmup in termsof the economy
and still give plenty of room for
different policy views and different
execution approaches.”

McGrath called on political leaders
to at least agree on the core aspects
of building infrastructure. She said
businesses struggled with the swings
between administrations. Every time
this happens, progress is paused as
the public sector figures out how to
articulate the change, while those in
the private sector must work out
what this means for them and how
they need to position themselves.

For example, McGrath recognised
more work was being outsourced to

private healthcare providers under
the Coalition Government compared
to the Labour Government.

“We’re doing someworkwith quite
a cool-looking build that’s going to be
happening in the South Island, that
is assumed to be a mix of public and
private investment. They’re just
having to get on with it in the hope
that the contracts firm up and it will
all continue in the way that it’s cur-
rently planned,” McGrath said.

She noted the provision of public
housing was also being dealt with
very differently by the Coalition Gov-
ernment, which was leaning more on
community housing providers rather
than the state to build public housing.

While house prices and rents have
fallen, McGrath remained concerned
about housing affordability in New
Zealand. She praised the Reserve
Bank’s proposal to tweak the amount
of capital it requires banks to hold in
relation to the different types of lend-
ing they do.

McGrath was of the view that
having more granular rules would
enable banks to lend to community
housing providers at a lower cost.

“There have been some good pol-
icy decisions made by this govern-
ment, which is useful. But overall
certainty around government policy
would both givedevelopers and com-
munity housing providers real con-

fidence to start scaling up.
“It means that we could look at

quite innovative lending structures
like shared equity and leasehold to
help. But again, having some bipar-
tisan certainty over some of the core
spine of that work, would be great.”

McGrath wasn’t sure how much
more policy uncertainty there was
under a three-party government than
a single or two-party one, however
she recognisedhavingmoredecision-
makers involved could complicate
things.

All the drama around the resigna-
tions of Reserve Bank Governor
Adrian Orr and board chair Neil
Quigley hadn’t dentedMcGrath’s con-
fidence in the bank’s ability to do its
job — maintain price stability and
financial stability, including by regul-
ating banks.

“From a supervision teamperspec-
tive, which is what, if I was the public
I’d be pretty focused on, they haven’t
missed a step. They’re still having all
the same conversations with us that
they always have done. And so, I
think in some pretty tricky circum-
stances, the team on the ground is
doing a great job at just continuing
to do their jobs really well.”

An issue of greater concern to
McGrath was the impact divisive
“anti-woke” rhetoric in various pock-
ets of society was having on staff.

“But I think it’s even more import-
ant to talk about it now, given if you’re
in a community that doesn’t always
feel included, you probably feel more
marginalised now because of some
narrative globally than you might
have done before,” she said.

“The world feels like a less inclus-
ive place than it might have felt a
couple of years ago, and the reassur-
ance that I continue to give the team
here is that nothing’s changed at
Westpac. We still continue to do the
same mahi that we’ve always done.”
● Westpac is anadvertising sponsor
of theHerald’sMoodof theBoardroom
report.

Why we need vision, not just visibility
Dentons chairman
calls for bipartisan
attitude to growth
and infrastructure

Tim McCready

We seem to be
trying to do too
much not well
enough, rather

than focusing on
how— in the fiscal

constraint we
have —money
can be invested
for the largest

return over the
longest time.

HaydenWilson

“Government isn’t a business school
exercise — it requires vision.”

That’s the view of Dentons chair-
man and global vice-chairman,
Hayden Wilson, who says the Gov-
ernment needs to step up to match
its economic targets with a more
ambitious and long-term strategy.

“It feels as though they’re trying to
talk up the economy,whenwhat they
should be doing is working with
business to enable the economy to
grow.”

Toomanydecisions, he says, seem
more about signalling action than
delivering results. “It’s managerialism
rather than leadership,” he says. “And
what the business community wants
and needs from the Government is
leadership, partnership and engage-
ment.”

Despite efforts to support econom-
ic growth, he sees little sign of
momentum. “Saying you’re relentless
for growth doesn’t create growth,” he
says. “The Government has a role in
creating the enabling conditions for
that growth to occur.”

That lack of direction is made
worse, he says, by the dynamics of
the Coalition Government. While
coalition governments are nothing
new under MMP, he believes the
current government feels particu-

larly fragmented. “There does seem
to be a feeling that two minor parties
have significant sway. It feels more
like three equal leaders.”

The dynamic, he says, has created
uncertainty about who is actually
steering. “And that perception mat-
ters — particularly when long-term
decisions are needed.”

One initiative Wilson welcomed
was Investment Boost, the acceler-
ated depreciation tax incentive anno-
unced in this year’s Budget to encour-
agebusinesses to invest inproductive
assets.

But hehas observed that thepolicy
hasn’t had the desired impact. “Busi-
nesses don’t have the confidence to
make large-scale capital invest-
ments,” he says. “It doesn’t seem to

have driven behaviour in the way
that the Government expected, or in
the way that I hoped it would, either.”

That lack of response, he says, re-
flects a deeper issue: a government
operatingwithout a cohesive strategy
for growth. “We haven’t seen a plan
for how growth gets achieved, and
what the government’s role in achiev-
ing that is.”

Wilson says the economy — par-
ticularly in Auckland and Wellington
— is doing it tough. “It’s very sluggish,
and businesses don’t have confid-
ence that it’s going to improve.”

He notes that even in the regions,
where people are feeling the benefits
of a slightly improved economy,
you’d expect some of that money to
be spent. “But for a lot of people, that’s

going to pay down debt. It’s not going
into long-term investment.”

Part of the challenge, he believes,
is how resources are allocated.

“We seem to be trying to do too
much not well enough, rather than
focusing on how — in the fiscal con-
straint we have — money can be
invested for the largest return over
the longest time.”

He adds that this challenge isn’t
exclusive to the current Government:
Labour, too, must be clearer about its
agenda. “It’s not enough to oppose.
Labour needs to lay out its ideas on
infrastructure, accept that we have
thin capitalisation, and say how it
would do things differently.”

Wilson says unlocking long-term
investment — especially in infra-

structure and climate resilience —
depends on the assurance that poli-
cies will survive changes in govern-
ment. That, he argues, requires a
degree of bipartisan commitment
that has been lacking. He points to
enduring examples of infrastructure
as proof that long-term thinking
works.

“Wellington’s 1930s-era state hou-
ses are still standing strong nearly a
century on, even if no longer social
housing,” he notes. “Does anyone
think the social housing the Govern-
ment is investing in now will still be
there and still be attractive in 50 or
100 years?”

What’s needed, he says, is a com-
mitment to infrastructure delivery
that survives electoral cycles.

“We run into this risk that a gov-
ernment gets in, throws everything
out, and starts again.” That kind of
reset, repeated every three years,
undermines trust in the pipeline.

“Both Labour and National need to
understand that bipartisanship is
more than just the other side agreeing
with you. Frankly, the business com-
munity and the New Zealand public
expect better.”

Wilson says climate issues, while
largely missing from the current
agenda, remain a live concern for
business — particularly around
insurability, managed retreat, and re-
silience. “Most businesses are still
quite concerned about the pure busi-
ness impacts of climate change.

“Those environmental and climate
credentials have long helped attract
people to New Zealand, and they’re
quietly slipping off the radar.”
● Dentons is anadvertising sponsor
of theHerald’sMoodof theBoardroom
report.
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Power calls for bolder moves on Super
Simon Power’s
mission is to
improve the
balances of
KiwiSaver
members, writes
Graham Skellern

There needs to be awillingness for
policymakers to step up and change
retirement settings in a courageous

way.

Simon Power

P olicymakers need to take a
more courageous approach
to superannuation and re-
tirement savings just as they

have donewith education and NCEA,
says Fisher Funds chief executive,
Simon Power.

“The reasons the change to NCEA
was a circuit breaker for the Govern-
ment were not that they were well-
signalled and had third-party en-
dorsement but, more importantly,
they were a good idea.

“You can’t undervalue, in policy
terms, the power of a good idea. Intu-
itively the parents of kids doingNCEA
felt it wasn’t delivering the type of
educational excellence they were
used to. The idea resonated that
changes needed to bemade, and that
takes courage. Getting bipartisan sup-
port for the scale of changing core
curricula was part of it.

“There is a parallel for having a
discussion around superannuation
and affordability of retirement.

“Just like the potential changes to
NCEA, there needs to be a willingness
for policymakers to step up and
change retirement settings in a cour-
ageous way.”

Power, a former National MP for
12 years and former Minister of Jus-
tice and Commerce, Consumer
Affairs, said over the past 12 months
that commentators have drawn to
the attention of policymakers that the
current settings are not sustainable —
it hasn’t just been industry and the
Retirement Commissioner.

“Any change sits with the policy-
makers, not industry.

“There’s been a series of sugges-
tions and solutions put forward but,
for whatever reason, progress hasn’t
been speedy in the last 12 months.”

Last year Power told Mood of the
Boardroom that KiwiSaver schemes
and the NZ Super Fund have reached
a scale where they can play a larger
role in smoothing out the cost of
superannuation.

“We need to have a tripartite dis-
cussion on what retirement savings

will look like. The construction of the
conversation has changed because of
the size of the funds,” he said at the
time.

The NZ Super Fund has grown to
over $80 billion in value, and the 38
KiwiSaver schemes, with a total of
3.33 million members, had $128.6b
under management at March 31 this
year. The KiwiSaver assets had an
annual increase of 11.5%.

Power backed the move in the
May Budget to increase the employer
contribution to KiwiSaver from 3% to
4% over two years, starting fromApril
next year.

“That was a good start and has to
be applauded. But why stop there?
We need to paint a picture, and the
need for a 10-year view is incredibly
important. We don’t have to copy
Australia, which increased the em-
ployer contribution to 12% in July,

and their government superannu-
ation (called Age Pension) is means-
tested and available from the age of
67.

“Weare 15 years behind them,” said
Power. “What the Government did in
the Budget was a powerful tool to
encourage a deeper conversation
about retirement savings and not to
benervous about recognising that the
New Zealand public is really smart
and understands the nuance of long-
term policymaking if they are taken
on that journey.”

Power said there has been an
emergence of thoughtful, bipartisan
arrangements with infrastructure.
The same approach should apply to
superannuation and long-term retire-
ment savings.

“Forming accords and committees
is not the first step. The first step to
bipartisan policy making is getting
key figures across Parliament to trust
the association.”

Power said his firm has seen a 40%
increase in communications from
clients concerning significant finan-
cial hardship. According to IRD, there
were 4100 withdrawals from
KiwiSaver in July last year. This
increased to 4950 in July this year.

“I checked with my team and we
are not seeing this trend ease off at
themoment.What it’s telling us is that
workingmumsanddads are applying
for withdrawals. They are not large
sums of money, just hundreds of

dollars to cover week-to-week or
fortnight-to-fortnight living expenses.

“This is a leading indicator of how
the economy is sitting. Long-serving
staff haven’t seen it like this before.
It’s really about household expendi-
ture pressure,” he said.

“One that sticks out is the increase
in power. Because it’s a complex
industry, the reasons for the in-
creases are quite challenging to con-
vey. This is an opportunity for
policymakers to talk about the com-
ponents that make up the electricity
price and make sure the pricing is
widely understood.”

Power said while the Government
was considering a variety of reports
on the energy market, it would be
helpful to get visibility on what these
reports recommend and to engage in
a conversation.

“When you think about the sums
of money involved with KiwiSaver,
the increase in living expenses appli-
cations is not having a huge impact
on the overall numbers,” he said.

The average KiwiSaver balance
among New Zealanders is $37,000, a
slight increase of $5000 from last
year.

“My main concern is to get the
balances up for people heading into
retirement. It does worry me that the
year-on-year balance is increasing
$5000.”

Power suggests that the employer
contribution to KiwiSaver should in-
crease up to 9% or 10% over a period
of 10 to 15 years. “My point is, we need
to have a plan beyond two years.
Retirement savings is not straightfor-
ward but we need to have a debate.”

● FisherFunds is anadvertising
sponsor of theHerald’sMoodof the
Boardroomreport.
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Peters rises as Seymour and
Deputy PM job share gets mixed review from business leaders

Tim McCready

Chief executives aremoderately posi-
tive about the novel shared Deputy
Prime Ministership arrangement,
born from coalition negotiations bet-
ween Prime Minister Christopher
Luxon, Winston Peters, and David
Seymour.

Peters served as deputy for 18
months before handing the title to
Seymour on May 31 this year.

The arrangement scored 3.07/5 by
respondents to the Mood of the
Boardroom, on a scalewhere 1means
“not impressive” and 5 equals “very
impressive”, with many surprised at
how smoothly it has functioned, giv-
en the potential for friction between
three leaders with different political
styles and priorities.

“Didn’t predict that!” says one. An-
other remarks: “For the most part,
behaving like responsible adults … it
has worked so far.”

Several note the coalition’s cohes-
ion: “They have done very well bring-
ing three diverse leaders together,”
while another observes: “Surprisingly
cohesive... so far.”

However, not all share this positive

view. The head of a prominent law
firm labels both deputy leaders as
“terrible and destructive for New Zea-
land”, calling for a rethink of the MMP
voting system itself.

An engineering CEO was also criti-
cal, saying the arrangement “doesn’t
work – toomuch competingwith own
agendas and too many egos. Minor
parties have too much to say on
policy setting in New Zealand.”

Several respondents feel the ar-
rangement has weakened the Prime
Minister’s position.

“Playing politics and creating a
weird dynamic. This has not strength-
ened the PM’s position and, in fact,
at times undermines him,” notes an
infrastructure boss. A logistics CEO
says: “The Government did not need
the change mid-term. An unneces-
sary distraction.”

Minor party leaders
New Zealand First leader Winston
Peters once again emerges as the
most impressive minor party leader,
receiving a score of 3.70/5 from busi-
ness leaders, up from 3.40/5 last year.
He is the only minor party leader to
increase his score year-on-year.

A CEO in the logistics industry
remarks: “Peters is very effective in
foreign policy, but I am aware of the
MMP politics around rail, which is not
impressive.”

NZ First has pushed a broad ag-
enda — from controversial proposals
like the since-withdrawn Fair Access
to Bathrooms Bill and legislation to
define “woman” and “man” in biologi-
cal terms, to measures targeting
banks’ use of ESG criteria. It has also
championed judicial reform, limits on
the Waitangi Tribunal, and advanced
the $1.2b Regional Infrastructure
Fund to boost provincial economies.

At its annual conference this year,
Peters unveiled further ambitions:
compulsory KiwiSaver contributions
rising to 10% and offset with tax cuts,
a migrant “values statement”, and
legislation to make English an official
language.

The event also featured former
Labour minister Stuart Nash, fuelling
speculation about a role with the
party. Days later, Nash resigned from
Robert Walters and the Taxpayers’
Union after crude comments about
women on online radio station The
Platform, which Peters labelled “not

acceptable” but noted Nash had apo-
logised.

Business leaders remain relatively
lukewarm on the performance of the
other minor party leaders, with rat-
ings largely slipping from last year.

An independent director notes
that minor parties are “generally
distracting and negative and do not
have the nation’s long-term interests
in mind”, while an energy CEO says
they “disproportionately impact core

Business leaders deliver
blunt verdict on Hipkins

I think he’s
played a clever
game —mostly

keeping his
head down. He
doesn’t need to
domuch, as the
public don’t like

Luxon, the
economy is
awful and

people will just
want to feel

they are voting
for something

better.
Tourism chairperson

CEOs award lowmarks to Labour line-up, writes Tim McCreadyC hris Hipkins is facing a sharp
verdict from New Zealand’s
top chief executives. Asked
in the Mood of the Board-

room CEOs survey to rate his per-
formance as opposition leader in
holding the Government to account
on critical national issues, the average
score delivered is just 2.01/5. More
than 70% of respondents give him a
rating of just 1/5 or 2/5.

The upshot is a warning that Lab-
our looks like a party waiting for the
Coalition Government to collapse
under its own failures, rather than
offering a credible alternative.

“The Labour Opposition generally
lacks visibility and is generally simply
looking for the Government to fall out
of favour,” says Deloitte chairman
Thomas Pippos.

An engineering CEO is equally
blunt: “He appears to be watching the
Government implode instead of step-
ping up and showing leadership, how
can Labour demonstrate they can
lead the country out of the current
economic climate?”

A law firm CEO sums up: “I really
like Chris Hipkins but am frustrated
by his lack of leadership. Re-ignite
what he and the Labour Party believe
in — have a vision for New Zealand
that will inspire and ignite action.”

For some, the issue goes beyond
opposition tactics to credibility. “I find
it difficult to reconcile responsibility
for the policies of the last Govern-
ment with critiques of the current
Government’s attempts at managing
the consequences of those policies,”
says Local Government Funding Ag-
ency chairman Craig Stobo.

Others highlight his public absence
from the Covid inquiry, his unwilling-
ness to front mistakes from Labour’s
past term, and a tendency to focus
on political point-scoring rather than
solutions.

But most want clearer direction.
“He’s good in some areas, weak in
others,” says Ventia executive gen-
eral manager Damian Pedreschi. “It’s
time to hear more clearly what his
and his party’s position is on key

topics and back it up with their plans
and policies.”

A tech boss adds: “Hipkins has im-
proved Labour’s standing and sharp-
ened accountability on key policy
areas, pending clearer, costed alterna-
tives across the board.”

Not all verdicts are so uncompro-
mising. Some see merit in Hipkins’
cautious approach.

“I think he’s played a clever game
— mostly keeping his head down,”
says a tourism chairperson. “He do-
esn’t need to do much, as the public
don’t like Luxon, the economy is
awful and peoplewill justwant to feel
they are voting for something better.”

But business leaders agree the cur-
rent strategy cannot hold indefinitely.

After Jacinda Ardern’s resignation
in early 2023, Chris Hipkins was
swiftly elevated to Labour’s leader-
ship. A senior minister under Ardern,
he had held portfolios including edu-

cation, public service, police, and Co-
vid-19 response.

Hipkins sought to reset Labour’s
agenda with what became known as
his “policy bonfire”, including shelv-
ing the RNZ-TVNZ merger, withdraw-
ing proposedhate speech laws, delay-
ing the social insurance scheme, and
changes to Three Waters. He framed
the shift as amove back to “bread and
butter” economic issues, an attempt
to narrow Labour’s focus and
reconnect with middle New Zealand.

Since Labour’s defeat in 2023, Hip-
kins has sought to reset Labour with
a deliberately lower profile.

While in some ways this has wor-
ked — he has polled close to Prime
Minister Christopher Luxon this year
and is now leading in some preferred
leader surveys — many in the board-
room say the strategy risks being
perceived as too quiet and too often
absent from the policy debate.

Labour’s challenge in opposition is
not only rebuilding credibility with
business, but convincing voters it can
chart a course without appearing
constrained by its potential coalition
partners. With polling suggesting La-
bour cannot govern alone, many in
the boardroom fear power-sharing
with the Greens and Te Pāti Māori
could hand too much influence to
more activist policy positions.

Hipkins has sought to allay those
concerns by stressing “jobs, homes
andhealth” asLabour’s corepriorities,
while keepingup regular engagement
through business roundtables and
economic briefings. But doubts re-
main.

Labour’s invisible frontbench
leaves business wanting more
The survey reflects those doubts.
Most of Labour’s frontbench are rated
closer to “not impressive” than “im-

pressive”, with business leaders re-
peatedly citing a lack of depth, direc-
tion and co-ordination.

Barbara Edmonds tops Labour’s
performance rankings with an aver-
age score of 3.20/5, reflecting cautious
but growing respect for her role as
finance and economy spokesperson.

She also holds the savings and inv-
estment portfolio.

Kieran McAnulty, responsible for
housing, infrastructure and public in-
vestment, scores 2.87/5.

Beyond them, the ratings fall away
sharply. Even Labour leader and for-
mer Prime Minister Hipkins lags well
behind with 2.28/5.

Next is GinnyAndersen (police) on
2.17/5, Megan Woods (energy) on
2.16/5, Ayesha Verrall (health) on
2.07/5, and Carmel Sepuloni (Auck-
land issues) on 2.04/5.

The bottom-ranked three of Lab-
our’s front bench all score below 2/5:
Willie Jackson (Māori development)
rates 1.78/5, Jan Tinetti (workplace
relations) 1.76/5, and Willow-Jean
Prime (education; children) on 1.53/5.

“Not as co-ordinated on communi-
cations as they need to be, especially
betweenChris andBarbara,” notes the
CEO of a large law firm. “Need to
demonstrate greater clarity, strength
and energy. We need a stronger op-
position and option — and fast!”

There are some serious doubts
about competence. “Very few are in
command of their portfolios or give
a clear sense of strategic direction,”
says a recruitment boss. Others argue
Labour has “lost any fight and lead-
ership” and remains “largely anony-
mous and impossible to understand
what their policies might be.”

Even those more sympathetic em-
phasise the need for urgency. “I hope
the Labour Party is biding its time and
doing some serious policy work be-
hind the scenes a year before elec-
tions,” suggests Auckland Business
Chamber CEO Simon Bridges.

“Regardless of what the outcome
may be, New Zealand deserves an
Opposition that is keeping things
competitive.”
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the Greens slip with CEOs
In 2025, New Zealand

needs leaders who can
rise above partisan point-

scoring and build the
kind of consensus that

strengthens, rather than
fractures, our society.

Industry executive

Illustration / Paul Slater

policy frameworks for a prosperous
and fair society”.

An industry body executive notes
that since the 2023 election, toomany
of the smaller party leaders have
done more to divide us than unite us.

“In 2025, New Zealand needs leaders
who can rise above partisan point-
scoring and build the kind of consen-
sus that strengthens, rather than
fractures, our society.”

Act leader David Seymour is rated

3.13/5, down from 3.40/5 last year.
His promotion to Deputy Prime

Minister is a visible marker of Act’s
leverage in the coalition.

The party advanced a strong free-
market agenda, establishing a Minis-
try of Regulation to cut back excess-
ive legislation, driving tougher poli-
cies on youth offending and gangs,
and advocating for longer parlia-
mentary terms to deliver more stable
governance.

Beyond Parliament, Act is exten-
ding its reach into local government
through Act Local, a slate of candi-
dates campaigning on lower rates,
core services and a back-to-basics
approach in the upcoming local elec-
tions.

Business leaders acknowledge
Seymour’s work ethic, with one re-
cruiter noting: “Like him or not, he is
the hardest worker in Parliament,”
says a recruiter. Others aremore criti-
cal: “Seymour shouldn’t have wea-
ponised Māori for politics. “It has hurt
Act, making it seem extreme, and
damaged Seymour’s reputation,” says
an independent director.

The Greens’ co-leaders have suf-
fered sharp drops in their ratings.
Chlöe Swarbrick has fallen to 1.72/5
from 2.48/5 in 2024, while Marama
Davidson is rated just 1.45/5, down
from 1.82/5.

The party has endured a bruising
run of scandals and turmoil since the
election: Golriz Ghahraman’s resigna-
tion over shoplifting allegations, the
sudden death of new MP Efeso Col-
lins, Darleen Tana’s expulsion after
allegations of migrant exploitation,
Davidson stepping back for a period
after a breast cancer diagnosis, and
Julie Anne Genter being censured
after an angry outburst in Parliament.

Swarbrick has sought to reset the
agenda with the Greens’ alternative
Budget, proposing ambitious spend-
ing funded by new taxes and debt.
But critics say gaps in the detail risk
undermining credibility and alienat-
ing potential partners.

Most recently, Benjamin Doyle,
who replaced Tana, announced their
resignation after months of online
harassment.

A real estate CEO laments: “Sadly
Swarbrick has gone backwards, and
the Greens aren’t the party they used
to be.”

Te PātiMāori’s co-leaders have lost
further ground with business, rating
just 1.36/5 for Debbie Ngarewa-Packer
and 1.39/5 for Rawiri Waititi, down
from 1.69/5 last year.

The party celebrated a major win
with Oriini Kaipara’s decisive Tāmaki
Makaurau by-election victory over
Labour’s Peeni Henare earlier this
month.

But that momentum has been ov-
ershadowed by controversy.

Waititi, Ngarewa-Packer andHana-
Rawhiti Maipi-Clarke received record
parliamentary suspensions for refus-
ing to apologise after performing a
haka during the Treaty Principles Bill
debate — a move deemed “intimida-
ting” by the Privileges Committee.

Internal strains have also emerged.
Mariameno Kapa-Kingi was abruptly
removed as party whip, while Tākuta
Ferris drew cross-party condemna-
tion for comments about non-Māori
campaigning for the Labour Party in
the by-election.

While the co-leaders are standing
their ground, CEOs remain sceptical.

“Debbie and Rawiri — divisive and
disrespectful,” says an engineering
boss.

National Party poll slump sparks
questions over leadership

Luxon faces doubts as polls tighten and caucus loyalty looks shaky

Since 1957,
parties have

changed
their

leader in
Government
seven times

and each
time gone on

to lose the
next election.

Photo / MarkMitchell

Y oudon’t needa
weatherman toknowwhich
way thepoliticalwindsare
blowing right now.Theyare

beginning to rustle the leadershipof
PrimeMinisterChristopherLuxon.

Lastweek’sGDP figures, theweek
before‘smigrationnumbers, along
with the regulardrumbeatof
industrial layoffs, all point toan
economythat is in theeconomic
intensivecareward.

Poll afterpoll andsurveyafter
survey reflect awidespreadview that
thecountry is driftingand that the
Governmenthasnocredibleplan to
stop that. TheWestpac-McDermott
consumerconfidencemeasure,
although it hasmovedupsince2023,
remainswell below the long-run
average.

TheSeptemberTaxpayersUnion-
Curiapoll shows that 52per cent
think thecountry isheaded in the
wrongdirectioncomparedwithonly
38per centwho thought that in
January last year.

It also showsNational andLabour
less than 1%apart, andevenmore
ominously forNational, it showsa
centre-left coalitionof just Labour
and theGreenswithin4%of the
centre-rightNational, Act,NZFirst
coalition. That poll is important
because it is fromCuria,which is
DavidFarrar’s polling companyand
whichhaspolled forNational since
theKeyyears.

It is nowconceivable that this
couldbeaone-termgovernment.

Thepollingwill bedoing the
roundsof theweeklyNational
Caucusyear-groupdrinks’ sessions,
where itwill be theplatform for
discussionsaboutwho toblame for
the situationandhow itmightbe
reversed. Inevitably, those
discussionswill focuson the
leadership.

Thiswon’t be the first time this
year thathashappened.Thereare
reports that someCaucusmembers
canvassedachange in leadership
earlier thisyear butwerepersuaded
bya seniorCaucus figure tobackoff,
on thegrounds thepartycouldnot
afford thepolitical traumaof a
change.

TheMPswereapparently remin-
dedof thedamage the leadership
changeshaddone in2020.

Instead, it seems tohavebeen
accepted that any leadershipchange
shouldhappenafter thenext election.

But thatwas then, and theCuria
poll is now.

Very fewNationalMPsbother to
giveany impression that they
actually like thePrimeMinisteror
evenholdhim inparticularlyhigh
regard. Labour’smainattackdog,
KieranMcAnulty, hasbeenalluding
to this inhisWednesdaydebate
speeches,wherehe likes topointout
whatheclaims isLuxon’s lackof
supportwithinhisownCaucus.

He is right, and it iswhatmakes

thePrimeMinistervulnerable.
VeteranLabourPartyactivist and

formergeneral secretaryof theparty,
MikeSmith,who lived through the
putativecoupattempts againstHelen
Clark, developedwhathecalled
“Smith’s LawsofPolitics”.

One, don’t panic; two, havea
runner; three, learn tocount; and four,
don’t believewhatyou read.

Luxonmight take comfort in laws
twoand three.Hehasnoobvious
uncontested successor, so there isno
runnerwitha clearmajoritywithin
theCaucus.

Ayearago, thatmighthavebeen
hisdeputy, FinanceMinisterNicola
Willis, buther star appears tohave
fadedwith theeconomy. She isnot
helpedbyan incessantTaxpayers’
Unioncampaignagainsther.

Then there isRMAReform,
Transport and Infrastructure
Minister, ChrisBishop,who lookedas
thoughhemight replaceheras
caucus favourite. But even thoughhe
hasbeenmentoredover theyearsby
SpeakerGerryBrownlee, hedoesnot

yet seemtohavebeenable tocapture
anoverwhelmingwaveof support
fromamonghis colleagues.

Nevertheless, until recently, it
seems tohavebeenagreedwithin the
Caucus that if it came toa leadership
votenow, itwouldbebetweenWillis
andBishop.However, thingsappear
tobechangingwith twomorenames
beingadded to the list.

HealthMinister SimeonBrown is
widelyadmiredbyhis colleagues for
hisno-nonsenseability tomanagea
toughportfolio. Buthe isyoungand,
perhapsmore importantly, ahard
social conservative in aparty that
knows itmustwinmoreyoungand
femalecentrist votes if it is toprevail
at thenext election.

That leaves the rising star, Erica
Stanford.

Stanfordworked forMurray
McCully inhis EastCoastBays
electorateoffice and thensucceeded
himasMP in2017. Shewasoneof
the fewnewMinisters in2023who
entered theBeehivewithaclear
policyprogramme inher two

portfoliosofEducationand
Immigration.

Itwasobvious shehadput in the
legwork inbothareasandhasbeen
able to implement themwithonly the
usual griping from the teacherunions.

TheCaucushasbeen impressed
withher relatively trouble-free runas
aminister.

She is believed to still have the
support ofMcCully, and that could
makeherapowerful contender in
any leadership race.

But all of this is speculation.
Goingback to Smith’s Laws, there

arenoapparent signsofpanicwithin
theNationalCaucus. Indeed,most
MPsare atpains to say there isno
case for a leadershipchangebefore
theelection.

What theyprobablymean is that
unless things get seriouslybadand
thewholeGovernment is starting to
staredefeat in the face, there isno
case for a leadershipchange.

But even then, history suggests
theywouldproceedwithcaution.

Since 1957, partieshavechanged
their leader inGovernment seven
timesandeach timegoneon to lose
thenext election. That suggests that
theCaucus’s firstmove if thepolls
don’t recoverwill be toget Luxon to
change some things. That couldmean
aCabinet reshuffle or changes in
Luxon’s ownstaff orboth.

Any reshufflewould focuson
Willis asFinanceMinister andwould
bringcoalition tensions intoplay.

Theymightbeenough to saveher.
Otherwise, theCabinetwouldget

what Sir JohnKeyused to call a
“refresh”,whichcouldmean the
departureofunderperforming
Ministers likeMatDooceyand
possiblySimonWatts,whohas
antagonised the farming lobbyand
thepromotionofMinisters currently
outsideCabinet, likeChrisPenkand
JamesMeager.

But therearenoeasyanswers.
Smith’s LawsmaysaveLuxoneven
if theydon’t saveNational.

● RichardHarman is a respected
political commentator andauthorof
thePolitik newsletter.

Moodof the
Boardroom
RichardHarman
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Executives divided on
defence spending plan

Debate grows over howDefencewill use its $12b budget boost, writes Tim McCready

The Defence Force is acquiring five MH-60R Seahawks. The helicopters are equipped with advanced systems for
detecting and targeting submarines and surface threats. Photo / Supplied

B usiness leaders are split on
whether the Government’s
commitment to raise de-
fence spending to 2% of GDP

is enough to keep New Zealand
secure in an increasingly volatile
world.

Just under a third (32%) of resp-
ondents to the Herald’s 2025 Mood of
the Boardroom survey believe the
target is sufficient, while 43% say it
falls short. The remainder (25%) are
unsure.

The debate comes as the Govern-
ment commits $12 billion over the
next four years— $9bof it newmoney
— to modernise the New Zealand
Defence Force. Spending is expected
to climb above 2%of GDPwithin eight
years.

For many executives, the chal-
lenge is scale. “A percentage of our
small GDPwill never be enough,” says
Mainfreight CEO Don Braid. “Strong
security relationships with other
nations remain our only options.”

Jason Paris, chief executive of One
NZ, is direct: “We will never be able
to invest enough to protect ourselves
without our partners.”

Forsyth Barr managing director
Neil Paviour-Smith warns, “New Zea-
land is only truly ‘protected’ if we are
part of a credible set of defence all-
iances. The cost of that may well be
more than 2% of GDP.”

Several major investments are
earmarked between now and 2028.
These include replacing the ageing
Boeing 757 fleet ($600m to $1b), ac-
quiring maritime helicopters ($300m
to $600m), and enhancing strike
capabilities ($100m to $300m) in ad-
dition to cybersecurity, drones, and
personnel housing upgrades.

Ventia executive general manager
Damian Pedreschi emphasises the
need to support people as well as
hardware. “Our defence force will
always be small but mighty,” he says.
“We need to give them the appropri-
ate living and working facilities, and
up-to-date equipment to carry out
their core functions.”

Several respondents highlight that

the debate is as much about credi-
bility with allies as it is about the
headline figure.

“For our allies, the commitment no
doubt speaks louder than the percen-
tage,” says Institute of Directors CEO
Kirsten (KP) Patterson. “It’s a signal to
friends and allies that we take our
shared security seriously.”

Others stress that execution is
what matters. “Chronic underinvest-
ment needs a transformational ap-
proach,” notes ServiceNow country
director Kate Tulp. “Howwill Defence
spend that investment at pace with
the current skill sets employed? This
will be the determining factor.”

Chronic underfunding is repeat-

edly cited. “Defence has been
woefully underfunded for decades.
Significant investment in innovation
is essential, just lookathowfast things
are moving in Ukraine,” says Retire-
ment Villages Association executive
director Michelle Palmer.

Dairy Holdings chairman Greg
Gent adds that catch-up capital is
essential, given the lift is “off a very
low base”.

Auckland Business Chamber CEO
Simon Bridges calls it “the right thing”
but says one could argue the time-
frame is on the tardy side: “A job
worth doing is worth getting onwith.”

Still, not all believe New Zealand
should be chasing higher figures.

“We have to be realistic about our
country’s balance sheet,” says
Freightways chairman Mark Cairns.
“Two per cent of GDP seems a sens-
ible lift from where we have been.”

“To go from 1.2% of GDP to 2% of
GDP will require $30 billion of addi-
tional cumulative funding. Where is
that coming from?” asks Cameron
Bagrie, managing director at Bagrie
Economics.

Some are sceptical of the value of
the spend.

“It’s probably one where wewould
be better off considering carefully our
diplomatic efforts than trying to build
a modern navy,” says Jarden manag-
ing director Silvana Schenone.

Time for a targeted population policy
Scott St John

“I f youdon’t knowwhere
youare going, any road
will getyou there,”wasan
early lesson inmycareer.

LikemanyWesterncountries,New
Zealand faces threebig challenges: an
ageingpopulation, infrastructure
deficits, andhighgovernmentdebt.

Policies in recentyearshave
borrowed fromthe future topay for
thepresent. Thismeans theburden
of today’s spending falls on
tomorrow’s taxpayers,making it
harder tomeet futureneeds.

TheNewZealandGovernment is
workinghard topromotegrowthwith
measures likegoldenvisas,
accelerateddepreciation for
productivity (InvestmentBoost), an
energy strategy, and thecreationof
InvestNZ.

Yet, it remainsdifficult tomeet the
public’s expectations. Some
understand thesechallenges, but
manymaynot because it’s not the
most exciting topic.

TheGovernment’s agendawould
benefit froma longer-termplanbuilt
aroundaclear aspiration.Akeypart
of thiswouldbeacomprehensive
plan forNewZealand’spopulation—

avision forpopulationand
immigration that supportsbetter
urbanand infrastructureplanning.
NewZealandneedsapopulation
policy.

While forecastingpopulation
growth is complicatedbymany
external factors, it’s too important to
ignore.Accuratepopulation
predictions influencenearly
everything—wherepeople liveand
wherewebuild schools, roadsand
hospitals. That thendetermineshow
we fund theseneeds— through taxes,
savingsand investment.

Wecaneither takea “wait andsee”
approachor createaboldplan for the
countrywewant tobecome.

Thismeanshavinganhonest
conversationabout immigration.
Thereare twobasic approaches—
throwthedoorsopen toalmost
anyoneordecide to targetparticular
groups.

Smartnations are targetingwho
theyneed. I thinkhigh-skilledand
youngerpeoplearedesperately
needed to support oureconomy.

Populationpolicy shouldnotbe
just aboutnumbersor filling jobs that
arecurrentlyunfilled; rather, it should
leverageNewZealand’s appeal to
attract talentedpeople.

This isn’t just aboutwealth—
artists, teachers, doctors, nurses,
scientists, actors, researchers and
investors all addvalue. Consider the
lifetime impactof a greatdoctoror
nurse.

NewZealand’smostuniqueasset
is its qualityof life. But ifwewant
talentedpeople to settlehere,we
must alsomake it easier for themto
buyhomesandobtain residency.

The international tertiary
education sector is another
opportunity. Changes in theUnited
Stateshavemade the sectormore
fluid, andother countries— like
Singapore—are alreadymoving to
attract topacademic talent.

Similarly,wealthyor investor
migrants canbring industry,
entrepreneurship, global connections
andphilanthropy toNewZealand.

TheGovernmenthas introduced
innovations likeGoldenVisasand
sponsoredparentvisas.

TheproposedUSGoldenVisa
(withaUS$5mfee), for example, has
attracted strongearly interest.
Countries suchasPortugal,
Argentina, Singapore, andothers
have similarprogrammes.

Australia recently replaced its
GoldenVisawith theNational

InnovationVisa, aimedat excep-
tionally talented individuals. TheUK,
meanwhile, is still trying tobalance
taxpolicyand international appeal.

NewZealandalreadyhasagreat
track recordofwelcoming successful
peoplewho fall in lovewith the
country, leading to tourismassets like
KauriCliffs, Tara Iti, TeArai, Craggy
Range, ElephantHill, Cape
Kidnappers,Wharekauhau,Mahu
WhenuaandMatakauri.Auckland’s
football club,AucklandFC, is another
success story.

Philanthropyhas also flourished—
AucklandArtGallery receivedacirca
$200millionart gift fromthe
Robertson family.Manyschools,
environmental projects, andsports
tournamentsbenefit fromthe
contributionsof foreign friendswho
loveNewZealand.

Clearly, therearemanyways to
approach thesechallenges. It’s
important, though, thatweview it as
aglobal contest. Talentedpeople
haveoptions, andmanycountries are
puttingmoreeffort intoattracting
them.

Population trendsarechallenging
most countries— thecompetition for
toppeople is real, andNewZealand
needs tobecompetitive.

Witha large landmassandasmall
population,NewZealandhas
valuableoptions toattractnew
residents andshouldcontinue
exploring them.

If thereare concernsabout cultural
change,wecould set rolling
percentagecaps for immigrants from
anysingle country, say, 15%.This can
becontroversial, butother countries
do it.

For investors,wecoulddirect
investment— say, $5mor$10m— into
specific infrastructure funds, linking
immigrationdirectly tobenefits for
NewZealanders.

Thinkingaboutpopulationgrowth
ina strategic, long-termwayhelps
external investors, especially
infrastructure funders, plan for the
future.NewZealand’s small size
makes scaledifficult, but it alsoallows
us tobeagile ifwechoose.

Acomprehensivepopulation
policyandplan that’s basedon long-
termstrategic thinkingwillmakeus
attractive to internationalpartners,
investors and themanyyoungKiwis
whoseeother countries as their
future.
● Scott St John is the chairmanofANZ
BankNewZealandandMercury
Energy.

Leaders back
model of
partnership
Astrongmajorityof business
leadersback the ideaof reviving
a formal partnershipbetween
government, business, unionsand
sector leaders to tackleNew
Zealand’smostpressing
challenges.

In theMoodof theBoardroom
survey, 68%say theywould
support themodel,while 14%
oppose it and 18%areunsure.

ManyCEOs see clearmerit in
bringingdiversevoices together.
“Anything that tries tounify stake-
holdergroupshas tobebeneficial,”
saysDeloitte chairmanThomas
Pippos. TheCEOof a large law firm
calls it “an excellent idea, a credible
forumtogenuinely listenand focus
onsolutions for a fewkey
priorities.”

Supporterspoint tooverseas
examples,with Sanfordmanaging
directorDavidMair, notingamodel
“à la Ireland, butmust include
education”.Others saya refreshed,
time-bound forumcouldhelpwith
skills, technologyadoptionand
productivity. As InstituteofDirec-
tors chief executiveKirstenPatt-
ersonputs it: “NewZealand’s
challengesare too complex for the
Government to solveon its own.
Weneedagenuinepartnership.”

Butnot everyone is convinced.
TheNewZealand Initiative
chairmanRogerPartridgewarns
against privileginga feworganised
voicesoverothers and the riskof
“lowest-common-denominator
compromises,morebureaucracy
and less accountability”. He says
“government should consultwid-
ely, butpolicymustbedrivenby
thepublic interest, not insiderdeals
with ahandful of stakeholders”.

Othersdoubtedunions’willing-
nessor ability to contribute con-
structively, a top recruiter saying:
“I don’t believeunionshavean
intention toaddress challenges.
The teachers’ union, for example,
has createdan industryof under-
performance.”

For some, it camedown toexe-
cution. “If they canget thingsdone
andnot slow thingsdown, it could
work,” says anenergychairperson.
Abankingboss ismore sceptical:
“It sounds like suchagood idea,
but I’d bedubious itwouldgetoff
thegroundanddeliver tangible
action.” — TimMcCready
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MOOD OF THE BOARDROOM

The energy question
Energy issues are the standout concern in the 2025
Herald Mood of the Boardroom Survey. CEOs were asked:

How a�ordable are your
business energy costs
(electricity, gas, petrol, other)
currently?

Q

If coalwas the lowest-cost source of
electricity to provide insurance for dry
hydro years, would this create a problem
for the international sale of your goods
and services?

Q

Which ismost important to your
organisation?Q Should the Government require structural separation

between electricity retailers andgenerators (similar
to the 'Telecom'model) in order to encourage further
investment and competition in the generationmarket?

Q

1

2

3

4

5 13%

6%

12%

11% 25% 31%

39% 40% 32%

26% 17% 18%

3%

12%

7%1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1=Easily a�ordable

5=Veryuna�ordable

How concerned are you about
electricity pricing and its impact
on your business over the next
12months?

Q
1=Not concerned at all

5=Extremely concerned

How concerned are you about the
risk of energy shortages and their
impact on your business over the
next 12months?

Q
1=Not concerned at all

5=Extremely concerned

Has NZmade su�icient investment in
energy infrastructure to support the
forecast rising electricity demand to
support the growth of AI, electric
vehicles, and large-scale data centres?

Q

ment and competition in the gene

34%

39%

50%

31%

27%

5% Yes, signifcant

Unsure

Yes

No

Unsure

Not
applicable
tomy
business

Yes, minor

No4%

10% 8%

87%

5%Unsure Yes

No

44%
33%

20%

1%

2%

Unsure

Availability/
security
of supply

All equally
important

Pricing/costSustainability/
emissions impact

Photo: Alex Burton. Herald Mood of the Boardroom CEOs Survey 2025 /
Herald Network graphic

No opinion: 8%

New Zealand needs a
long-term power plan

Energy users wantmore assurance about prices and supply, and certainty that
capacity is being built tomeet future demand, writes Graham Skellern

continued on B22Tony Clifford

M anycompany
executives, particularly
inmanufacturing, are
spendinga lot of time

managingenergy issuesat the
expenseof increasingproductivity
and investment in their business.

Risingprices and their impact,
alongwith the securityofpower
supplyarenever far fromthechief
executives’ thoughts.

Theywereasked in theMoodof
theBoardroomsurvey:

● Howaffordableareyour
business energycosts (electricity, gas,
petrol, other) currently?
Respondents’ replies averaged3.05
outof 5,with 1beingveryunaf-
fordableand5easily affordable.

● Howconcernedareyouabout
electricitypricingand its impacton
yourbusinessover thenext 12
months?Theaverage response, this
time,was2.8outof 5.

● When thinkingaboutNew
Zealand’s energy system,which is
most important toyourorganisation?
A thirdof the respondents said
availability and securityof supply;
20%pricing/cost; and2%
sustainability/emissions impact. But
44%of the respondents said they
wereall equally important.

Interestingly, 50%of the
respondents said if coalwas the
lowest-cost sourceof electricity to
provide insurance fordryhydro
years, thiswouldnot createa
problemfor the international saleof
their goodsandservices.

ASeptember report bybroker
ForsythBarrwasheadlined:
“Electricitydemandstormsback”.

Thedemand increased5.7% in
August comparedwith the same
month last year,with thecountry’s
largest consumer, theTiwaiPoint
aluminiumsmelter, returning to full
demand for the first time in 14months
andmakingup60%of the increase.
Thecoldweather largelyaccounted
for theother40%.

Hydro storage, at September 1, had
fallen to72%ofaverage,marginally
lower than the same time last year.
ForsythBarr said ina sign that the
lessons fromwinter 2024havebeen
takenonboard, theelectricitymarket
ismoreconfident ofmeetingwinter
2026electricitydemand.

“Webelieve the largeHuntly
FirmingOptioncontract signed
between the four largest generator-
retailers inAugust is akey reason for
themarket’s confidence,” Forsyth
Barr said.

TheHuntly contractwillmakea
material differenceaheadof thenext
drywinter, ensuring therewas
sufficient coal on thegroundat all
timesandshouldhelpcap the
wholesale electricityprice.

TonyClifford,managingdirector
ofPanPacForestProducts, spends
20%ofhis timemanaging the
company’s ongoingenergyneeds,
whether it’s securing long-term
powerpurchaseagreements, finding
alternativeenergy sourcesordealing
withother issues.

“Thecomplexityof energy is so
massive that it hasbecomean
industry itself. I’mspending
management timeonautility instead
ofdevelopingmarkets andour
people, and that’s unproductive. It’s
adilemma.”

Clifford said the increasingcost of
energyand the impacton the

businesshadbeenan issue for 10
years andsaid itwasgetting steadily
worse.

“Oneofour challenges is that
electricitymakesup25%of thecosts
in running themechanical pulpmill
— it’s akeydriverof oureconomic
durability.

“The lumberoperationuses less
electricityand is 5%of thecosts.”

He saidhis company lobbies the
Government to try tounderstand the
critical relationshipbetweenenergy
affordability andbusiness continuity.

“We’ve reducedourconsumption
of electricityby fortunatelychanging
theproduct line-up forpulp. Forone

tonneofpulp,wearenowusinghalf
asmuchelectricityaswedid 10years
ago—but in that time thecostper
unit (wholesale electricity) has gone
up three times.”

So, has this impactedprofitability?
“Hell yes,worse than that— it’s
undermined investment confidence,
in the companyandgenerally.”

Clifford said themarket structure
wasnot sufficiently incentivised for
buildingnewgeneration. Someentity
inNewZealandneeds to take
responsibility for a long-termenergy
plan.

“There’s sufficient evidence that
showsenergydoesn’t suit apure

market theoryand thishasa long-
termchillingeffect on investment in
anyenergy-intensivebusiness,” he
said. “Whydoesn’t apuremarket
modelwork—oneof the issues is the
latencybetween increasingdemand
and increasing supply.”

MethanexNZ,whichhas three
methanolproductionplants and is
thecountry’s largest userofnatural
gasby far, has shutdown forup to
sixweeksover the last fivewinters
“tohelp theenergy supplybalance,
take thepressureoff thehydro lakes
andkeep the lightson.”

Managingwaste to producepower

Evan Maehl

WasteManagement is proud that its
powerneeds are coveredby
converting theorganicwaste
depositedat its five landfills around
thecountry intogasandelectricity.

EvanMaehl,managingdirectorof
WasteManagementNZ, said, “Wecan
producepower for 25,000homesoff
thebackofwastegoing into the
landfills.Weactually producemore
thanenough topowerourselves.”

ButMaehl is “deeply concerned”
about the impact of risingenergy

prices andconstrained supplyon the
national economy.

“Moreprocess-drivenbusinesses
will closebecauseof thecost of
energyandmorepeoplewill lose
their jobs. Households are spending
toomuchonelectricity to the
detrimentof other things.Wehave
anenergycrisis andweneedevery
bit of energywecanget,” he said.

“If there’s a droughtor lowwind,
wecanendupwith thepowernot
goingon.NewZealandneedsmore

baseloadelectricityor energy
insurance tobackup the
shortcomingsof renewables (subject
towind, sunand rain).

“Ifwewant abuoyantNewZealand
economy,weneed to lowerenergy
prices. Theredoesn’t seemtohave
beenaplanover the last 10years.
Weneed to freeupdistributed
generationand flatten thedemand
peakand fix thedistortions caused
by theEmissionsTradingScheme,”
Maehl said.

Moodof the
Boardroom
GrahamSkellern
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Is Huntly agreement the answer?
The generators are
busy firming
investment
decisions tomeet
future demand
while looking
sideways to the
government for a
stable, long-term
energy plan, writes
Graham Skellern

I’m not concerned about
a shortage of electricity

supply. We are sorted by
replacing gas with coal.

Mike Roan, Meridian Energy

It used to bemore about
gas and thermal — there

wasmore thermal
capacity back in the late
1980s and early 1990s —
and nowHuntly is doing

God’s work.
SimonMackenzie, Vector

T hanks to the Huntly agree-
ment, the country’s genera-
tors are confident ofmeeting
the present electricity de-

mand and are looking ahead to cater
for future growth in consumption.

The dry winter and low hydro
levels last year, coupled with the
spike in gas prices caused by lower
production, created an energy short-
fall and a great deal of nervousness.
Some called it an energy crisis.

The fourmajor generators, Genesis
Energy, Mercury, Meridian and Con-
tact, quickly shored up the security
of the electricity supply. They re-
cently established the 10-year Huntly
Firming Options (HFOs) contract, a
strategic energy reserve agreement
to maintain generation capacity.

The Huntly Power Station’s Ran-
kine (thermal) units will remain oper-
ational through to at least 2035, and
a stockpile of up to 600,000 tonnes
of coal will provide backup for dry
winters with low hydro inflows and
gas shortages.

Mike Roan, Meridian chief execu-
tive, said, “If we can’t get enough gas
to secure supply, then we have an
alternative through the Huntly ar-
rangement. I’m not concerned about
a shortage of supply. We are sorted
by replacing gas with coal.

“If we can’t use gas to make elec-
tricity, then we need coal to make
electricity. It’s a shame but we need
energy to power the economy. We
have dealt with the unexpected col-
lapse of the gas sector quite quickly
and efficiently.” Meridian looked at
importing liquefied natural gas but
went for the Huntly deal.

Roan said the gas shortage spurred
the sector to invest in renewable
energy faster than expected. A big
capital investment takes time to
come to fruition but some solutions
will be online by the end of next year
and through 2027 and 2028.

He said there will be investment
in wind and solar farms, battery stor-
age, geothermal generation, and in-
creasing hydro storage capacity.

“Meridian is looking at a need to
invest $3 billion by 2030. We are a
third of the market and I expect $10b
will be invested through to 2030.
There’s been $12b of investment in
generation assets over the last 15
years.”

The electricity sector now consu-
mes 42 terawatt-hours (TWh) in a
year. Roan estimates consumption
will increase to 60TWh by 2050.

He didn’t think the government
needed to make changes to encour-
age the sector to invest faster “than
we are” — though shortening the con-
senting timeframes would be helpful.

Releasing the contingent storage
would bring the consumer price of
electricity down by $4 million to $5
million a year. (Contingent storage is
the extra hydro-electric water held in
lakes below normal operating levels
permitted by resource consents).

Simon Mackenzie, who steps
down as Vector chief executive at the
end of the year, said the sector has
well-known challenges because of

the market costs coming through —
and fundamentally it came down to
generation capability coupled with
the generation mix.

“It used to be more about gas and
thermal — there was more thermal
capacity back in the late 1980s and
early 1990s — and now Huntly is
doing God’s work. Hydro and other
renewables such as solar and wind
are dependent on nature. It creates
a major problem — we haven’t got
firming capacity.”

Mackenzie said he still hasn’t seen
anyplanor accountability, yet energy
is so critical for thenational economy.
“I’ve long argued for a Ministry of
Energy that manages the plan and
looks at what is needed going for-
ward. Or an independent system
operator could be separated out from
Transpower to run the market in real
time and over the longer-term com-
plete planning and analysis. Some-
thing needs to be put in place — we
don’t have a cohesive, whole-of-
system view.”

The industry is waiting for the
release of the Frontier report and
Energy Minister Simon Watts’ pro-
posed actions. Broker Forsyth Barr
said the Minister indicated changes
would be “surgical” in nature.

Assuming the report tackles the
key issues in the sector, “we expect
changeswill target security of supply,
though theHuntlyHFOshavealready
done this to a large extent, and en-
abling additional generation to be
built,” Forsyth Barr said in its Power
Points report.

Malcolm Johns, chief executive of
Genesis, said there has been uncer-
tainty around the long-term rules for
the electricity sector —with falling gas
production and the scrapping of the
Lake Onslow pumped hydro scheme.

“Regulatory stability will open up
the ability for capital to be deployed
in real generation assets. We are in
a competition for capital and the rules
matter.

“We need a road code for the en-
ergy sector for the next 25 years. We
need to know that if you invest $1b
in renewables, then the electricity

marketwill be stable,” Johns said. “We
need to know where the wholesale
electricity settings will be sitting and
the rules around retail and long-term
policy. This all requires a bipartisan
approach (from political parties).”

Another gentailer boss said the
policy/regulatory focus was on retail
competition, but should be on long-
term energy security and competi-
tion for capital.

Pricing and affordability — which
haven’t eased since 2019 — were still
major issues in the energy sector.

Increased line charges, approved
by the Commerce Commission,made
up 66% of the latest electricity price
rises.

Roan said the rise in wholesale
electricity prices was driven by the
increase in the cost of gas, and this
had flowed through to industrial and
commercial businesses.

“We are concerned about this and
we have written long-term purchase
contracts — up to five years and plus
— with our large customers, at
affordable prices,” said Roan.

The Mood of the Boardroom sur-
vey asked: How concerned are you
about the risk of energy shortages
and their impact on your business
over the next 12 months? The re-
sponses averaged 2.78 out of 5 with
1 being not concerned at all and 5
extremely concerned.

Also, given forecasts of rising elec-
tricity demand from sources such as
AI, electric vehicles, and large-scale
data centres, did CEOs believe New
Zealand had made sufficient invest-
ment in energy infrastructure to sup-
port this growth?

There was strong unanimity
amongst the respondents — 87% said
No, and 8% Yes.

On the question, should the Gov-
ernment require structural separa-
tion between electricity retailers and
generators to encourage further in-
vestment and competition in the gen-
eration market?, the response was

evenly matched. A total of 39% said
yes, 34% no and 27% were unsure.

An energy boss said New Zealand
still had the most stable domestic
energy market delivering globally
competitive costs, with the exception
of natural gas. The gas market re-
sulted from the failure of long-term
energy policy, leading to market
meltdown and everybody will pay
the price for this.

An independent director said the
need for reliable, affordable and
abundant renewable supply of en-
ergy is “the balance we live with
every day. This will always be a
balance — the sudden and unex-
pected drop in gas supply (as a result
of past government policy) combined
with the dry weather seriously
challenged the resilience of the sys-
tem. It is important that policy set-
tings for critical national infra-
structure arekept consistentbetween
political parties.”

A gentailer director said while ac-
knowledging it can be tough for cus-
tomers, “I think the sector does a
pretty good job working with cus-
tomers to help smooth their path.
International comparisons suggest
we punch well. We need to see the
income side of the economic ledger
improving.”

A transport chief executive said
the energy companies’ consolidation
around the Huntly reserve provides
short-term comfort.

A port boss said: “We just need to
accept coal burning at Huntly is core
to the next 20 years, and 100% rene-
wables is a Labour and Greens fan-
tasy.”

Fraser Whineray, an independent
director, said the Emissions Trading
Scheme through Huntly’s coal gen-
eration adds a tax which inflates the
whole market when there is no lower
carbon alternative. This unnecessar-
ily adds circa 20% to the futures
curve, which sets the price for com-
mercial and retail alike.

Whineray said solar energy was
only good at times. “We still need the
normal power. The benefits haven’t
really shown up the other way en-
ough to fully switchover to solar. Inci-
dents like what happened in Spain
and Portugal with no power are an
example we need to observe and
learn from.”

Dave Rouse, CarbonClick founder
and chief executive, said solar and
battery back-up is in place, which has
been a good investment, and others
should do the same instead of worry-
ing about energy shortages. It will
help the grid considerably.

An electricity sector chief execu-
tive wasn’t quite sure. “No one should
have confidence. The energy system
is in the worst shape it has ever been,
with electricity shortages and excess-
ive prices, coupled with gas in a dire
state. There is no short-term solution
other than hope.”

But an infrastructure chief execu-
tive said, “We will be fine in the short-
term but five years out, things get
sketchy. The model doesn’t incent-
ivise building resilience.”

NZ HERALD CEOS SURVEY 2025

Meeting
evolving
energy
needs

Scott St John

Scott St John

Frontofmind forme, as chair of
oneofNewZealand’smajor energy
companies, is howwemeet
customers’ evolvingenergyneeds,
ensurea reliable supplyof elec-
tricity anddeliver that efficiently.

Thedata tells usour electricity
prices compare favourablywith
countries includingAustralia and
theUK:NewZealand’s electricity is
sixthbest for commercial and
industry; and 10thbest for
householdprices in theOECD.
While a significantproportionof
electricityprice increases this year
weredrivenby
transmission
and lines costs,
weappreciate
anyprice rise in
thecurrent
environment
hasan impact.

Forgood
reasons there is
genuine
concernabout energy supply,
especially gas. Thegas supply
challengeNewZealand faces is
going to impact all parts of the
economy. The rise inprices and
uncertainty about availability is
forcinghouseholds, businesses
and industrial customers to
consider their energyuseand
options. As apurchaser and reseller
weshare the concernsofgovern-
ment, industry andconsumers and
arepleased to seeagreater focus
on long-termgasoutlook.

Ourelectricity sector is ona
multibillion-dollar capital
investmentdrivewithmore than
4TWhofnewrenewable
generationexpected tobe
commissionedbetweennowand
2027 (enough topowerup tohalf
amillionhomes). In thepast five
years, the sector has invested$2.9b
ingeneration; betweennowand
2030a further $5.5b is expected
tobe invested. AtMercury,wehave
invested$1billion in threemajor
renewablebuilds, set todeliver an
additional 1.1TWh (enough to
powerup to 142,000homes).

We’re investing significantly in
hydrogenerationassets. Upgrades
at threeof our stations (an invest-
mentof around$550millionover
thenext fewyears)will deliver
increasedoutput, efficiencyand
reliability. This is believed tobe the
largest reinvestment inNew
Zealand’s hydrohistory.Weare
investing$175m intogeothermal
drilling to support geothermal
generation, theunsungheroof
NewZealand’s energy story, and
expected togrow in importance.

Wearedeveloping solutions,
alongsideothermarketpartici-
pants, tohelpbridge thegapwhen
weather-dependent renewables
aren’t enough tomeetdemand.
Examples include thedemand
responseagreementwithTiwai,
the recent agreement toestablish
a strategic energy reserveat
Huntly, and retailer smart hotwater
control programmes.With the
deliveryofmoregeneration, these
will have thedoublebenefit of
securingenergy supply and
helping tomakeourenergyas
affordable aspossible.
● Scott St John is thechair of
MercuryNZandANZBankNew
Zealand
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New Zealand needs a long-term power plan
continued from B20

StuartMcCall,managingdirectorof
theNewZealandoperations, said,
“Weare still feeling theeffect of the
2018oil andgasexplorationban.A
lot of trustwas lost.

“The lowergasproduction
highlights the riskprofileof the
energy sector as it transitions to
renewables,whichcanbe less reliable
if it doesn’t rain, blowor shine.”

McCall said the countryneedsa
matureenergy strategy. “You’d think
last year’s energycrisiswasenough
political capital todosomething
about it. Themarket and the

investment confidence is broken, and
someoneneeds to stepupand fix it.”

He saidgas is anextractive
industryand thereneeds tobemore
upstreamactivity suchasdrilling
morewells. “Weneed to findways
of restoringconfidence—with things
like royaltyholidays, tax incentives
andunderwriting investment—and
not flip-floponpolicy.

“I thinkpeoplehave lost sightof
the importanceof energy to the
national economy, and the
uncertaintyand risk that comeswith
supplyanddemand.”

AnneGaze, founderandchief
executiveofCampusLinkFoun-

dation, saidover thepast 12months,
“ouroperational costshaveescalated
by 18.4%,driven largelyby rising
expensesacross electricity, petrol,
andother essential inputs, challen-
gingunder currentmarket conditi-
ons, andweactivelyexploreeffi-
ciencymeasuresonamonthlybasis.

“Weare expecting further incre-
ases,withwholesalepriceshaving
already liftedcirca 40%since2019,
andmarket trends indicateupward
pressurewith limitednewgeneration
capacity,” she said.

“A 10%rise inelectricity costsmost
definitelyhasamaterial effect on
operatingexpenditureandcompe-

titiveness.”
MattWilson,managingdirectorof

DBBreweries, saidpending spikes in
gasprices anda lackof a clear elec-
trificationplan—gridcapacityand
matchinggeneration todemand—
wouldhave significantnegative
impacts.

CraigBonnor,who runsCordis
Hotels inNewZealand, said thegas
supplierhasprovidednoticeof cess-
ationof supplyentirely in 18-24
months. Thisnecessitates
outsourcingofonepart of the
business andsignificant capital
outlay inanotherpart toensure
continuity.

SanfordmanagingdirectorDavid
Mair said fuel is ahugecost andwill
likely gooneway. “Whobannedgas
exploration?Gas is the transition
fuel.”

A logistics boss saidelectricity
costs are skyrocketinganda
challenge to recover fromcustomers.
Anagribusiness chief executive said
volatilityhasmade it difficult toplan
— “Wecannot livewithprices that
doubleyearonyear.”

BecaGroupchief executive
AmeliaLinzey said, “Highenergy
prices arehavinga significant impact
onourclients,whichultimately flows
on to theeconomy.”

MOOD OF THE BOARDROOM

Let’s see more activism
from shareholders

Performance of the Boardroom:How

Economist
Cameron Bagrie
says poor
governance is
stalling NZ
productivity growth

It hurts when you
fall from dizzy

heights or detox
from less sugar
candy — high
government

spending,
ridiculously low
interest rates and

quantitative easing.
But that is a part of

normality.

A t theheart of anyeconomy
is abasic concept; the
takingandmanagingof
risk.

NewZealand isnot goodat it.We
canpoint to roadcone-itis, that
proliferationof roadcones, but the
issuesgoway further.Webuild stuff
thenmismanage it.We fixatewith
housingat theexpenseof the real
productiveeconomy.

In thedesire tode-risk, havewe
progressivelyknockedback that
preparedness to take risk? “It’s too
hard” is a frequent comment.

TheReserveBank tookbank
capital settings too far, andNew
Zealandbanksaremaking incredible
returns relative to thevolatilityof
their returns, favouring residential
mortgagesover lending into the
productivepart of theeconomy.We
are “banking”onhouses.

Minus0.3%.That is theaverage
decline in capital productivityper
year since 1996.

Capital productivity reflectshow
well thecapital stock is allocated,
managed, andutilised togenerate
value. It is an indicatorof the return
on investment andaffects the
competitivenessofNewZealand in
theglobalmarket.

Minus8.7%.That is thedecline in
the level ofNewZealandcapital
efficiencysince 1996. That is the
market sector aloneanddoesnot
includemostof government.

Minus6.6%.That is thedecline in
capital productivitybetween2022
and2024.

It’s easy topoint the finger at the
Government—andweoftendo.Yet,
thereare somemajor listed
companies thathavedestroyeda lot
of shareholdervalueof late andover
time. It is timewealso focusedon the
Performanceof theBoardroom.

Then there is the roleof the
ReserveBankandBanks.Youdonot
getwealthy sellingmoreexpensive
houses toeachother.

Is it really that bad?
Theeconomy is the samesize as it
was threeyears ago. Per capitawise

theeconomy isdown4%from its
peak.Construction is suffering.Wage
inflation isnot keepingpacewith
general inflation socost of living
pressuresare intense.

Yet building consentsper 1000
residents are in linewith thehistorical
average since 1966. Total bankprofits
are$10billion. Theunemployment
rate ishardly scaryat 5.3%.

Maybe it’s been tooeasy toblame
theeconomy.People’smemoryof a
what a real downturn looks like is
short.

Thebusiness sector bore thebrunt
of the2023and2024downturn
because theywere slow tocut costs.
Labour (compensationof employees)
shareof theeconomicpie spiked, and
operating surplus (returns tocapital)
declined.That rotation isnow
reversing. It hurtswhenyou fall from
dizzyheightsordetox from less sugar
candy—highgovernment spending,
ridiculously low interest rates and
quantitativeeasing. But that is apart
ofnormality.

How good are we at management
and around the boardroom table?
Notgood, according to theOECD’s

2022EconomicSurveyofNew
Zealand.

That surveynoted that
“Managerial practices inNewZealand
lagbehindother advancedOECD
economies, holdingback the
adoptionandeffectiveusesofdigital
technologies.

“Thedeficit inmanagement skills
results in lowdynamiccapabilities,
which isholdingbackNewZealand
firms fromgraspingchanges in
business environments and investing
in strategic intangible capital to
capturenewbusinessopportunities
or respond to threats.

“Managementboards inNew
Zealand’s firmsareoftenmore
focusedonpreservingexistingvalue
and regulatory compliance thanon
growthstrategies that involve
productivity-enhancing investments
and international expansion.

“Inparticular, there is a shortage
ofboardmemberswith rich
managerial experienceasopposed to
apreponderanceof those from
accountingand legal backgrounds.”

Theconsequenceshavebeen two-
fold. Poor riskmanagementof a
downturnanda failure to innovate

andembracechange.
Doweneed to seemore

shareholder activismdriving
performance? I sayyes. Fromthe
fundmanagement industry
especially.

After embracing reform in the
1980sand rejecting import licensing
andsubsidieswhichdampened
competition, it feels likeNewZealand
hasgone360degreesonsome levels,
withmany industries suchas the
grocery sectormorepowerful and
consolidated.Weakcompetition just
inhibits innovationanddrives
complacency.

What’s normal?
As theworldembraces geo-strategic
andgeo-political imperativesat the
expenseof a commercial dictated
model, theeraknownasTheGreat
Moderation (1993-2019),which
involvedglobalisation, declining
interest rate trends, low inflationand
lowvolatility, hasmovedbehindus.

Abundance is being replacedby
scarcity. Political leadershipby
populism leadership.A linerworld is
nownon-linear asAIhits.
Demographics areno longer a
tailwind.

Manycountries are facing
declining trends inproductivityand
the InternationalMonetaryFund’s
chief economist has referred to
dissatisfiedpopulationswhichdrives
voters towards thepolitical
periphery.

Lifewill goon, butmost of the
workforce’s andmanagements
experience resideswith aperiodof
stability, reasonable certaintyand
lowvolatility.

Getting the Reserve Bank on track?
TheReserveBank is a critical
institution, and their reputationhas
beendented in recentyears. The
departureof theGovernorandChair
areonlyapart of theproblem.

Warningbellswerebeing raised
years agowith the impositionof
higher capital requirementsonbanks
(nowset tobe reversed), a focuson
peripheryasopposed tocorecentral
bank issues, andaboard that didnot
appear tohave the requisite skills in
bankingandmacroeconomics. The
handlingof thedepartureof the
Governor suggests insufficient
constructive tensionaround the
boardroomtable.Whereare the
questionsabout losseson the large
scale assetprogramme?

Monetarypolicyovermany
decadesmayhascontrolled inflation
but exacerbatedasset (house)price
rises, andbailedout asset owners in
many instances.Now,houseprices
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is it shaping up?

Abundance is being
replaced by

scarcity. Political
leadership by

populism
leadership. A linear
world is now non-

linear as AI hits.
Demographics are

no longer a tailwind.

are stagnant asdeleveraging takes
hold. The solution is likely tobeeven
lower rates in the interest of getting
growth.

Thatwill comewithanexpenseof
furtherdivisionwithin society.

Expectpressureoncentral banks
to intensifyas economicandsocial
trade-offs intensify. TheUSFederal
Reserve is case inpoint,with inflation
sayingdonot change ratesbut a
weakening labourmarket calling for
lower rates. There is speculationof
a thirdmandate;moderate long-term
interest rates.

Banking
Youarenot going todrive ahigh
productivityeconomy if thebanking
sector is channellingmoremoney
into lowproductive assets andare
riskaverse.

Banks recorded$10billionofprofit
andan impairment expenseof0.08%
during the2024 recession.Home
lendinghasgone from50%ofbank
lending in2000 tomore than63%
now.TheOECDnoted in their 2024
EconomicSurveyofNewZealand
that: “Thesehigh levelsofprofitability
areunlikely tobeexplainedsolelyby
the riskinessof conductingabanking

business ina smallmarket likeNew
Zealand, as the standarddeviationof
pre-tax returns is relatively low,
suggesting lowrisk takingamong
banks.”

Thenet interestmarginacross the
banking sectorhasbeenstable
around2.35percentagepoints for the
past twoyearsbut is 30basispoints
higher than itwas in2021.

Is thecurrent stateof banking fit
forpurposeandalignedwithwhere
NewZealandneeds togo to increase
living standards? Increasingly
focused lendingonhousing isnot the
rightdirection in the long-term for the
economybut it’s good fornear-term
bankprofits.

Business investmenthas the
potential to beakeydriver of growth
andproductivityover thecoming
decade.My fear is thatwe lack the
banking sector toback that sort of
growth.

The takingandmanagingof risk
is onepart of the living standards
equationwedonot talk about
enough.Therearemanyparties at the
table andall need toplaya
constructivepart.
● CameronBagrie is leadeconomist
at BagrieEconomics.

CEOs lift profit hopes but wary on hiring

After disentangling the
data, we have adjudged

the amount of spare
capacity in the economy
to be significantly larger
than the Reserve Bank

assumed during the
August monetary policy

statement.
ASB economists

N ewZealandchief
executivesarebecoming
graduallymoreoptimistic,
withaclearmajority

expectinghigher revenueandprofit
fromtheir businessesover thenext
12months – an improvementon last
year’s sentiment.

But thebroadereconomic
environment remainschallenging,
andbusiness leaders are still hesitant
to invest orhire staff.

According to theHerald’sMoodof
theBoardroomsurvey, 73%ofCEOs
expect revenuegrowth in thecoming
year, up from62% last year and55%
in2023.

Profit expectationshavealso lifted,
with61% forecasting increased
profits, compared to 57% last year and
44% in2023.

However, hiring intentions remain
subdued. Just 31%of respondents
plan to increase staff numbers,while
34%expect adecreaseover thenext
12monthsand34%expect tokeep
the statusquo.

The surveyaskedhowsignificant
thechallengeof attractingand
retaining skilled talent in their
industry is, considering recent
workermigration trendsand
changing immigrationpolicies.

Themajority (37.8%) rated that
challenge3outof 5,with 1beingvery
difficult and5beingveryeasy.Those
at eachendof the spectrumwere
fairly similar,with6.6%rating it 1 and
7.3%rating it 5.

When it comes tocapital
expenditure, 43%of respondents said
theywereplanning to investmore,

with21%expecting tocutback.One
third (34%) said theyexpected to
spend the same.

IT spending is slightlymore
buoyant,with 59%expecting to
increase investmentand 15%
expectingcutbacks.

WhileKiwi executivesaremore
optimistic about theyearahead than
theywere this time last year,

economicactivity remainsweak, and
the jury is still outon the recovery
track.

StatsNZ’s grossdomesticproduct
(GDP)data showedNewZealand’s
economicgrowth stalledover the
Junequarter,with a0.9%decline –
againstmarket expectationsof a0.4%
fall and theReserveBank’s forecast
ofminus0.3%.

“TheGDPdatawill bevery
unhelpful for those selling the
messageof a recoveringeconomy,”
BNZheadof researchStephenToplis
said lastweek.

Thecontractionwasbroad-based
with falls in 10outof 16 industries.

Agriculture, forestry, and fishing
weredown0.3%andexports fell 1.2%,
drivenmainlybydairyandmeat
products. Constructiondropped 1.8%,
with falling residential construction
highlighted.Miningplunged4.1%.

Manufacturing fell 3.5% for the
quarter, ledbydeclines in the
productionof foodandbeverages,
transport equipmentandother
machinery, andmetal products.Also
downmateriallywere transport,
courieringandwarehousing;
financial and insurance services;
healthcareand social assistance; and
art and recreation. Retail fell 0.2%.

ThepoorGDPnumbersare
expected to see further andpossibly
deeper cuts to theofficial cash rate,
with somebanksnowcalling for acut
of 50bpsat theReserveBank’snext
opportunity less thanamonthaway.

“Afterdisentangling thedata,we
haveadjudged theamountof spare
capacity in theeconomytobe

significantly larger than theReserve
Bankassumedduring theAugust
monetarypolicy statement,”ASB
economists said.

“WithNewZealand lacking
economic tailwinds, theonus falls on
theOCR to support theeconomy.

“Wearenowcallinga50bpscut
inOctober,with a25bpscut in
November tobring a2.25%year-end
OCR,”ASBsaid.

Boost for rural economy
There is alsoapositiveevent on the
horizon for the rural economywith
Fonterra’s loomingcapital return
following the saleof its consumer
business.

Thedairygianthas signalled that
$3.2billionof the saleproceedswould
be returned to shareholders,with it
targetinga tax-free capital returnof
$2per share.Avoteon thedealwill
takeplace in lateOctoberwith
settlement in the first half of 2026.

Justhowmuchof thatwindfallwill
bedeployedoncapital investmentor
off-farm investment, compared to
debt repayment, remains tobe seen.
But it is likely therewill be someboost
to the rural economy.

Downgrades dominate, but green
shoots emerge
Meanwhile, the latest listedcompany
reporting seasonpaintedamixed
picture,with twice thenumberof
listed firms reporting results that
werebelowanalyst expectations
thanabove.

According to aForsythBarr
analysis, onlyeight firmsoutof 31

reported results aheadof earnings-
per-shareexpectations,with five in
lineand 18belowexpectations. The
numberof downgrades to forecast
earningsalsodwarfedupgradesbya
near-record six times, the investment
firmsaid.

“On the faceof it, the latest
reporting seasonappearsdire,witha
largenumberofmissesat theEPS
(earningsper share) lineand
downgrades to estimatesacross the
board,” ForsythBarr analystsAaron
IbbotsonandMatthewLeachsaid in
a research report.

“However, themarket, via share
price reactions, appears tohave taken
the results and resultant earnings
revisions in its stride, and looks tobe
moving forwardwithamore
optimisticview.”

“Positive shareprice reactions to
broadlynegativenewsareas good
asignal aswewill get for the start
of a reversal inwhathasbeenan
abysmal fouryears for theNew
Zealandmarket.

“Add to that theRBNZ’s ‘better late
thannever’ shift to amoredovish
stance, and theanatomyofa
recovery is taking shape.Nowwe just
need thosedowngrades to slow. For
that, theeconomyneeds to recover.”

ForsythBarr also scanned the
latest result announcements for a
selectionofkeywordsandphrases,

“In general,we find that
‘headwinds’ and ‘challenges’ remain.”

● DuncanBridgeman is themanaging
editor ofNZMEBusiness, overseeing
theBusinessHeraldandBusinessDesk.

TheKiwiSaver conundrum
Anarrowmajorityof business
leadersbelieveNewZealand’s large
capital pools shouldplayagreater
role in fundingcritical infrastructure.

Just overhalf (54%)of respon-
dents to theMoodof theBoardroom
survey say infrastructuredevelop-
ment should relymoreon invest-
ment fromtheNZSuperFundand
KiwiSaver funds. A further 28%are
unsure,whileonly 18%oppose the
idea.

Supporters see anopportunity to
keepcapitalworkingathomeand
create long-termbenefits.

“KiwiSaver fundswill have$295
billion to invest inNewZealand if the
opportunities are there,” says Simpli-
city founder andchief executiveSam
Stubbs. “Itwill createmanyhigh-pay-
ing jobs. But if sentoverseas, itwill
createexactly zero jobsat home.Go
figure.”

Somepoint to international prece-
dentswhere retirement savingshave
beensuccessfully channelled into
infrastructure,withone calling it a
“provenmodel globally.”

Othersurge caution, noting that
fiduciaryduties require investment
decisions toprioritise returns. “It
dependson returns. Theprimary

focus is to ensurewehave sufficient
tomeet retirement commitments,”
says abankingCEO.Anexperienced
chairpersonwarnsagainst “poor
quality, poor returnprojects
promotedbypoliticians” that risk
goodmoneychasingbad.

A similar pointwas raisedby
MilfordAssetManagementCEOBlair
Turnbull: “Westrongly support
sustained investment inNew
Zealand’s infrastructure,
underpinnedby long-termbipartisan
planninganda robust governance
framework that leveragesboth
public andprivate capital. In the
context ofKiwiSaver,wewelcome
theexpansionof listed infrastructure
opportunities, providedwe remain
anchored to the scheme’s core
purpose: safeguarding long-term
retirement savings.”

Executives stress theneed for
stronggovernance, commercial
mechanisms suchas tolling, and
bipartisanplanning. Somealsoargue
forpolicy reform, including
compulsoryKiwiSaver andan
Australian-style superannuation
model tobuild a largerdomestic
capital base.

— TimMcCready

Capital expenditure

43%

More

21%

Less

34%

Same

2%

Unsure

IT expenditure

59%

More

15%

Less

25%

Same

1%

Unsure

Revenue growth?

73%

Yes (increased revenue growth)

7%

No (decreased revenue growth)

19%

Same

1%

Unsure

Profit growth?

61%

Yes (increased profit)

14%

No (decreased profit)

22%

Same

3%

Unsure

Staff numbers

31%

Increase

34%

Decrease

34%

Remain the same

1%

Unsure

CEOs expectations over the next 12months

Moodof the
Boardroom
Duncan
Bridgeman
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$4.5b milestone:
Now Zespri eyes
the next decade

$3b boost for growers forecast as kiwifruit
sales hit record highs, reports Andrea Fox

Nathan
Flowerday
believes Zespri’s
market
diversification
gives it a little
more wriggle
room than some
sectors

.

A s it readies to inject nearly
$3 billion into regional
economies through grow-
ers this year, national kiwi-

fruit exporter Zespri says the sector
is feeling “buoyant” but, in these un-
certain times, feet are firmly on the
ground.

Nathan Flowerday, chairman of
the global marketer that has the regu-
latory right to export all New Zealand
kiwifruit, except to Australia, says the
sector’s come back from tough times
two years ago, and having exceeded
its long-term goal of $4.5 billion
annual revenue by 2025, is now set-
ting its strategy for the next decade
in good heart.

The grower-owned company is
still developing a revenue target for
2035, Flowerday says, but will have
a positive tailwind thanks to the
“mega-trend” of health and wellness
pursuit, which hasmarked consumer
demand since the pandemic.

In its 2035 strategy outline, Zespri
cites “geopolitical complexity” and

notes countries moving towards “iso-
lationism and implementing trade
barriers”. But Flowerday believes
Zespri’s market diversification — it
exports to 52 countries — built over
decades gives it a little more wriggle
room than some sectors to adapt to
changes.

“If I take this year as an example,
theUSAwe see as our fourth key core
market over the long term. We’ve
beenworking on thatmarket for over
a decade now and our sales have
increased 30% this year, even in spite
of new 15% tariffs.

“That’s because we’ve invested in
the market.

“We’ve had a long-term strategy
there . . . so I have some reasonable
confidence that we will continue to
be able to manoeuvre over the next
decade as well.”

Zespri’s 2500 New Zealand grow-
ers have turned in a record crop to
be shifted this year and, while it
reports record forecast per hectare
returns for all categories except Sun-
Gold and organic green — along with
strong sales in Europe and North
America — in correspondence to

growers it has noted a shift in eco-
nomic mood across many Asian
markets.

Flowerday says sales have been
slower in China this year. Whether
that’s short-termor structural is some-
thing the company’s still working out.

“From a mega-trend point of view,
we still see China as important over
the next decade. There’s just a little
bit more nervousness in terms of
what the markets are going to do.

“Switching the view to Japan,
where there is almost $1 billion of
New Zealand fruit sales for us, they
have some inflation now, which
they’re not used to.

“Rice has doubled in price for a
Japanese consumer in the last year.
So they are concerned about what
that means in terms of their cost of
living, and what that means in terms
of their selection of food choices,
including kiwifruit,” he says.

“We’re really happywithwherewe
are and we know we’ve got to con-
tinue working hard, playing our part
for New Zealand.

“We know how important Zespri
is for New Zealand now.”

Mānukahoney industry
sees brighter prospects

Andrea Fox

Despitebeingaproduct feted for its
provenhealthbenefits,mānuka
honeyexport fever burnedout in the
pandemic.However, thosenow
taking the temperatureof the former
internationalmarketdarling think
thepatient is recovering.

“Onbalance, if you’re still in the
honey industry, I’d like to sayyou’ve
come through the tough time, and
thereare somepositiveprospects.
But it’s not going tohappenmira-
culouslyovernight,” says Sean
Goodwin, chief executiveofThe
MānukaCollective, anexporter
ownedbyWaikato’s PerryGroupand
Ngāi Tahu.

Andnotwithout somemore tough
medicine like industry consolidation,
he says, noting this is alsobeing
toutedbyFlorenz, aspiringbuyerof
struggling listed industry flagship
Comvita.

Themānukahoney sector’s fall in
fortunes started in 2020whensales
driedupasCovidkeptout tourists
andchallengedmarketingefforts,
while amillionhives keptpumping
out the samevolumeof antibacterial
gold sweetness.

Goodwin thinks the supply/dem-
and imbalance is probablynowcorr-
ected. “Hiveswere at half amillion
in 2014. They’rebackathalf amillion
now,havingpeakedat amillion. That
meansweareprobably at amore
sustainable level . . . a pointwhere
theamountweproduceonanannual
basis is aroundwhatwewouldbe
selling.

“I thinkwe’veworked througha
largeportionof the surplusof aged
honey that hadbeensittingwithus
since the2019 record seasonand
causedprices todrop. It’s alsomeant
there’s somepretty aggressivepri-
cingout in themarket,whichwill
start to changeaswell.”

TotalNewZealandhoneyexports
earnedUS$243m ($409m) last year,
26%downon2020, according to
Coriolis Research.Honeyproduction
fell 56%between2020and2023.

“I think the sentiment iswe’ve
come through it,” saysGoodwin.

“We’vegot the right structure in
termsof hives and I think therewill
start tobe someupwardmovement
inhoneypricing.

“Markets themselves arenot too
bad... there’s a bit of uncertainty
around tariffs because theUS is the
largestmānukahoneymarket.”

Goodwin sayswhile thenew15%
US tariff onNewZealand is “another
shock” for business, thehealth
propertiesofmānukahoneyare
unique toNewZealand, so it’s not
competingagainst other countries’
products. Australia has somemān-
ukabush, althoughnot the swathes
available tobees inNewZealand.

The real potential impactof the
tariffs is that consumerdemandwill
reduce if thepricegoesup, he says.

Meanwhile,marketprospects are
lookingup. EuropeanFTAsare
starting topayoff and the sector’s
keen to tap thenew tradedealwith
theMiddleEast.

“I thinkwe’ll seebenefits . . . the
bigone frommypoint of view is the
potential of anFTAwith India. I really
think Indiahashugepotential, poss-
ibly tobeoneofour top fivemarkets.

“Honeyhasbeenapart of their
culture for a long time. There’s abig
demographicof Indianconsumers in
NewZealandand inotherparts of
theworld.”

Goodwin says theMinistry for
Primary Industries is doing “a lot of
goodwork”with the India
negotiations. As theworld’s fourth-
largest producerof honey, India isn’t
likely to agree toa free tradedeal
onhoney. But theministry is und-
erstandingof the sector’s urging to
make it a special case.

The industry itself is trying to learn
from itsgold rushmistakeswhen it
had toomanyhives, toomuch
stainless steel andwasn’t properly
focusedonconsumers and
innovation, he says.

“We’ve come through 10yearsof
disruptionandhopefullywe’renow
inamoremature state.”

NZwine exports face toughest market since 2008

Simon Limmer

A vortex of pressures means the $2
billion New Zealand export wine sec-
tor isn’t able to boast its one of the
starry agribusinesses driving econo-
mic recovery — but give it two years
and the good times should be back,
says the country’s biggest wine pro-
ducer, Indevin.

Chief executive Simon Limmer
says themood in the $2 billion export
sector is one of uncertainty. “It’s as
uncertain a time in the New Zealand
wine industry as we’ve seen since
about 2008, the last time we went
through a significant imbalance.”

The sector’s up against a post-
Covid global hangover of big crops,
wine consumption shrinkage, over-
stocked warehouses and geopolitical
fallout such as tariffs. Meanwhile,
back home, there’s a real need to
reduce harvest volumes and consoli-
date capacity.

“Demand has dropped off, and

there’s a lot of stock still sitting in
markets. We’ve had some very high
vintages, meaning we’ve compoun-
ded the problem . . . We’ve got a real
supply and demand imbalance,” says
Limmer.

“We’re seeing prices come under
real pressure around the world, and
consumer habits are changing. We’re
seeing a new generation of non-wine
drinkers and they’ve got a huge
choice.”

The upshot is the New Zealand
industry needs to proactively reduce
supply to get back to balance, Limmer
says.

“The likely outcome in the year
just gone and in the year ahead is that
there’ll be a potential surplus that it’s
just not sensible to be harvesting.”

While all wine-producing count-
ries are affected, New Zealand has a
“significant” advantage with its main
production of white wines, particu-

larly sauvignon blanc, at a time con-
sumers are seeking lighter-style
wines and slightly lower alcohol,
Limmer says.

“We have an advantage, which
we’ll be really pushing in the market.

But it’s likely to be another couple of
years before we start to see the
economic supply-demand balance
fall back into equilibrium.”

Indevin, whose brands include
Villa Maria, Vidal, and Esk Valley, is
doing its bit to regain that balance by
last harvest capping its growers’ long-
term average volume.

Indevin’s own vineyards took an
even bigger volume haircut, Limmer
says.

With the US being New Zealand’s
biggest wine market, the new US 15%
tariff couldn’t come at a worse time.

“The biggest challenge we’re all
facing is just the uncertainty. Things
change on a regular basis. It’s very
hard to plan.

“There are consequences, which
will flow quite broadly in many unin-
tendedways in regards to geopolitical
shifts.

“Everything kind of moves when

a decision or a suggested decision is
made,” Limmer says.

“Ultimately, consumers are the
ones who will bear the cost of it in
the US market. We’re having to work
with our customers to work out
what’s the most sensible way of
sharing the burden. In some cases,
we’re having to pick up some of the
cost.”

Limmer thinks it’s “almost inevit-
able” therewill be someconsolidation
in the New Zealand industry. The
good news is Canada and Ireland are
proving solid, though small, markets.

“There’s really strong growth
coming out of China and SouthKorea,
though they’re starting with very low
volumes. I feel a concerted effort into
those newmarketswill see newwine-
drinking consumers really attracted
to New Zealand wines with their
lighter styles.

“I think we should be optimistic.”

Moodof the
Boardroom
Andrea Fox
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Dairy giants upbeat despite
tariffs and global volatility

NZ dairy exports
forecast strong
returns as Fonterra
eyes trade deals,
writes Andrea Fox

Payouts for the season
past and the season

ahead are looking like
being well above break-
even for farmers, which

is incredibly positive.

Brendhan Greaney, Tatua

New Zealand’s exports
are at a significant

disadvantage to those
coming into the US from
Canada, which is illegally
subsidising its domestic

producers.
Miles Hurrell, Fonterra

U ncertain economic times in
a jittery world aren’t clou-
ding the optimism of New
Zealand’s $27 billion export

dairy industry, as players report a
good year, and another to come with
bright prospects.

Industry big cheese Fonterra is
looking forward to tapping recent
Government trade deals and says it’s
well-positioned to navigate the vola-
tility, while the smaller, high returns
specialist exporter Tatua nods to its
$85 million new expansion as evi-
dence of the world’s appetite for
dairy.

Fonterra chief executive Miles
Hurrell says global demand for dairy
remains strong and the farmer-ow-
ned co-operative’s size, scale, and
broad product and market mix mean
it’s in a good spot tonavigate volatility
and changes in market dynamics.

On the sour note of the Trump ad-
ministration’s 15% tariff on New Zea-
land goods, Hurrell says the US is an
importantmarket for Fonterra and, at
a time of rising protectionism and
geopolitical uncertainty, the interna-
tional rules-based trading system re-
mains “critically important” to provid-
ing certainty and stability for Kiwi
exporters.

“Tariffs and other trade barriers
create additional costs across the
supply chain, which are ultimately
borne by local consumers.

“The 15% tariff applied to New Zea-
land’s exports means they are, for
instance, at a significant disadvantage
to those coming into the US from
Canada, which is illegally subsidising
its domestic producers.

“We are requesting that the New
Zealand Government launch a WTO
dispute against Canada to stop this

illegal subsidisation.” Hurrell says
Canada continues to have duty-free
market access under the US-Mexico-
Canada trade agreement.

For Tatua, its international busi-
ness is so diversified that the US
represents under 10% of sales, so the
impact has been small and most of
the cost passed on, says chief execu-
tive Brendhan Greaney.

Tatua, a farmer-owned co-oper-
ative with a blue chip payout record,
has had a “good year”, with milk
payouts to farmers across the indus-

try, while yet to be confirmed, likely
to reflect that dairy is doing well, he
says.

“Payouts for the season past and
the season ahead are looking like
being well above break-even for
farmers, which is incredibly positive.
How much of that flows into rural
communities remains to be seen, be-
cause I imagine plenty of the more
attractive payouts are going to be
applied to farm debt consolidation,”
Greaney says.

“In terms of markets, I’d say it’s

finely balanced. That’s more of a
general comment as we’re seeing
strong milk supply growth across the
big export countries, which has the
potential to test the market balance
with demand and possibly lead to
some price softening.”

This would be less of a concern for
more highly specialised or functional
product producers.

Asked about other possible
headwinds, Greaney says Tatua is
“constructively paranoid”.

He says, “We could be our own
worst enemy if we became com-
placent. We like to scare ourselves
about what could happen sowe don’t
get too relaxed.

“Market access is incredibly im-
portant to us, but I think that’s all
really good at the moment.”

Market access is also top-of-mind
for Fonterra, which appreciates the
Government’s work securing free
trade agreements, such as the NZ-EU
andNZ-UKFTAs and successful trade
negotiations with the Gulf Cooper-
ation Council (GCC).

Hurrell notes dairy consumption
in Saudi Arabia is increasing through

population growth of 1.6% a year and
rising incomes. It is Fonterra’s largest
Middle Eastern market.

New Zealand exported around $1.6
billion of dairy products to the Gulf
region last year and is the first major
dairy exporter to secure an FTA with
GCC.

Back home, Fonterra will soon
seek shareholder approval to sell its
consumer businesses to French
multinational Lactalis for $4.2b. It
aims to return around $3.2b to share-
holders.

Hurrell sayspost-sale, Fonterrawill
still be a business of global scale,
focusing on its ingredients and food
services businesses and exporting to
more than 100 countries.

“The co-op has unique experience
in dairy science and innovation, mak-
ing it a world leader in dairy proteins
and other advanced solutions. In-
gredients and Foodservice are where
Fonterra canbest apply this expertise,
along with manufacturing and
customer-partnering capability, to
earn greater returns from farmers’
milk and capital and generate more
foreign revenue for New Zealand.”

US increases its appetite for NZ meat
Andrea Fox American

consumers eat
three burgers a

week per person.
They need to get
their beef from

countries like ours,
with a very lean

product.
Nathan Guy

In New Zealand’s $11 billion meat
export sector, themood is “verybuoy-
ant, very upbeat”, with historic high
prices and market demand outstrip-
ping supply.

But hold the bubbly, saysMeat Ind-
ustry Association chairman and for-
mer Primary Industries Cabinet Min-
ister Nathan Guy, there are storm
clouds ahead.

“The caveat to all that buoyancy
is the geopolitical aspect. There are
dark clouds on the horizon and we
just never know what’s going to hap-
pen.

“I’d summarise by saying themood
is optimistic, but at the same time
cautious for what could come at any
time.”

Meanwhile, he says the US grind-
ing beef market is a winner for New
Zealand despite the Trump adminis-
tration’s new 15% tariff.

“Demand is, by and large, manag-
ing to offset the 15% tariff... American
consumers eat three burgers a week
per person. They need to get their
beef from countries like ours, with a
very lean product, and it blends with
their feedlot beef,” says Guy.

“We are a very important compo-
nent in terms of US consumer de-
mand. It’s proving to be our number
one market.”

The worst US drought in seven
decades had sharpened the US appe-
tite for New Zealand beef, with the
US herd severely curtailed in size.

China is still a very important mar-
ket, underpinned by the New Zea-
land-China free tradeagreement, says
Guy. Some Chinese importers have

been slower to rebound post-pan-
demic than predicted but, import-
antly, China buys a lot of meat cuts
that there isn’t demand for elsewhere.

“With Europe and the UK, we have
two very successful free trade agree-
ments and they’re proving quite luc-
rative right now for exporters.

“And we shouldn’t forget South-
east Asia on our doorstep. There’s a
real focus for New Zealand com-
panies to add more value with things

like organs, glands, hides and pelts.
There’s quite a bit of work going on
in the industry to continue to add
more products, sowe addmore value
to what used to go into a waste
stream.”

Tradeprospects got a further boost
with last month’s launch of the New
Zealand-United Arab Emirates Com-
prehensive Economic Partnership
Agreement offering access to a high-
valuemarket andwealthy customers.

Further boosts were in the pipeline
from trade deals with Saudi Arabia,
the Gulf States and, hopefully, India.
“We’re very fortunate to have amaz-
ing access and kudos to the New Zea-
land Government there.”

Challenges ahead include geopol-
itical fallout, says Guy. “We’ve got
more protectionism at play in some
markets, particularly on the back of
Covid.”

Non-tariff barrierswere costing the
red meat sector $1.5b a year in lost
opportunity.

Geopolitical challenges have
always existed but are more high-
lighted today with conflicts around
the world, he says.

“Along with US tariffs and shipping
logistics’ higher costs, we’ve got
increased costs like most businesses
are facing with energy, rates, insur-
ance, and wages.

“So while it’s looking pretty rosy in
terms of schedule prices for farmers
and returns for processors, there are
international factors at playand rising
costs.”

The Ministry for Primary Indus-
tries expects meat and wool sector
revenue in 2025-2026 to rise to $12.7
billion.
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Overseas rivals reshape NZ’s

As the Government aims to “supercharge” international enrolments, university leaders warn of a funding gap

[Chinese students] are
uncertain about how to

deal with the [US]
policies and the position
towards China. For them,
suddenly othermarkets

are really, really
attractive.

Mark Rushworth, group chief
executive, UP Education

Governments can’t keep
cross-subsidising and
students can’t keep

carrying debt.
Importantly, not

everyone needs an
undergraduate degree.

Dawn Freshwater, Auckland University
vice-chancellor

Byline1

U ncertainty created by US
President Donald Trump’s
policies may have bumped
NewZealand up the tertiary

education ladder of choice for inter-
national students, but the days of
seeing them as cash cows are over,
say sector chiefs.

With the Government aiming to
“supercharge” growth of international
student enrolments, targeting a doub-
ling of the sector’s contribution to the
economy to $7.2 billion by 2034, the
spotlight is on the mood of the sector
dubbed “export education”.

While Government underfunding
of our universities remains a com-
mon complaint among their leaders,
they also note a groundswell of
change in how higher education pro-
vision needs to be approached, and
how competition for students has
become even fiercer despite Trump’s
cooling effect on the biggest market
for students, China.

As University of Auckland vice-
chancellor Dawn Freshwater says,
countries that New Zealand has
tapped for students have been busy
growing their own education sectors.

“So it started with China, it’s been
across Southeast Asia, it’s India, it’s
now Africa and Indonesia, but the
reality is that those countries have
now grown their own capacity and
their own capability and they’re ac-
tually leapfrogging Western dem-
ocracies in this regard and develop-
ing their own export industry,” she
says.

China, she notes, has English-spea-
king campuses and, for India, it’s a
two-way street now, with education

providers being urged to set up
campuses there.

“That is changing the dynamic and
I think it’s an interesting dynamic to
watch — these new and emerging
economies becoming quite assertive
at a time when Donald Trump is

actually undermining education per
se . . . so while you see all of this
happening, the outlook is actually
remaining very good.”

The University of Auckland, the
only New Zealand university in the
top 100 of the QS World University
Rankings 2026, at 65th place, has
more international students and
more postgraduate foreign students
than it’s ever had, she says.

“So while we remain competitive,
while we’re at that high quality, while
we remain fairly neutral in terms of
our positioning in the world and the
environment we’re in, the outlook is
exceptionally good.

“Having said that, you don’t just
exploit the moment, you explore the
opportunities for the future which
won’t be the same.”

Freshwater says the business mo-
del for providing access to higher
education is broken.

“Governments can’t keep cross-
subsidising and students can’t keep
carrying debt. Importantly, not every-
one needs an undergraduate degree.
Thatmodel has grown and grown but
there has not been a really clear
understanding of how the rest of the
sector needs to think about its re-
sponse to growing technology, in-
creasing awareness of the future of
work, different sorts of skill sets and
international conflict.”

Freshwater says new opportun-
ities include transnational education
or hybrid models, where students
don’t have to leave their own country
for the entirety of their programme.

“Working in partnerships is going
to be much more critical for the
future. The opportunities are there if
we’re able to find the right partners

and to maintain the level of confid-
ence and quality.

But also, I think the next big ticket
is going to be how we respond to AI.

“We need to think about how we
educate our graduates globally to ask
questions, not answer them, as with

traditional education in an exam.
With AI and prompt engineering, it’s
all about asking the right questions.

“Overseas partnerships will help
with that . . . but to be seen as trans-
national overseas means people will
be choosing carefully who they part-
ner with, because for too long now,
international students have been
seen as cash cows.”

Mark Rushworth, group chief exe-
cutive of New Zealand’s largest pri-
vate tertiary education provider, UP
Education, says this country has long
been the fifth-ranked destination op-
tion for students, competing against,
in order, the US, UK, Canada and
Australia. But in the last six months
there’s been significant change in that
pecking order.

“We have a partnership with the
largest international school in Beijing.
They typically this time of year send
70% of their students to the US.When
we were talking to them in June that
number had dropped to 35% wanting
to go to the US because they are
uncertain about how to deal with the
US policies and the position towards
China.

“For them, suddenly othermarkets
are really, really attractive. The bene-
fits for New Zealand are that in the
UK there’s a little bit of uncertainty
around their position on export edu-
cation, Canada is full and, in the
Australian market, the Labor govern-
ment is putting on some caps.

“All of that is a great opportunity
for New Zealand.”

Also a significant player in theAus-
tralian sector, UP Education focuses
on providing graduates for sectors
with skill shortages, including const-
ruction, teaching, nursing, aged care
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Infrastructure investment has long been recognised
as a catalyst for economic growth - both through the
immediate stimulus of construction and long-term
gains in productivity and connectivity.

Infrastructure priorities and systemic reform have
been progressed by Government in response to
New Zealand’s infrastructure challenges. Now it’s
time to positively move forward to deliver tangible
productivity outcomes for all New Zealanders.

… to create sustainable
economic growth?

international student boom

The idea that your visa
could be censored

halfway through your
study, which is what

we’ve seen in the US, is
destabilising.

Jan Thomas, Massey University vice-
chancellor

If we look at investments
beingmade inmany of

the countries fromwhich
we are looking to attract
students, we are falling

behind.

Nic Smith, Victoria University of
Wellington vice-chancellor

and early childhood education.
Rushworth says due to the shift

within the top five destination lineup
and its 75% qualification completion
rate (he says the polytechnic average
is around 50%), UP is seeing record
enrolments at its colleges in the skills
shortage areas and he’s optimistic
New Zealand will do well for inter-
national tertiary enrolments in 2026
and 2027.

Victoria University of Wellington
vice-chancellor Nic Smith says a
“huge” part of the export education
market is Southeast Asia and “a huge
part of the recruitment process is
driven by university rankings”.

“Rankings are under pressure, cer-
tainly in New Zealand for many
reasons, but one is that systemic
funding of institutions has been about
half the rateof inflation forquite some
time.

“We haven’t seen a change in
those kinds of settings but we cer-
tainly have seen an enthusiasm for
international students returning to
this country, both in the rhetoric and
immigration settings. I think globally,
now is quite a strong time for New
Zealand in international education.
There’s the post-Covid rebound but
we’ve certainly seen significant chan-
ges in what we might think of as
competitive jurisdictions.

“If you think about the emerging
middle class, particularly in China but
in SoutheastAsia ingeneral, theyhold
education as an enormous priority
and are spending significant money
to educate often single sons or daugh-
ters. It’s a massive investment and
one that is very sensitive to risks and
uncertainties.

“The idea that your visa could be
censored halfway through your stu-

dy, which is what we’ve seen in the
US, is destabilising for them. When I
was in China with the Prime Minister
recently, that was a real concern. I
heard it over and over again in anec-
dotes.”

The perception of Australia as a
secure haven for international stu-
dents had been altered by its political
concerns in immigration policy and
there has also been “minor posturing”
from Canada and the UK, Smith says.

“All of those point to an opportun-
ity for New Zealand, and the question
will be are we able to do that trans-

lation to demand. The signs are good
but I wouldn’t want to commit to the
fact it’s all happening at this point yet.”

What are the obstacles to growing
New Zealand’s share of the pie?

“China, a huge market for us, and
to a lesser extent, India, Vietnam,Mal-
aysia and Indonesia are all investing
in their own university systems in a
really fundamental way,” Smith says.

“The rise of particularly the Chin-
ese universities and rankings has
been really extraordinary.”

Against the appeal for foreign par-
ents of New Zealand being a safe,
secure, liberal democracy and offer-
ing rich and varied cultural experi-
ences, the situation is that broadly
speaking over the past 20 years, gov-
ernment funding of universities has
been around half the rate of inflation,
Smith says.

“And it’s very normal for universi-
ties, and vice-chancellors in particu-
lar, to say we’re underfunded. I fully
accept that. But the reality is, if we
look at investments being made in
many of the countries fromwhichwe
are looking to attract students, we are
falling behind.

“In China, for example, most of the
students who come to New Zealand
are those who have not got into their
choice of Chinese institutions. If we’re
going to continue to compete, that’s
going to be an issue as the topChinese
institutions continue to progress.

“That’s going to be a problem.”
Smith says it’s interesting that

much of the rankings of New Zealand
universities are supported by their
positions in the arts and humanities.

“We do much better there on an
international ranking scale than we
do sometimes in the technologies and
the sciences. I think in part that’s bec-

ause to be really competitive on the
world stage in science and techno-
logy requires a really significant in-
vestment in infrastructure.”

The paradox, he says, is that at a
domestic funding policy level, sci-
ence and technology is considered
the most important area in rankings.

Massey University vice-chancellor
Jan Thomas says at a national level,
demand for universities appears to be
flatlining.

“But international education is
“one of the lights on the horizon in
terms of being a service sector that

diversifies the economy away from
commodities and continues to raise
the reputation of New Zealand aro-
und theworld in a very positiveway”,
she says.

“We continue to have a failure of
government to commit to investing
in universities and research in a sub-
stantial way and so the optimism
comes from the potential for our
international education.”

Thomas says Massey’s veterinary
science programme, highest ranked
in the Southern Hemisphere and 19th
globally, is not funded to the cost of
educating a veterinary student and
maintaining its global accreditation.
Yet it provides a critical workforce for
New Zealand’s economic corner-
stone, the food and fibre industry, and
for the food safety and agricultural
products sectors.

“International education is a criti-
cal part of maintaining the overall
funding and sustainability of our uni-
versities,” she says. “If we didn’t have
international students it would be
devastating, as we saw in Covid.

“They have an economic benefit
but I argue they have a significant
social and educational benefit as well
. . . we find our graduates in high-level
positions in government and industry
around the world. There’s an interna-
tional relations advantage of having
graduates of a New Zealand univers-
ity in positions of authority in other
countries.”

Universities NZ says international
education generated at least $1.25b
for the economy last year and that
university earnings from export edu-
cation represents 1.2% of all exports
of goods and services.

Education NZ says $586 million of
the $1b-plus went to universities.
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Award-winning aviationwriter Grant Bradley assesses the current outlook for the New Zealand tourism

China travel downturn puts

While the Australian and
the USmarkets have

fully recovered, travel
from China is only 55% of
what it was back in 2018.
And it’s going backwards.

Ivan Kinsella, boardmember, New
Zealand Business Roundtable in China

I t’s turning into Groundhog Day
for monthly totals of visitor
arrivals, and there’s a warning
that the country risks beingwrit-

ten off by one critical tourismmarket.
After rising steeply following the

re-opening of borders, arrivals as a
percentage of those pre-pandemic
havemainlybeen ina tight band,mar-
ooned between 83% and 87%.

In January this year, the Stats NZ
number bumpedup to 92%of arrivals
compared to the samemonth in 2019
— but that turned out to be a false
dawn.

At the same time, the number of
Kiwis who are taking their holiday
spending money overseas is consist-
ently above pre-Covid levels, as out-
bound travel booms.

The aim of getting back to 3.9
million arrivals over 12 months (the
pre-Covid peak) looks ambitious. Per-
haps less so are the visitor spending
targets outlined in the Government’s
Tourism Roadmap, which aims to
double the value of 2023 tourism
exports by 2034 (from $9.9 billion to
$19.8 billion).

Speaking at the Tourism Export
Council of New Zealand’s annual con-
ference, Infometrics chief economist
BradOlsen told delegates itwouldnot
be until the first quarter of 2028 that
arrivals recovered to pre-pandemic
levels, including tourists, business-
people and those visiting family and
friends. Geopolitics, particularly the
economic impact of tariffs, will crimp
the recovery.

“Wewere hoping for, and had actu-
ally forecast, a bit more of a surge
through parts of 2026/27 until the
tariffs came through,” Tourism Ticker
reports.

“We are expecting again more
subdued activity through parts of
2025/26 and then starting to take off
a bit more then.”

Not everyone welcomes tourism

growth. A study done for Tourism NZ
and released in March found that
seven out of 10 of those surveyed felt
tourismhadnegatively affected them
— though more than 80% said they

had personally benefited from ac-
tivity in their local area.

The Government apparentlywoke
up to the importance of tourism for
theeconomic rebuild earlier this year,
with a Cabinet reshuffle in which
Louise Upston took over the tourism
and hospitality portfolio, and James
Meager was appointed Associate
Transport Minister with responsibil-
ity for aviation.

Both appointments have beenwel-
comed by the sector.

There’s also been a restoration of
funding to the country’s marketing
agency, Tourism NZ, and a series of
funding and policy announcements
— including the possible introduction

of a fee for overseas tourists to visit
marquee attractions. While there’s
nervousness about the impact of that,
it’s seen as less of a blunt instrument
than the near-trebling of the Interna-
tional Visitor Levy (IVL) this Govern-
ment introduced.

But what was shaping up as the
key market to supercharge tourism
and the wider economy remains in
the doldrums, showing a much wea-
ker bounce-back than the already
subdued recovery across the sector.

China travel to New Zealand
In 2018,MBIE (Ministry of Business,

Innovation & Employment) forecast
continued strong growth for the Chin-
ese tourism market, projecting it to
become New Zealand’s largest by
expenditure by 2024.

But following the pandemic, figu-
res from Infometrics show Chinese
visitors spent $1.2 billion in the year
to March — behind Australians ($1.9
billion) and visitors from the bright
travel recovery story, the United
States, who spent $2.9 billion.

Ivan Kinsella, a board member of
the New Zealand Business Round-
table in China (NZBRiC), NZ’s chamber
of commerce based in Shanghai, is
worried about the business travel and
the tourism outlook generally — in
particular the country’s ability to at-
tract Chinese visitors back.

“Our overall foreign travel market
has only recovered to 87% of the pre-
Covid peak. While the Australian and
the US markets have fully recovered,
travel from China is only 55% of what
it was back in 2018. And it’s going
backwards.”

The key reason for this is the 75%
increase from October 2024 in the
total cost of the New Zealand visitor
visa, including the IVL and translation
fees charges.

For an individual traveller, these
costs now add up to around $500,
making New Zealand by far the most
expensive country for most Chinese
to gain access to — and that’s before
the cost of the ticket, says Kinsella.

“That’s about 30% of the cost of a
return economy fare from China.
That’s keeping the Chinese away in
droves.” The visa cost increases have
particularly affected travellers

‘Very high prices’: Auckland hotels hit hard
New Zealand

is now
viewed as

beingmore
expensive

than
Switzerland —

and that’s
sobering.
LesMorgan

Hotel sector leaders say New Zealand
needs to get more ambitious about
attracting big events as the country’s
tourism sector battles a persistent
view that the country is overpriced.

Les Morgan, chief operating officer
for Hind Management, the parent
company of Sudima Hotels, says bor-
der and visa fees are a deterrent.

“Of course, you face very high pri-
ces here. I was in China six months
ago when one wholesaler said, ‘New
Zealand is now viewed as beingmore
expensive than Switzerland’ — and
that’s sobering.

“You just have to fight harder and
a lot of countries haven’t made Chin-
ese citizens subject to any visa. It’s
part of the security that we must go
through, but it’s the fact that in a
competitive situation, potentially
New Zealand’s losing ground.”

Domestic travel, responsible for up
to 75% of Sudima bookings, was also
hurting, he says, with Auckland suf-
fering more than other centres.

“It seems everyone seems to be
tightening the belt no matter what
sector they’re coming from. It’s made
for a tough winter and Auckland is
back on last winter and last winter
was the worst we’d seen in Auckland
for decades.” He says Tourism and
Hospitality Minister Louise Upston’s
visit to China was encouraging.

New Zealand needs big
international events
“The drip feed of IVL (International
Visitor Levy) revenue or funding into
tourism is not really moving the dial,”
says Morgan. “And in my opinion, it’s
time the Government was bolder.”

The America’s Cupwas not as pop-
ular with the public as it once was,
but it was an example of the type of
event the Government should get
behind, he says.

HorwathHTL figures for July show
a continued mixed performance

across New Zealand’s hotel sector.
Changing international travel pat-

terns, a still-soft domesticmarket, and
region-specific factors influenced an
overall 1.1% decline in Revenue per
Available Room (RevPAR).

While overall visitor arrivals mov-
ed closer to pre-pandemic levels, re-
maining global uncertainties and lo-
cal economic headwinds continued
to temper the pace of recovery, Hor-
wath HTL says.

It’s the same at Cordis, Auckland,
where managing director Craig

Bonnor says there’s a story of con-
trasting fortunes — strong growth in
the South Island and regional North
Island, but stagnation in Auckland
and Wellington.

In Auckland, double-digit growth
in hotel room supply since 2019 has
met softening domestic demand and
importantly, international arrivals
that are 13% below 2019 levels.

“We reapwhatwe sowandchronic
under-funding of Tātaki Auckland
Unlimited has left very little funding
for major event bids and destination
marketing. Throughout the critical
wintermonths, when some hotels are
less than half full, for years to come
there is an absence of major events.”

A recent example of the impact of
the funding gap is that in May, after
knocking out 22 cities in the bid for
the 2030 Gay Games, Auckland had
to pull out of the final-three race, due
to a lack of ongoing bid funding.

Auckland had already beaten cit-
ies like Adelaide, Melbourne, Seattle
and Vancouver as it made the final
three. This event draws many thou-
sands of competitors to a 10-day
event. This type of funding was also
needed for attracting major events
like concerts, that all benefit thewider
community, says Bonnor.

He was encouraged by Upston’s
approach in other areas.

Tourism has seen “great engage-
ment” from the minister with some
short-term promotion funding of
campaigns to boost transtasman tour-
ism as well as an initiative for busi-
ness events across New Zealand. This
came from the previously “impene-
trable vault” that are the IVL funds.
He would like to see more initiatives
like this, with a longer planning lead
time to improve effectiveness.

Bonnor says there is a need to ease
regulatory barriers; specifically, the
short-term visitor visa, which is ex-
pensive and takes a lot longer to pro-
cess than the market we compete
against, Australia.

The trial of Australian visa recog-
nition for eligible Chinese visitors,
due to commence in November this
year, is a good start, he says. This will
halve the cost and dramatically re-
duce the processing time down to
around72hours. Clients (largeagents)
in China agreed that this, while help-
ful, is unlikely to drive the volumes
that New Zealand tourism seeks.

“Perhaps it is a catalyst for a larger
conversation with our transtasman
neighbours,” he says. “Considering
the current co-operation and general
alignment around security, a single
Australasian platform for short-term
visitor visa processing would be
worth discussing.”

Moodof the
Boardroom
Grant Bradley
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industry —which has still not returned to pre-Covid levels

recovery at risk
WHO’S VISITING?
In the 12 months to July

3.4m
total arrivals

86.8%
recovered on 2019

1.7m
holiday

85.5%
recovered on 2019

59,000
conference

1.1m
visiting friends and relatives

Total holiday spending

$2b
Australia

$1.82b
US

$842m
China

$519m
Britain

$519m
Germany
Source: TourismNZ

NewZealand

Visa fee

NZ$

Border levy/IVL Translation Visa agent service fee

AustraliaUS EU Japan Singapore

2024 2025 2024 2025 2024 2025 2024 2025 2024 2025 2024 2025

Source: NZBRiC research, country visa websites, visa agents / Herald Mood of the Boardroom CEOs Survey 2025 / Herald Network graphic
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It’s not a case of the
Chinese not travelling,
they’re just not coming
here. The situation has
reached a critical stage.

coming from China. Among the
countries still needing a visa, China
is the largest source of visitors to New
Zealand. Most of their supporting
documents are in Chinese and re-
quire expensive translation.

Latest Statistics NZ figures show
that for the three months to July,
Chinese arrivals were down 7%
compared to the same period last
year — before the visitor visa fees
went up.

“That’s a disaster for the New Zea-
land economy. Ten years ago China
was our second-largest tourism mar-
ket in what was then our largest ex-
port sector. They have now fallen
back to third place, well behind the
USA.” While there’s recently been
some relaxation in which Chinese
translation companies can meet Im-
migration NZ’s requirements, the
costs still need to be paid.

The high visa costs are also having
a toll on Chinese business links with
New Zealand. In July, Chinese busi-
ness travellers visiting New Zealand
were down 24% on the same month
last year (before the fees increased),
while Chinese travelling here for con-
ferences fell 81%. Outside of the Covid
years, these business arrival numbers
were the lowest since 2016.

The downturn in Chinese travel
hasalsohadaknock-oneffect onNew
Zealand’s connectivity with China.

In April, following the fee increa-
ses, Air New Zealand cut the long-
standing daily service fromAuckland
to Shanghai to five flights a week
while its Air China partner reduced

weekly flights from Beijing from four
to three.

Even more concerning is that the
pipeline of future Chinese travellers
to New Zealand is drying up. Immi-
gration NZ data shows that in the 11
months since the big hike in visa and
border fees, Chinese visitor visa appli-
cations have fallen 17% compared to
the same period a year earlier.

But while New Zealand’s Chinese
visitor traffic is dropping, other com-
panies in the region are seeing
double-digit growth in arrivals from
China.

Australia’s Chinese visitor arrivals
were up 12% in the last three months
to July on the same period last year,
while Chinese visitors to Japan inc-
reased a massive 29%, Kinsella says.

“It’s not a case of the Chinese not
travelling, they’re just not coming
here. The situation has reached a
critical stage. At this rate we run the
risk of NZ’s place among Chinese
tourism destination markets fading
away to irrelevance.”

NZBRiC argues the Government
should drop the visa requirement for
Chinese visitors and replace it with
the NZeTA, a simplified form of bor-

der entry approval required for trav-
ellers from visa-waiver countries —
which is valid for two years and costs
only $17.

“TheGovernment has alreadyann-
ounced that theNZeTAwill be replac-
ing the transit visa for Chinese in New
Zealand. This could be extended to
all Chinese visitors.”

At the same time, the IVL should
also be ditched for everyone, he says.

“The near-trebling of the levy to
$100 for everyone except Australians
and South Pacific countries was a
mistake.

“More than half of our visitors arri-
ving from around the world now
have to pay for the IVL as well as the
NZeTA. For a family of four, that adds
$500 to the costs. New Zealand is the
only Western country to tax visitors
up front like this.”

The downturn in Chinese travel to
New Zealand is shrinking GST reve-
nue. This is much more significant
source of revenue for the Govern-
ment’s coffers than visa fees and the
IVL, since all foreign visitors have to
pay 15% on their New Zealand spend,
without exemptions or refunds.

“The Chinese are among the visi-
tors with the highest average spend
inNewZealand. Typically this ismore
than $5000 per person, which works
out at around $750 in GST.

“If some regions have pressure
points in their travel infrastructure,
let them charge a bed tax on visitors
after people arrive — but let’s stop
taxing visitors before they even set
foot in the country.”

Cruise industry in doldrums
Cruise has been described as the
canary in the coalmine for tourism
— and right now it’s seasick.

One New Zealand-based cruise
operator says the country is over-
regulated and overpriced and is now
discouraging the big overseas cruise
lines from coming here.

Last month, Disney Cruise Line
confirmed its exit from New Zealand,
saying it won’t return, with costs in

this region being blamed.
The Cruise Line Association, says

though Government ministers now
understand the importance of the
$1.3b a year industry, cost increases
and difficulties operating here mean
it’s in the doldrums for two years at
least.

Nathan Russ, operations director
of Heritage Expeditions says bold
statements and action by the Govern-
ment now would take at least three
to four years to attract the big oper-
ators here.

Heritage operates boutique voy-
ages, many to the Subantarctic
Islands, which attract the high-net
worth, high-value tourists from
around the world that the industry
wants to attract. But he says the
country is sending out the wrong
messages. “We’re over-regulated and
overpriced ourselves out of the mar-
ket,” he says. A turnaround day at
Auckland will cost the 125m-long
Heritage Adventurer $30,000 in port
charges and fees.

In Osaka, with access to a dedi-
cated cruise terminal, it will cost
$5000.

Russ says Department of Con-
servation charges for passengers
landing on the Subantarctic Islands
have increased from $405 to $1056
per person and, at short notice, Heri-
tage will now have to add this to the
ticket price.

“New Zealand’s a great destination.
It’s got a lot to offer, but I just think
we’ve got to a point nowwherewe’ve
gone so far out of whack with the
world that we’ve got to try and get
back into alignment, otherwise ships
aren’t going to come back.”

New Zealand Cruise Association
chief executive Jacqui Lloyd says
New Zealand is at a tipping point for
cruise lines.

“I feel sometimes cruise is a little
bit of the canary in the coal mine.
What happens with us in the sense
of the tourism set to trends that roll
into other areas.”

Cruise association chairperson
Tanya Tompkins says though the last
12 months have brought some signs
of operational stability, the outlook is
deeply concerning, and demands col-
lective focus, leadership, and urgent
action.

The outlook for 2025/26 season is
grim. Projected ship calls are more
than 40% down on 2023/24, taking us
below the levels seen in 2017/18.

Airport warning on flight capacity

Carrie Hurihanganui

TheShanghai-Auckland-Buenos
Aires “SouthernLink” route launching
thisyear is ahighlight forAuckland
Airport,wherecapacity increases
have largelyplateauedwith little sign
of rapidpre-pandemicgrowth rates.

International capacity intoAuck-
land is runningat just on92%compa-
red to 2019—slightlyaheadofNew
Zealandas awhole—and fewer seats
mean feweropportunities toentice
touristshere.

AucklandAirport’s chief executive
CarrieHurihanganui says thereare
complex reasons for stalledgrowth
at a timewhenaviation links inother
partsof theworldarebooming.

“I’d sayoverall aviationcapacity
remainsachallenge forNewZealand.
There’s adirect correlation that is
going tomake tourismgrowth in the
short termharder.”

NewZealand riskedbecomingan
outlier asother countries enjoy the
full restorationof air links, she says.

ChristchurchAirport chairwoman
SarahOttrey sayswhile theSouth
Islandhasenjoyedagood tourism
recoverypost-pandemic, there is still

someway togo tobuildbackour
internationalmarkets topre-pande-
mic levels, impactedbya slow-to-
recover inboundChinamarket and
anuncertainUnitedStates. For
Christchurch, existing international
carriers are growing seats in the
marketby7.5% for thepeak summer
season,which is apositive trend.

“Growth fromexistingcarriers
bringswith it less riskand reflects the
positiveposition theSouth Island
holdswithourkey inboundmarkets,
includingAustralia,” she says.

Hurihanganuiwelcomed the
Government’s pivot toovertly
support tourism, ledbyChristopher
Luxon,her formerbosswhenshewas
anexecutiveatAirNewZealand. But
border charges remainan issue.

“Therehavebeen tangible
improvementson that front, butNew
Zealand is still consideredan
expensivedestinationas far as
crossing theborder.”

Thenear treblingof the Inter-
nationalVisitorLevy favours
targetedcharging for thecountry’s
mostpopular scenic attractions.

Some frictionhadbeen takenout
ofvisaprocessing forvisitors from
China, but anything to speed that
furtherwouldbewelcome, she says.
Andshewould like to seemore
fundingandsupport formajor events.

Theydon’t have tobeAmerica’s
Cup-size, she says. The rippleeffect
of thousandsat a conferenceare
immense for the country. Theyare
bookedyears in advanceandareof

interest toairlinesweighingupwhere
to flynext.

Dailywide-bodyaircraft services
on long-haul routes canbeworth
about $150million to thecountry in
total tourismspendandworthmuch
more for exporters. “Weneed tohave
our toes at the lineandbecompeti-
tiveasadestination so that airlines
dochoose topoint thoseassets to
NewZealand,” saysHurihanganui.

Airlineshaveplentyof choice.
“We’re a long, skinny route,which

meanswe’requite asset-hungry.”
Airlinesassesswhether they fly

one return flight adayhereor, for
example, do four sectors aroundAsia.

Manufacturingproblemsand
delaysatBoeingandAirbushave
stalled thedeliveryofnewplanes,
meaning there are supplyproblems.

“I do look through to themedium
tosee that those thingswill beworked
through, but that doesn’t helpus in
the short term,”Hurihanganui says.

In thepast year, international pass-
engernumberswereup2.5%yearon
year to 10.3million (including tran-
sits), theairport reported inannual

results lastmonth. “Weare seeing
passenger growth, so it’s not all, it’s
not all badnews, but it’s certainlynot
recoveringat thepace that I thinkany
ofuswould likeor arguablywhat
NewZealandneeds,” says
Hurihanganui.

TheSouthernLink service
launching inDecemberwouldnot
onlyprovidemorecapacity toChina
(where seatnumbers, if notpass-
engers, have recovered) but crucially
provideanotheroptionbeyond
LATAMto flydirectly fromAuckland
toSouthAmerica.While just twicea
week initially, she says that couldbe
boostedand itwould tap into the
Australianmarket,whichalso feeds
theexpandedQantas service toNew
York fromAuckland.

Qantas is starting services to
AdelaideandPerth later thisyear and
Hurihanganui says theairport’s route
development team isworkingclosely
withother airlines.Althoughshe
wouldn’t specify, TurkishAirlines is
known tohaveNewZealandon its
radar andThaiAirways is tipped to
beeyeinga return to this country.
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Port of Tauranga is investing for
the future to ensure New Zealand
has a resilient, efficient and low
carbon gateway to and from
international markets.

Stand for
the future.

Stand for
New Zealand.
Connecting New Zealand
and the world.
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Let’s cut the friction says Air NZ’s Foran
Grant Bradley

If the journey to New
Zealand feels difficult —
whether that’s due to

complex visa processes,
language gaps, or unclear

information — visitors
will look elsewhere. Ease
of access is no longer a

nice-to-have, it’s a
strategic imperative.

Greg Foran

A ir New Zealand boss Greg
Foran says he welcomes
the increased focuson tour-
ism but there’s work

needed to reduce friction for travel-
lers.

“It’s a critical sector for New Zea-
land and we have so much to be
gained as a country by getting in
behind the industry,” he says.

Momentum in the tourism sector
is critical — not just for the economy,
but for the wider wellbeing of our
regions and communities. “To main-
tain and build momentum, we need
to make the journey to and within
New Zealand as easy as it is beautiful.
That means streamlining visa pro-
cesses, reducing friction in booking
and travel, expanding multilingual
support; and ensuring a seamless
experience from that first online
search to the final flight home,” he
says.

All parts of the visitor journey —
airlines, airports, travel agents, cus-
toms and immigration — must be
aligned and focused on delivering a
consistently high standard.

“We also need to broaden the
welcome. Backpackers, families, busi-
ness travellers, conference delegates
and event goers — every visitor con-
tributes value, and all should feel
genuinely included. And we must
continue to promote New Zealand
with authenticity and scale.

“When we share our story well,
visitors don’t just come — they be-
come advocates.”

United Nations figures show in
2024 spending on tourism was close
to NZ$3 trillion. Foran says New Zea-
land is competing for global travellers
in a highly competitive market.

“If the journey to New Zealand
feels difficult — whether that’s due to
complex visa processes, language
gaps, or unclear information — visi-
tors will look elsewhere. Ease of
access is no longer a nice-to-have, it’s
a strategic imperative.”

He says the Government has an
important role in reducing those bar-
riers, and there had been good
decisions. By streamlining processes,
providing clear and multilingual in-

formation, and investing in targeted
international promotion, the country
can collectively lift the performance
of the sector.

Supporting partnerships that align
economic outcomes with environ-
mental stewardship — like Air New
Zealand’s $1.2 million Every Corner
Project — are also essential to ensur-
ing tourism grows in a way that
reflects national values and
strengthens its social licence.

He says that if New Zealand is to
boost tourism in a sustainable way,
the country must remain committed
to building strong, resilient, and well-
planned aviation links.

“This requires long-term invest-
ment, industry collaboration, and a
shared commitment to ensuring our
air network continues to connect
Aotearoa with the world.”

Air New Zealand flies to 20 regions
across Aotearoa, enabling visitors to

experience the diversity of the
country while supporting regional
economies and the tourismoperators
at their heart.

“For our tourism sector to thrive,
we must think and act collectively as

an industry — ensuring we target the
right markets, create seamless conn-
ections into our regions, and open
Aotearoa to the world in a way that
is sustainable and future-focused.”

As the country’s national carrier,
the airline was mindful of the import-
ant role it plays in shaping the experi-
ence of those who travel here.

“For many visitors, we are their
first and last interaction with Aotea-
roa, and with that comes a responsi-
bility to represent our country with
authenticity — reflecting the warmth,
care, and manaakitanga that define
who we are.”

Foran is leaving the airline’s top job
in October after a five-year term that
started with tourism collapsing when
the pandemic hit, then saw the airline
being part of the strong recovery in
global travel.
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Regulation signals must be clearer
Coalition
Government gets
topmarks on
education but
clarity is needed on
rules, says
Foodstuffs boss

Grant Bradley

I think at
the core of

the
economy, I
go back to
this: less
tinkering,

more
focus, and

faster
delivery.

The ‘going
for growth’
message is
right. The
agenda

needs to be
very clear.

Chris Quin

F oodstuffs North Island chief
executive Chris Quin gives
the Government top marks
for the progress it’s making in

education but says it needs to send
clearer signals on regulation.

He says the economy is in a tough
spot and the only solution is through
greater collaboration between busi-
ness and government, better com-
munication, and a strong focus on
innovation.

Quin also supports the idea of a
four-year parliamentary term, saying
that would give businesses more cer-
tainty.

The co-operative employs 24,000
people and has 240 store owners
across the North Island. Quin is acu-
tely aware of the financial pressure
many New Zealanders face, noting
that food accounts for nearly 20% of
household spending.

Foodstuffs recently publisheddata
showing retail prices across its stores
rose 3.4% year-on-year in July, comp-
aredwith StatsNZ’s latest annual food
price inflation (FPI) figure of 5% over
the same period.

“Households feel that, and because
they shop with us four or five times
a week, we’re constantly on their
minds. Of course, it’s a privilege to
have them in store so often, but it also
brings accountability.”

He says it’s not overstating things
to call the current economic situation
a crisis, but both political and busi-
ness leaders have historically resp-
onded well in such times.

“People communicate really well
in a crisis —we innovate, we do things
faster than in normal times, people
take accountability, and they collab-
orate.”

While he’s concerned about rising
unemployment, particularly in Auck-
land, and ongoing cost-of-living press-
ures, hebelievesoneareawhere long-
term positive change is under way —
thanks to the coalition government

— is education. Although full progress
will take more than one parliament-
ary term, Quin says new recruits to
Foodstuffs are already showing the
benefits of recent improvements.

“The gold star I would give this
government is for education, and it
can be a big game-changer. I really
hope there can be some bipartisan
support for the direction and that the
momentum carries on.”

“We really do notice when we’ve
come through a period of poor edu-
cation performance, and we’re start-
ing to see the benefits of a renewed
focus on the basics.”

While changes to NCEA have had
the most public attention, Quin says
there are also important systemic
shifts under way in professional
standards and attitudes.

“There’s a conversation now aro-
und teachers being valuable — and
that they should be rewarded.”

In countries like Ireland, he notes,
education is highly regarded and
teachers are held in high esteem.

Beyond education, Quin says the
Government also deserves credit for
its work in policing and justice, and
— less directly relevant to Foodstuffs
— on infrastructure.

“I think at the core of the economy,
I go back to this: less tinkering, more
focus, and faster delivery. The ‘going
for growth’ message is right. The
agenda needs to be very clear — and
it needs to be about value-added
services.”

He points to small European coun-
tries such as Switzerland, Ireland, and
Denmark, where economic plans are
sharply defined.

“One thing that strikes you in those
countries is that everyone tells you
roughly the samestoryabout theplan
— it’s clear and focused. That’s what

we’re missing — the plan. And how
do we collaborate on that plan?”

When it comes to regulation, how-
ever, Quin says New Zealand needs
a distinct approach, given its size and
location.

The supermarket sector is under
government scrutiny, with structural
separation being floated as a way to
encourage more competition.

Foodstuffs has engaged with the
Government, but no decisions have
beenmade, and uncertainty remains.

“The process is ongoing. I keep
stressing, as business we can’t just
stamp our feet and demand,” he says.

“We are a player in the game. But
the rules of the gameand the environ-
ment are set by the Government. We
need to see more collaboration
around that and a bit more trust in
our intentions.”

Foodstuffs has operated in New
Zealand for more than a century and
plans to continue investing locally.

However, global geopolitics con-
tinues to affect the business, includ-
ing sharp increases in grain prices
following Russia’s invasion of Uk-
raine.

Quin says a small Foodstuffs fish
export division has also been hit by
tariffs in the United States, and global
shipping disruptions continue.

He warns that other global food
manufacturers affected by US trade
policies may pass costs on to cus-
tomers worldwide, including here.

But one potential upside is that a
broader variety of food productsmay
become available to New Zealand
consumers as global supply chains
shift.

● FoodstuffsNorth Island is an
advertising sponsor of theHerald’s
Moodof theBoardroomreport.



Spark sharpens focus on its core
Strategy shift aims
to boost resilience
and growth CEO
tells Bill Bennett

It’s a reset with a
new roadmap,
but that doesn’t

mean it’s not
something that’s

exciting to go
after. Andwe

will continue to
help New

Zealanders,
because that’s
the important

part here.

Jolie Hodson

S park has reset its strategy
around the core connectivity
services that generate 80% of
the company’s margin. There

is a renewed emphasis on mobile,
managed networks, voice, IoT and
broadband.

CEO Jolie Hodson says the move
marks a return to basics, but with a
sharper focus on building resilience,
reliability, and premium customer
experiences. In recent months, the
company completed half its five-year
mobile network rollout, with its 5G
network now covering 130 locations
and traffic running over its new 5G
standalone core.

“We’re excited about this strategy.
Yes, it’s a reset with a new road map,
but that doesn’t mean it’s not some-
thing that’s exciting to go after. And
we will continue to help New Zea-
landers, because that’s the important
part here. We’re an enablement com-
pany, we have a role to play in
supporting New Zealand growth.”

Private 5G is a key element. Spark
is the first local operator to launch a
standalone 5G core. This is an up-
grade to the 5G network that enables
many of the advanced features the
technology promised.

One of those advanced features is
“network slicing”, which allows Spark
to dedicate parts of the network for
specific customers or applications.

Hodson points to use cases such

as ports, warehousing and industrial
operations where low latency and
guaranteed quality of service are es-
sential.

“You’re providing a highly resilient
service that gives customers the
ability to control and leverage the
network in ways they couldn’t be-
fore,” she says. That means premium
offerings with strong margins, but
there are also practical benefits for
businesses seeking resilience and
flexibility without laying cables.

“A better network means a better
customer experience. If you look at
the last five years, our customer
experience has grown every year.
We’ve invested in technologies like
the standalone core, the things that

matter. Now we’re looking at how we
can use those technologies to enable
customers to do the things they
need.”

While Spark is positioned as a
premium service provider, it con-
tinues to service other market seg-
ments, such as the company’s Skinny
brand for a more affordable mobile
service.

AI is another advanced techno-
logy helping Spark in its renewed
focus.

Hodson says Spark is investing
heavily in automation and artificial
intelligence to improve both its own
operations and its customer offerings.
Internally, AI helps deflect 20,000
contact centre queries a month,

reduces call times, and assists agents
with real-time answers.

Transcription tools capture
conversations instantly, creating
searchable records that improve ser-
vice and highlight recurring prob-
lems.

AI also plays a role in Spark’s
network operations, spotting anom-
alies and combining with automation
to reroute traffic when outages occur.

Hodson describes it as a process
of systematically applying new tools:
“It’s really about using AI at scale
where it helps us improve perform-
ance, reduce costs, and deliver better
experiences.”

Spark uses AI, at the same time, it
offers customers guidance on their AI

journey. The company runs AI edu-
cation programmes in partnership
with Section, a New York-based busi-
ness education business founded by
NYU Stern Professor Scott Galloway.

It also supports organisations that
want to embed AI in their processes.
Hodson stresses that businesses don’t
need to start big: “All organisations
should be finding ways to use it. You
don’t have to be a deep technology
expert to get value.”

Currently the Ministry for Regula-
tion is reviewing the rules governing
the telecommunications sector.

Hodson says in general the indus-
try works to a good standard, but the
review is interesting because some
aspects have matured since the rules
were first laid down and may no
longer need to have the regulator’s
attention.

This winter Spark sold a 75% stake
in its data centre business, which
unlocked capital. The retained 25%
means the company gets to stay in
the data centre market.

Hodson says themove gives Spark
a well-funded partner to build cap-
acity at the pace required to meet
growing demand, especially with AI
driving data growth.

The company has been acquiring
land and resource consents for fur-
ther expansion, including sites on
Auckland’s North Shore and at Dairy
Flat. Hodson says demand for local
data capacity remains strong, even if
large international projects some-
times appear slow to materialise.
“This is a long-term trend. Our role
is to ensure New Zealand has the
infrastructure it needs to support
growth.”
● Spark is anadvertising sponsor of
theHerald’sMoodof theBoardroom
report.
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Engineered AI — the next battleground
DatacomCEO says
businesses need
increased
cybersecurity to
make real AI gains

Bill Bennett

Most people are so
impressedwith the
outcome, they don’t

second-guess it. They
take the lazy answer.

When something
produces the right

answer, 99 times out of
100, spotting the one

becomes a pain.
Greg Davidson

Photo / 123rf

D atacom’s 2025 AI Impact in
New Zealand report shows
local organisations embrac-
ing artificial intelligence.

Eighty-seven per cent of businesses
use some form of AI and close to a
third are working with advanced AI.

Yet, Datacom CEO Greg Davidson
says while AI tools like ChatGPT are
everywhere: “Most of what’s going on
is still proof of concept, experiments
and pilot projects. Many businesses,
particularly in New Zealand, have yet
to move on from that.

“Ninety per cent of what busi-
nesses are doing at the moment is
chat; they are not fundamentally try-
ing to solve an engineering problem.”

Workers who use an AI chatbot
might ask questions and accept what
comes back. Davidson says this is
useful for small productivity boosts,
but it is not transformative.

He says to get the best from enter-
prise AI, you need to deliberately des-
ign, test and build systems so that the
AI delivers reliable, repeatable, busi-
ness-critical outcomes. That requires
engineering discipline.

Datacom’s workwith Datapay’s AI-
powered Payroll Assistant illustrates
this point.

Davidson says: “We had to figure
out a way of testing it. We had to
carefully curate what information it
referred to and we had to fundamen-
tally alter how the RAG pipeline
worked in order to get those accurate
answers. In essence, instead of chat,
it’s an engineering problem.”

RAG, or Retrieval-AugmentedGen-
eration, is the technical term forwhen
an AI searches for a trusted, verified
external information source, maybe
the text of the original legislation or
company manuals, instead of simply
pulling information from a large lan-
guage model or its training data.

This is important because David-
son says AIs are designed to please
their users. That canmean they guess
or make up plausible-sounding
answers if they don’t have the correct
information to hand. This is some-
times called hallucination.

He says when Datacom built Pay-

roll Assistant, it restricted its informa-
tion to documents from the IRD, ACC
and MBIE. Then it engineered the AI
to stop it guessing. Real productivity
benefits come when AI is engineered
into processes rather than used as a
novelty but it does not come cheaply.

For Davidson, a key is to invest
only in projects that can shift the dial.
“There’s no point spending 1000 en-
gineering hours on a problem that’s
not going to give you the equivalent

benefit on the other side of it.”
In a tight economy, boards hesitate

to fund multi-stage projects without
guaranteed returns. “During a down-
turn, people want to know that they
can get the benefit from thework that
they’re commissioning.”

Getting a return can involve a
number of iterations.

Davidson says Datacom had to
take a leap of faith when developing
its Payroll Assistant AI to get the

results it wanted. “The problem is that
most organisations don’t want that
degree of uncertainty. If they com-
mission work, they want to know
what they will get to justify the cost
of the engineering effort.”

What makes this hard is under-
standing when to invest in engineer-
ing. Davidson says it can be deceptive
because AI chat delivers “pretty
good” results. In a few places, the res-
ults can be amazing, but quality con-
trol is difficult.

“Most people are so impressed
with the outcome, they don’t second-
guess it.

“They take the lazy answer. When
somethingproduces the right answer,
99 times out of 100, spotting the one
becomes a pain.”

New Zealand organisations’ focus
onAI chat suits themainAI providers’
business model.

OpenAI with ChatGPT, Anthropic
with Claude and Google with Gemini
all earn revenue selling per-seat chat-
bot subscriptions.

Davidson says AI is most valuable
when businesses treat it like any
other critical system built — with

testing, curated data, security guard-
rails and ongoing quality assurance.
Without that engineering approach,
he says AI stays stuck at the modest
productivity gains from the “chatting
with a bot” stage.

While local companies weigh up
how far and how fast to push into AI,
Davidson says the one area that can-
not be deferred is cybersecurity. He
says: “If you’re going to save money
on anything, don’t save it on
cybersecurity.”

The threat landscape is worsening,
driven both by organised criminal
groups and by state-sponsored act-
ors.

Too many New Zealand organisa-
tions are still behind on the basic con-
trols that regulators regard as mini-
mum good practice.

Added to that, worldwide AI adop-
tion itself introduces new risks:
models must be tested, secured and
monitored to prevent bias, misuse or
breaches.

● Datacom is anadvertising sponsor
of theHerald’sMoodof theBoardroom
report
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Playing catch-up with Artificial Intelligence
Tim McCready

Most CEOs reported
a moderately
positive lift in AI
adoption. Photo / 123rf

CEOs are increasingly adopting arti-
ficial intelligence to improve business
performance — but few would call it
a revolution just yet.

In the 2025 Herald Mood of the
Boardroom survey, CEOs were asked
to rate the impact of AI adoption on
their business performance over the
past year. Most reported a moder-
ately positive lift, with an average
score of 2.86/5 (where 1 means “no
impact” and 5 rates as “transformat-
ional”).

For Mitre 10 NZ chief executive
Andrea Scown, AI is already embed-
ded across the business: “We are
using AI across much of our business
functions and digital customer-facing
experiences, including someuse ofAI
agents in IT development. We have
not removed labour costs, nor have
we articulated this to be a goal.”

“It is growing fast,” says a banking
chairperson. “In the short- tomedium-
term I see jobs going, and it’s not yet
clear where the new jobs are going
to come from.”

Others emphasised the product-

ivity potential rather than workforce
reduction. Downer NZ CEO Murray
Robertson says: “While AI clearly has
potential to improve productivity, we
have yet to see it lead to a reduction
in workforce numbers. At this stage,
it’s more about enhancing how we
work — but this will undoubtedly
evolve over time.”

An independent energy chair-
person notes the importance of a
careful rollout. “The journey has

started, but we have much more we
can and will do, in a carefully con-
sidered fashion to ensure we retain
human engagement for our people
and customers.”

Some companies are already see-
ing real gains. “Massive benefits are
starting to flow for our data centre
business, but also at an operational
level,” says an investment boss.

A food industry CEO adds: “We are
increasingly using AI in digital mar-

keting and sales, buthaveyet to adopt
it within operations.”

Justine Smyth, the chairwoman of
Spark New Zealand, points to years
of investment in AI paying off. “We
are improving the productivity of our
people and delivering tangible bene-
fits for customers — such as shorter
wait times in our call centres and
faster identification and resolution of
network issues.”

NZME chief executive Michael
Boggs highlights both the upside and
the caution needed: “AI presents both
a strategic opportunity and a chal-
lenge for NZME. It offers powerful
tools to enhance content creation,
audience engagement, and oper-
ational efficiency — but it also
demands careful navigation of issues
around trust, copyright, and the in-
tegrity of journalism.”

The depth of adoption remains
thin. “We are really only starting our
AI journey,” says an agribusiness
leader. “The focus is over the next 12
months.” Another chairperson was
blunt: “We need to get a move on.”

When asked how ready their
organisations were to harness AI and

automation technologies to enhance
productivity and competitiveness in
the next 12 months, the score was
only marginally higher at 2.97/5. Just
seven executives rated their firms at
the top end of the scale.

An experienced chairperson sugg-
ested success would depend on cul-
ture rather than technology: “Change
will be constant, and successful com-
panies focus heavily on creating an
inclusive and adaptive culture that
helps to support our human work-
force to deal with constant change.”

Others highlighted the need to
leverage what has already been built.
“Having made significant digital
investments over four years, our stra-
tegy is to utilise the AI tools embed-
ded inwhatwehave rather thanbuild
new.” Others said the pace of change
is dizzying. “You almost have to be
one step ahead of tomorrow,” said
one real estate CEO. “By the time it
is implemented, you’re already be-
hind the ball.”

The message from the boardroom
is clear: AI is no longer optional. The
challenge now is converting potential
into productivity gains.
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AI key to future of infrastructure
NZmust rethink
how it measures
success in the
sector, says
Aurecon chief
Tracey Ryan

Bill Bennett

Resilience isn’t always
glamorous, but it’s central
to keeping communities

functioning.

Tracey Ryan

. A urecon chief executive
Tracey Ryan is cau-
tiously optimistic about
the prospects for the

infrastructure sector.
Looking at the big picture, she

notes: “The world has changed. It is
far more complex. There’s a lot play-
ing out. We’re seeing a lot of disrup-
tion coming at us fast and you can
get kind of caught up by that.”

Meanwhile, the industry is recov-
ering from project slowdowns and
political uncertainty following the
2023 election. She says Aurecon has
been through tough times resizing
and reshaping its business as projects
stopped.

The Association of Consulting and
Engineering says New Zealand’s en-
gineering consulting sector lost 1200
jobs in the past 12 to 18 months, while
numbers in the wider construction
industry are down 16,000. Ryan says
letting good people go is not some-
thing that can be taken lightly.

Yet, Ryan says, it’s the job of in-
dustry leaders to lean into the chal-
lenges disruption brings and under-
stand what the future looks like.

AI may be the greatest disruptive
challenge facing business today.

Ryan is enthusiastic about using
technology as an enabler and says AI
is already making a material differ-
ence to Aurecon.

She saysbusinesses should lean in-
to the technology rather than resist.

“AI is here now. It is transformative
andhappening at an exponential rate.
We need to embrace it.”

There are three ways advanced
technologies are changing Aurecon
today. At the personal productivity
level Ryan uses AI to reduce admin-
istrative burdens and help with
prioritisation and effectiveness in her
role.

Aurecon applies AI, automation
and standardisation to designs, using

data andmachine learning to support
clients with asset-intensive infrast-
ructure. This includes making better-
informed spending decisions, manag-
ing assets and handling renewal pro-
grammes.

A more creative use of advanced
technology is with community en-
gagement. Aurecon uses tools such
as gaming, virtual reality and digital
platforms to help communities visu-
alise and engage with major projects
in more immersive ways.

Ryan wants New Zealand to view
infrastructure through a fresh lens.
She says we can’t measure infra-
structure success purely by the scale
or visibility of new construction.

While new projects are necessary,
they’re only one part of the picture:

“New Zealand needs to do a lot
more than just build all the shiny new
things . . . it needs to think about the
maintenance and operation of its
assets and renewal of its assets.”

She says there needs to be greater
emphasis on theoperational expendi-
ture side of projects: existing assets
such as roads, rail, hospitals and
utilities all need investment in main-
tenance and renewal to ensure they
remain safe, efficient and resilient.

A focus solely on new projects
risks neglecting core infrastructure,
which can cause higher costs and
community disruption later.

Another aspect of this is resilience.
Ryan says infrastructuremust be des-
igned, upgraded and maintained to
withstand disruption, climate change
and natural hazards. “Resilience isn’t
always glamorous, but it’s central to
keeping communities functioning,”
she says.

Ryan fears that political changes
on an international scale are influ-
encing New Zealand and mean clim-
ate change issues are being down-
graded or even ignored, although the
infrastructure challenges don’t con-
veniently disappear. She argues we
should measure the sector’s success
by how infrastructure improves
everyday lives, not by ribbon-cutting
ceremonies for “shiny” assets.

This includes considering how
projects feel for communities, how
they connect people, and how they
contribute to long-term well-being.

Like other industries, New Zea-
land’s infrastructure and construc-
tion sector has relatively low pro-
ductivity when compared with over-
seas markets. It also faces higher
costs.

Ryan thinks we need to do a better
job of asking why our infrastructure
is so expensive.

While AI and technology invest-
ment can help with productivity,
Ryan wants to see greater collabora-
tion, more standardisation — not
every project needs to be unique —
and smarter ways of working.

There’s a need to rebuild the
skilled infrastructure workforce.

Ryan says New Zealand’s lifestyle
is a draw, it is more important to
ensure there is a pipeline of mean-
ingful projects and a strong visionary
story to attract and retain engineers.

She says in many overseas mark-
ets, most of the main infrastructure
is built, but here there is so much that
needs doing, we should be a good
long-term career option.

“There are some big issues that
New Zealand needs to sort out and
short-term things we need to do, but
the long-term gain is clear.”
● Aurecon is anadvertising sponsor
of theHerald’sMoodof theBoardroom
report

Port boss slams red tape hold-up
CEO urges action on infrastructure after years of delays, writes Andrea Fox

There’s an urgent need to convert words into action. I
really think there’s broad business community

support for the policy and direction. It now needs to
be converted to tangible execution.

Leonard Sampson

A s the Port of Tauranga, New
Zealand’s biggest port,
enters the seventh year of
its red tape tussle over criti-

cal infrastructure expansion, its chief
executive says it’s time the Govern-
ment’s policy was turned into action.

Leonard Sampson, “enormously
frustrated” over the loss of $65million
to $90m in annual freight savings for
importers and exporters because the
chock-full port is turning away ship-
ping services, says New Zealand
urgently needs clarity around regu-
latory planning regimes, for example.

“There’s an urgent need to convert
words into action. I really think
there’s broad business community
support for the policy and direction.
It now needs to be converted to
tangible execution.

“I give the example of much-nee-
ded investment opportunities or in-
vestment structures into the infra-
structure pipeline.

“Fantastic, but there needs to be
clarity around the commercial mech-
anisms in which investors, whether
they be New Zealand investors or off-
shore investors, can invest and ach-
ieve commercial returns, and that’s
about some of the regulatory frame-
works that sit behind those planning
regimes.”

In its recent strong FY25 results,
New Zealand’s main export gateway
said after more than six years in the
consenting process for expansion of
its container terminalwharf, the situa-
tion was reaching crisis point, with
new shipping service offers being

turned away due to lack of berth
space.

“One new service to the Americas,
based on the volume we currently

move now, represents somewhere
between $65m to $90m of ocean
freight savings. Those are savings that
go back to importers and ultimately

are passed to consumers, and savings
for exporters that ultimately go back
to the regional communities they
come from.”

The ongoing consent saga also had
a “huge” impact on port productivity.

“We acknowledge that all ports in
New Zealand need to lift their pro-
ductivity, but one of the single biggest
ways to do that is by having an
appropriate level of infrastructure,”
says Sampson.

“In our case, that is an appropriate
length of berth to be able to cater for
services that want to call at the port.”

Even if the port gets the regulatory
green light soon, the project will have
been 10 years in the planning by the
time it’s built.

Meanwhile, the cost of the devel-
opment has doubled to nudge $100m.

“It’s a two-year constructionperiod
once we get consent.

“It’s enormously frustrating. I think
it’s probably symptomatic of the
whole RMA [Resource Management
Act] process. One of the single biggest
areas for improvement in this coun-
try, I believe, is clarity around regu-
latory planning regimes and cer-
tainty.

“We can’t have legislation that is
open to interpretation for years and
can be hijacked.”

The latest twist in the resource
consent process is a legislative draf-
ting error, which has resulted in the

Environment Court putting a hold on
the process under the Government’s
new fast-track legislation.

Sampson says the error was not
the port’s doing.

The port had turned to the new
fast-track legislation for assistance
after years of applications, hearings
and appeals before local authorities
and the Environment Court.

The development is being challen-
ged by local hapū.

Meanwhile, Sampson says while
export returns have been buoyant on
the back of strong commodity prices,
the domestic economy and import
consumption have been sluggish and
lacklustre.

“It’s been a lot slower than we had
anticipated and we’re hoping to see
a little bit of a recovery towards the
back of this calendar year or early in
2026.”

He expects the 15% tariffs imposed
on New Zealand products by the
Trump Administration will prompt
the port’s export customers to look
for greater market diversification.

While US demand for some New
Zealand products remains strong, he
anticipates the increased tariffs will
result in greater margin pressure on
exporters.

● Port ofTauranga is anadvertising
sponsor of theHerald’sMoodof the
Boardroomreport.

B34 nzherald.co.nz | The New Zealand Herald | Wednesday, September 24, 2025



GET UNLIMITED ACCESS TO OUR HR ADVICELINE.
MAKE THE RIGHT CALL. 0800 300 362

op n on n secon s.opinion in seconds.
Get a second

i i i d

$5m foreign buyers to fuel market
Government visa
changes and lower
rates will lift
property sector,
says real estate boss

Anne Gibson

These buyers don’t want
to rent. The people we’re

talking about want to
own property andmake
it their home. Having that

$5m settingmeans it
keeps the effect right
away from first home

buyers.
Peter Thompson

L ower interest rates and Gov-
ernment changes for foreign
investors who have resi-
dencyvisaswill all boost hou-

sing in the next one to two years,
Barfoot & Thompsonmanaging direc-
tor Peter Thompson says.

During winter, he spoke at a global
real estate agency conference in
Singapore and said it was attending
events like that which made him
aware of New Zealand’s popularity.

“The Government changes are a
really positive move because when
you go overseas and go to real estate
conferences or expos, a lot of people
say they want to come to New Zea-
land.

“These buyers don’t want to rent.
The people we’re talking about want
to own property and make it their
home. Having that $5m settingmeans
it keeps the effect right away from
first home buyers. This won’t affect
people like that. It’s well away from
their price range.”

Buying finished homes rather than
building is anticipated. “Most won’t
have the time to come and build.
They want to invest the money as
soon as they can. They see New Zea-
land as a safe haven.”

The investors would not leave

their New Zealand homes empty but
live here, he said. “These people will
actually live here. That’s part of the
legislation. We certainly don’t want

any land banking.”
On September 1, Prime Minister

Christopher Luxon announced plans
to change the foreign investment
regime.

“The Government wants to bring
additional investment, skills, ideas
and connections to New Zealand, and
the Active Investor Plus residency
visa allows that. It offers residency to
a migrant who invests a minimum of
$5 million to help grow the economy,
passes a good character test, and has
acceptable health.”

Often referred to as the Golden
Visa, it requires a minimum of $5m
to be invested into direct investments
or managed funds. There is also a
$10m category, with a wider range of
options for investments.

The Government decided that
people with an Active Investor Plus
residency visa will be allowed to buy
or build one home. The minimum
value of the house that can be bought
or built will be set at $5m — which
equates to less than 1% of New Zea-
land houses, Luxon said.

Thompson doesn’t expect the $5
million-plus buyers to be dominated
by Chinese.

“Most of the people will be coming
from Europe or America, not China.
That’s the feedback I’ve received.”

Overall, it’s yet another boost to the
market.

“More confidence is starting to
brew in the economy with interest
rates coming down. The next 12, 18
to 24 months will see more activity
and more sales.”

He expects the $5m+ buyers to be
drawn to Auckland and Queenstown.

He doesn’t want those with a $4m
home to push that price up to $5m
toattempt tomake their homeeligible
to join that category.

“These people are sophisticated
investors and will know the real
worth.”

Trying to get $5m for a $4m prop-
erty would result in it “just sitting
there and they will miss deals if they
try to list or auction it at a price too
high”.

New Zealand must comply with
anti-money laundering policies and
procedures to detect and prevent the
illegal conversion of illicit funds into
legitimate assets, thereby combating
financial crime.

Asked about how New Zealand
could ensure themoney coming here
from overseas complied with that
regime, Thompson said that was up
to the law processes.

“Obviously, banks, lawyers and

real estate agents — we all have to
do it, it’s a rigorous role but you can
never say it’s all squeaky clean.”

At a conference of leading global
real estate agents in Singapore mid-
winter, Thompson spoke about New
Zealand’s foreign investor regime,
already open to Singaporeans buying
homes here.

“The real takeaway from that con-
ference was that many Singaporeans
didn’t know they could buy now in
New Zealand, that they were exempt
already.

“They just didn’t know it, although
government officials there know.

“There was a lot of interest.”
Better education would have help-

ed bring more Singaporeans here, he
said.

Barfoot & Thompson has 88
offices, including in Northland, Tau-
ranga and Whangamatā. It has 2800
contractors, employees, front-line
and support centre staff, including
about 1500 contractors who are the
licensed salespeople.

Despite the downturn, those num-
bers did not drop, “but we do a lot
of training”, he said.

People had been made redundant
from other industries and saw possi-
bilities in real estate.

The rental division manages just
over 21,000 properties.

Barfoot&Thompsonnamed its top
sales staff.

● Top sales teams for 2025: No 1
wasBobQinand team fromMillwater,
specialising in new subdivisions;

● Top individual salesperson for
2025: No 1 was Aaron Foss, Mission
Bay.

● Barfoot&Thompson is an
advertising sponsor of theHerald’s
Moodof theBoardroomreport
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Skills, tax and policy
changes top concerns

Uncertainty still weighs on business but investment lifts in the
BusinessNZ 2025 Sentiment Survey, writes Bill Bennett

The skills people are
leaving educationwith
are not up to scratch. It

used to be that you
needed 8000 hours of
on-the-job training to
qualify; now they are

pushed through a course
in two years. There’s a
shortage of skills in the

industry, but we’re
pushing builders out too

fast.

Mike Craig

THE NUMBERS

68%
expect to invest the same ormore
capital expenditure than last year.
That figure is up from

61%
in 2024.

25%
expect to invest less, which has
fallen from has fallen from

33%
last year.

61%
of respondents believe the corporate
tax rate is either too high or not
competitive enough to attract
foreign investment.

73%
of exporters are either confident or
neutral about their ability to
continue exporting at the same rate
as recent years, while

27%
say they are not confident.

Despite the Trump
tariffs, exporters
appear to remain
relatively confident
about their prospects.

E conomic uncertainty re-
mains a key challenge for
New Zealand businesses, yet
they are planning more in-

vestment than last year. The 2025
Business Sentiment Survey of 130
BusinessNZ members found 68% ex-
pect to invest the same or more cap-
ital expenditure than last year. That
figure is up from 61% in 2024. The
number expecting to invest less has
fallen to 25% from 33%.

BusinessNZ Chief Executive Kath-
erineRich says investment intentions
are a good indicator of business con-
fidence and the 2025 results pointed
to gradual improvement in the econ-
omy.

When asked about their top con-
cerns, the largest number of the 130
BusinessNZ members who respon-
ded to the organisation’s 2025 Busi-
ness Sentiment Survey named the
uncertainty stemming from reversals
of government policies following
elections. That’s a change from a year
ago when members’ top concerns
revolved around financial matters:
interest rates, inflation and input
prices or profitability.

Other top areas of concern are a
lack of demand, with more than half
the respondents (52%) naming it as
an issue and the lack of economic
growth (38%).

New Zealand’s corporate tax rate
remains contentious in business cir-
cles. The current rate is 28%, which
is the eighth highest rate of the 38
OECD countries. Close to two-thirds
of respondents (61%) believe that it
is either too high or not competitive
enough to attract foreign investment.

Last month, Prime Minister Chris-
topher Luxon and EducationMinister
Erica Stanford announced proposed
changes to NCEA qualifications that
aim to improve the skills levels of
school leavers. Under the new sys-
tem, NCEA level 1 would be replaced
with literacy and numeracy tests,
while levels 2 and 3 would be re-
placedwith aNewZealandCertificate
of Education and an Advanced Cer-
tificate.

BusinessNZ asked members to
rank their experience with the skill
levels of school leavers entering the
workforce on a scale of one to five,
with one meaning leavers are highly
skilled and five indicating they were
poorly skilled. The results were bal-
anced. Nearly a third of respondents
gave a median score, with a quarter
(25%) say there were skilled or highly
skilled, while 28% said they were
unskilled or poorly skilled.

Wayne Scott, the CEO of the Ag-
gregate and Quarry Association, is
critical of the existing system.He says:
“The focus of NCEA has been getting
the number of credits, not quality
learning that prepares the student for
potential employment. Accordingly,
young people are applying for jobs
with very few of the skills potential
employers are looking for. There has
been a disconnect between the
school curriculum and industry.”

Early next year, the Government
plans to return ten polytechnics to
regional governance in a move that
undoes the Labour Government
merger. Vocational Education Minis-
ter Penny Simmonds says they will
be locally led, regionally responsive
and future-focused. The aim is to
better equip learners with skills that
are workplace relevant.

Asked to rank the skill level of
employees who have been through
the polytechnic system on a scale of
one (highly relevant) to five (not
relevant), one in five respondents
said they were highly skilled or
skilled, 22% gave a median score and
17% said they were unskilled or
poorly skilled.

Mt CookAlpine SalmonCEODavid
Cole answered the question with a
score of two. He says the system
works for his sector. “We’re in the
aquaculture industry and the salmon
sector falls within that. We have a
narrow skill requirement and we can
employ someone with a diploma or
degree in aquaculture with confid-
ence.

“Judging by the specific skills they
are studying, the certificates are a
good grounding and a starting point
when we first bring people on board.”

Mike Craig, who runs a business
specialising in architectural builds, is
less enthusiastic. He answered the
survey question with a score of four.
“The skills people are leaving educa-
tionwith are not up to scratch. It used
to be that you needed 8000 hours
of on-the-job training to qualify; now
they are pushed through a course in
two years. There’s a shortage of skills
in the industry, but we’re pushing
builders out too fast. We don’t have
the right system in place.” Craig says
he has to up-skill staff, including
qualified carpenters, before they
have the relevant skills for our work.

Grayson Engineering’s Kurt Hatch-
ard has not been impressed with the
school students arriving at his work-
shop for work experience. He says it
is too easy for them to pass their unit
standards to get qualifications and
they are oftennot ready for realwork.
His criticisms of polytechnic students
echo Craig’s words about the lack of
hands-on experience: “They are
taught multiple welding techniques

with different consumables, but I feel
they need to spend more time prac-
tising.”

Scott says the teaching program-
mes in polytechnics have not kept up
with advances in technology and
new ways of doing things: “So often,
the skills taught are not those cur-
rently used or required. Work-based
learning delivery has become more
flexible with online tutorials, virtual
classrooms and work-based assess-
ment. This has benefited learners
who can’t attend traditional class-
room-based learning.”

Recruiting suitably skilled and
qualified staff has been a major chal-
lenge in recent years; it is now less
the case.Memberswereasked to rank
the ease of finding people on a scale
of one to five, with one being very
easy and five being very hard. 43%
of respondents said it was either easy
or very easy, while 21% said it was
hard and just 9% found it very hard.

Shamubeel Eaqub is an economist

who is head of policy for Simplicity.
He answers as both a business leader
and an economist when he says lab-
our shortages plague New Zealand
and are structural, so even during a
recession it is not as easy as it was
to find skilled employees.

One issue is what he describes as
understandable “labour hoarding”.

He says, “Businesses are less likely
to fire people in a downturn.We have
seen much greater use of reducing
overtime and usual hours than firing
this recession. So, we haven’t incre-
ased the pool of available workers as
before.”

This is a reaction to the difficulty
of finding workers and the attendant
costs after hiring, Eaqub says.

The other problem is that there is
“limited capability inside organisa-
tions to hire people with the right at-
tributes but not necessarily the right
experience to train them up to fill
roles. There is a tendency to try and
hire match-fit candidates. This makes
the training and skilling someone
else’s problem, but not everyone can
pass the buck. It creates a lingering
skills shortfall.”

Eaqub says our education and
training organisations are better at
qualifications than skills — not all;
apprenticeships, for example, are
very hands-on and industry-relevant.
We then rely on immigration to fill
our skills shortages, further atroph-
ying the ability of our education sec-
tors and businesses to upskill our
workers.

Hiringworkers fromoverseas is far
from easy. BusinessNZ asked those
members who had attempted to hire
migrant workers about the experi-
ence on a scale of one to five, where
one is very easy and five is very hard.
Fewer than half of the respondents
were able to answer the question; of
those who did, almost no one said
they found it easy, while well over

half (60% of those answering) said it
was hard or very hard.

Tim Robinson, of Robinson Bow-
maker Paul, a Wellington-based en-
ergy consulting business, says his
firmalways gets international interest
when advertising for staff, but there
are few suitable candidates. “One
recent hiring round, we were lucky
enough to find someone who was a
perfect skill fit overseas, and went
through the process of bringing him
over from India. It took about eight
months from the first advertisement
to having him in the office in New
Zealand.”

Robinson says the process seemed
pretty efficient and he didn’t need to
use an adviser. “From our side, most
of the process seemed to be geared
towards making sure we didn’t ex-
ploit anyone, rather than making us
jump through hoops, which was a
pleasant surprise. Once we found a
good candidate, it wasn’t that much
harder than hiring a Kiwi. Just a lot
slower. I’d have no hesitation doing
it again next time.”

Earlier this year, the United States
imposed a 15% tariff on New Zealand
goods. This was up from the pre-
viously advised 10%. Despite this,
exporters appear to remain relatively
confident about their prospects. The
survey found 73% of exporters are
either confident or neutral about their
ability to continue exporting at the
same rate as recent years, while 27%
say they are not confident.

Cole says his Mt Cook Alpine
Salmon business is not concerned
about the tariffs, even though the US
is the company’s largest export mar-
ket. He says: “It’s not our problem, we
don’t have to pay the tariff.”

Cole says there has been no effect
on demand; if anything, it is growing
rather than slowing down.

He says the company continues to
sell in China and elsewhere in Asia.

Moodof the
Boardroom
Bill Bennett
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Why business wants a 30-year vision
Turning policy changes into progress and getting infrastructure projects moving are
just two of the priorities for the employers’ association, writes Graham Skellern

Business thrives on confidence, and they need a bit
more runway to justify their expenditure. Themore

long-term certainty the better.
John Fraser-Mackenzie

A n increased bipartisan ap-
proach to economic growth
will create more certainty,
confidence and hope for

business and the public, says EMA
chief executive John Fraser-Mac-
kenzie.

“I may be a little naive but I do
think it will become politically im-
portant to be seen being bipartisan,”
he says. “In the last 20years I’venever
known a time more than now when
there is more of a clamour for bipar-
tisan, long-term thinking from the
public and business.

“It isn’t just about National and
Labour talking with each other. We
will continue to have an MMP gov-
ernment of some hue and they can
have a very strong influence in what
happens. We are including NZ First,
Act, theGreenParty andTePātiMāori
because they can throw things off
course.”

Fraser-Mackenzie says abipartisan
approachwill havemoreof an impact
on some sectors than others — such
as infrastructure, education, health
and energywhich are very long-term.
Often, you can’t make a positive
change during the course of one
electoral cycle, both from a political
and business perspective.

“Companies will ask themselves,
‘How long does our business plan run
for — what do we build and who do
we recruit.’ If they are trying to get
a payback in three years, it never
really happens like that.

“Business thrives on confidence,
and they need a bit more runway to
justify their expenditure. The more
long-term certainty the better, par-
ticularly in areas that inherently are
longer term than the electoral cycle.”

He says, in a healthy political sys-
tem, parties do need to have their

own policies. “To this end, I think we
need to talkaboutnon-partisan rather
than bipartisan with the MMP system
and the percentage of the vote en-
joyed by the biggest two reducing
over time.”

Fraser-Mackenzie says certainty
and stability reduce risk and this
encourages more investment, which
leads to economic growth and incre-
ased prosperity for New Zealand.

In the areas of infrastructure, edu-
cation and health, a 30-year vision
with 10-year goals is a very good
concept. “You are taking away uncer-

tainty and investment risk in the
decision-making. If there is a gentle-
man’s agreement or understanding
amongst the political parties that they
won’t stop a project at a certain point,
then they are doing a good service
to taxpayers.”

Fraser-Mackenzie says the mood
of business is “falteringly moving to-
wards positive. People are feeling a
little better but there is still enough
bad news, especially internationally
with geopolitical tensions and tariffs,
which they hang onto and it knocks
them about.”

He says parts of the economy are
picking up and giving people hope —
dairy, red meat and kiwifruit, for
instance — and this activity will flow
through. There’s a lot going on in the
policy space such as RMA reform,
workplace relations, and Fast Track
approvals.

The New Zealand Infrastructure
Investment Summit sent good vibes
and showed the government is pre-
pared to do things differently — for
example, public-private partnerships.

“But while we are waiting for some
infrastructure projects, how much
repair and maintenance has been
done.Wehave pausedmajor projects
but haven’t replaced them with infill
projects.”

Fraser-Mackenzie says the flat
house prices are holding back busi-
ness confidence. “Our mental model
of wealth and confidence is driven
inordinately by house prices, in part
because domestic mortgages are
used to finance a lot of the SMEs.

“As anation, house prices are stuck
in the horns of dilemma. On the one
hand we want to improve housing
affordability but, conversely, the
national psyche and feeling of afflu-
ence is very much tied to what our
houses are worth. House prices re-
maining low improves affordability
but it keeps consumer confidence
down.”

Fraser-Mackenzie applauds the fo-
cus on regulations that support
growth and make it easier for busi-
ness to concentrate on executing
their commercial plans.

But on government spending, he
says the state sector has ballooned
over the last 10 years, “and we need
to seemore focusonproductivityand
efficiency there before they get more
money fromus. Theyneed to unwind
the increase in state sectorheadcount
and consider asset sales.”

Fraser-Mackenzie has been in the
EMA role for 15 months and has
helped maintain a steady member-
ship of 7000 firms. The EMA has
implemented a comprehensive IT
upgrade that has improved the mem-
ber experience online and moder-
nised systems to make them more
efficient and secure.

“We have grown revenue in pro-
fessional services (employment rela-
tions, human resources and health
and safety) and learning anddevelop-
ment, as well as rationalising our cost
base.

In the financial year to June 2025,
revenue grew to almost $20 million
from $19.3m the previous year.

“We are looking at ways of provid-
ing deeper membership value. We’ve
been running member events on ar-
tificial intelligence and wrangling
around strategy of what we should
be offering,”: says Fraser-Mackenzie.

“We need to consider the oppor-
tunities, but also we are keen to
remain focusedonourDNAandwhat
we are good at, which is really around
the employment piece.”

● TheEMA is anadvertising sponsor
of theHerald’sMoodof theBoardroom
report.
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CEO survey says councils ‘broken’
Tim McCready charts theMood of the Boardroom response on Auckland, Wellington, and reform

Auckland’s Wayne Brown gets 62% support from survey respondents, while
Wellington candidate Andrew Little gets 38%.

N ew Zealand’s top business
leaders say local govern-
ment is broken — slow, un-
accountable and failing to

deliver.
The Herald’s Mood of the Board-

room survey shows an appetite for
reform, but frustration with the
choices facing voters in next month’s
local council elections.

When asked which of the Auck-
land mayoral candidates New Zea-
land’s leading CEOs and directors
most supported, 62% back Wayne
Brown.

Incumbent Brown, elected in 2022,
has a reputation as a fixer of infra-
structure and governance through
his background as an engineer and
previous roles with public infra-
structure organisations and serving
as mayor of the Far North. His 2022
campaign promised practical soluti-
ons and fiscal discipline, and he has
sincedeliveredoneof the lowestmet-
ropolitan rates rises in the country.

But his tenure has also been mark-
ed by controversy, including heavy
criticism of his handling of the Auck-
land Anniversary floods in 2023.

Supporters see Brown as a rare
mayor in his ability to get things done.

“He does what he says he will do.
He’s rough around the edges in com-
munication and in media sometimes,
but gets on and completes things. He
has the respect of many in business
as a doer,” says a real estate boss.

Others point to his focus on “core
infrastructure, transport and rates
discipline” as exactly what Auckland
needs. “Continuity is the key to finally
getting things done,” another adds.

Freightways chair Mark Cairns
observes: “Whilst Auckland Council
has been awobbly journey, I consider
it is getting plenty of runs on the
board under Wayne Brown’s leader-
ship.”

Yet for some, Brown’s abrupt ap-
proach is deemed too divisive.

“Anyone but Wayne Brown. His
leadership style is everything we
have fought to change in recent times.
Action, yes, but the how is unaccept-
able,” says the head of a construction
firm.

While noneof theother candidates
received any significant support from
respondents, a hefty 35% said none
appeal, reflecting a lack of enthusi-
asm in the options available.

In Wellington, Andrew Little emer-
ges with 38% support. Little, a former
Labour MP and senior Cabinet Min-
ister, is campaigning on a promise of
“serious leadership and real change.”

Drawing on his background as a
lawyer andunion leader, Little argues
he has the experience to steadyWell-
ington after years of instability.

His platform focuses on fiscal dis-

cipline, keeping rates under control,
protecting community assets, and
making housing and public transport
more affordable.

“Andrew Little would be great,”
says an engineering CEO. “He under-
stands politics, is credible and experi-
enced.”

Most respondents, however, are
united in despair at the state of the
capital.

A recruiter described Wellington

as “a basket case” — suffering from
“catastrophic mismanagement,” with
debt ballooning, pipes crumbling, and
rates climbing.

“Public trust is destroyed,” says
another, accusing the council of neg-
lecting its mandate while households
are left to shoulder the consequences.

The head of a consulting firm adds:
“While Andrew Little is the favourite,
a moderate central candidate will be
best placed to take the city forward.”

Of the remaining candidates, only
Ray Chung and Karl Tiefenbacher
register any support, each with just
1%.

An overwhelming 60% of resp-
ondents say ‘none of the above’.

Chung is a sittingWellington coun-
cillor making his secondmayoral bid,
campaigning on cutting costs and
improving fiscal discipline, thoughhis
run has been overshadowed by con-
troversy.

Tiefenbacher, businessman and
founder of ice creambrandKaffeeEis,
wants to get the city back on track
by reining in debt, limiting rates rises,
and scrapping projects like cycle-
ways and the Golden Mile.

Back to basics
CEOs emphatically backGovernment
reforms to refocus councils on core
services, rating at 4.19/5 on a scale
from 1 to 5, where 1 means strongly
disagree and 5 means strongly agree.

“Local government reform is over-
due. Refocusing councils on core
services is the right direction if we
want accountability and better value
for ratepayers,” says Institute ofDirec-
tors CEO Kirsten (KP) Patterson.

From a logistics CEO: “Focus on
your core and stop the social agenda
being delivered by largely left-wing
councillors across the country.”

But others urge caution. “I don’t
think central government should dic-
tate this,” argues a public sector CEO.
“Local government needs to show
clear prioritisation of spend and let
the communities have more say.”

Another adds: “If councils had the
right fiscal incentives, they would do
what is right for their economies
without having to be told by central
government.”

Behind the criticism lies frustration
at a system business leaders say
actively resists growth. CEOs and
directors gave their own local coun-
cils a rating of 2.34/5 for performance
in enabling growth and development,
particularly in water, housing, and
core services.

“All talk and consultation, no ac-
tion,” says theCEOof amajor law firm.
Another put it more bluntly: “It’s
broken.”

A key issue is that councils carry
the cost of new housing and water
infrastructure while central govern-
ment collects the lion’s share of tax
revenue.

“Until we reform local government
funding so councils share directly in
the benefits of growth, housing sup-
ply and infrastructure investment
will continue to lag behind demand,”
says Roger Partridge, chair of theNew
Zealand Initiative.

The result, according to Anne
Gaze, founder of Campus Link Foun-

dation, is decades of “glacial progress”
and infrastructure “forever scram-
bling to catch up rather than leading
delivery.”

“After decades of rate hikes and
rhetoric, Aucklanders are left with
housing they can’t afford and water
they can’t swim in,” she says.

The theme of accountability and
delivery was echoed this month by
the Local Government Business Fo-
rum, which released a report calling
for binding referendums on major
council spending projects.

The forum’s proposal recom-
mends binding ratepayer votes on
non-essential capital projects excee-
ding either $500 per ratepayer or 5%
of annual operating expenditure.

The forum’s spokesperson, Dr Eric
Crampton, describes it as a democra-
tic “third way” between unchecked
council spending and heavy-handed
central government rate caps.

Should councils merge?
When asked if regional councils
should be amalgamated, similar to
the Auckland Supercity amalgama-
tion, 81% of respondents say yes.

“It’s crazy that we still have 78
councils for a country the size of New
Zealand,” says a tech CEO. “Both cost
and capability provide a clear reason
for consolidation.”

SamStubbs, CEOof Simplicity, puts
it succinctly: “Turkeys don’t vote for
Christmas. But in Wellington, they
should.”

Jarden managing director Silvana
Schenone adds: “Following the con-
cept of efficiency and professional-
ism in regional and local government
would be helpful.”

But others sound notes of caution.
“Auckland Council appears to be
more inefficient and more costly to
run than prior to amalgamation,” says
the chairperson of an investment
firm.

Michelle Palmer, executive direc-
tor of the Retirement Villages Asso-
ciation, points to mixed lessons: “The
amalgamation of Auckland as a super
city has taken decades to start show-
ing efficiencies and improved service
delivery. Te Pūkenga is another case
in point where amalgamation does
not provide the anticipated benefits.”

Independent director FraserWhin-
eray takes it further: “Structural chan-
ges sound good. But Auckland Super-
city hasn’t delivered. What’s better is
blistering transparency. Swiss-style
localism does that because the muni-
cipalities are so small.

“The first thing to sort is transpar-
ency and performance benchmar-
king. TheRegulatoryStandardsBoard
should provide this service to local
councils so that ratepayers can have
comfort on local government policy.”

MOOD OF THE BOARDROOM
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Moodof the Boardroom: Business leaders have the finalword
CEOswereasked to identify the top
three issues facing thenationand
their solutions.

Matthew Cockram
Cooper & Company
● Mojo. Self belief. Leadershipof
aspirationandvision.Confidence. In
short termeaseoff interest rates—
prime thepumpa little.
● Expandingdependenceof the
populationonstateassistance.
Featherback—safetynetnot a
lifestyle.
● Balancing immigration—country
whereour childrenandgrand-
childrencansettle andmake their
home.

Simon Limmer
Indevin
● Rules-based tradeuncertaintyand
soft demand, impactingourability to
growandexport thebestproducts in
theworld. Diversificationof trade
partnerships, andmarketmix to
reduceover-reliance.
● Inflationarypressureand relative
impacton real incomes.
● Political instability andshort term
planning—weneedastronger,multi-
termgovernment to implement the
economic recoveryplanand
investment in infrastructure.

Paul Johnston
Tower Insurance
● Capital availability:Weneed
greater access to investment capital
to fuel innovation, infrastructure, and
business growth.
● Talent andambition:weneed to
attract talent and foster a stronger
cultureof ambitionandperformance.
● Smart regulation:While regulation
playsan important role, it should
enableprogress, outcomesand
opportunities.

Simon Bennett
Metro Performance Glass
● Lowproductivity—highcost of
capital, highcompliancecosts.
● Regulatorycosts— idealism. eg
compulsoryclimate reporting.
● Lackofvision tobetter future state.

Kirsten (KP) Patterson
Institute of Directors
● EconomicProductivity andCostof

Living—NewZealandmust lift
productivity ifwewant incomes to
riseand living costs toease. Smarter
investment in skills, technology, and
innovationwill unlockgrowth.
● SocialCohesionandTrust—Our
greatest strengthhas alwaysbeenour
senseof communityandconnection.
Wemust rebuild trust through
inclusion, fairness, andgreater
transparency inour institutions.
● Infrastructure—NewZealand’s
ageing infrastructure is straining
underpopulationgrowth, climate
shocks, anddecadesof
underinvestment.Weneedbold,
long-term investment inhousing,
transport, andenergy systems to
secureamore resilient and
prosperous future.

Dave Rouse
Carbon Click
● NZ’s cleangreen imageneeds to
becarefullymanaged—our trading
partners arewatching, this is a threat
toour revenue.OurGovernment is
being lookedat sidewaysbymany
countries exceptUS (whereweare
losing tradeanyway).
● Unemployment— implementa
work for thedole schemeand look
at thoseon sicknessbenefits as I’ve
seencaseswhere theyshouldand
couldbeworking in somecapacity.
WeshoulduseWINZ insteadof
Upwork toget basicworkdone.We
shoulduseWINZworkers to run
assembly lines to recoverat least 30
hoursof freeworkWINZarepaying
for anyway, eachweek.Call it
mandatoryworkexperience to
collect yourdoleor sicknessbenefit.
● Curbing importsof junk—ournet
GDPcoulddomuchbetter ifKiwis
weren’t sendingNZcash tobuy
rubbishoffshore fromsites likeTemu
&Ali Express.

Mark Cairns, Freightways
● Health.Agreater focusonprimary
healthcare, keepingpeopleoutof
expensivehospitals.OurGPsector is
not in goodhealth.
● General cost of living.Hopefully
stimulating thedomestic economy
will providemorediscretionary
household income tocopewith
general cost of living increases.
● Reining inGovernment
expenditure. Thecurrent
Government is tackling this, butwe
need to takeahard lookatourState
OwnedEnterprises,withmostnot
generatingearnings tomeet their cost
of equity.

Tech company boss
● Costof LivingandUnemployment:
Short-termrelief via targeted subsi-
diesor temporary tax relief for
essential goodsandelectricity.
Medium-termstructural change
throughpolicies that boost
productivityandsupport innovation
inhigh-potential sectors.
● National SecurityandPopulation
Erosion: Strengtheningborder
securityprotocols andcounter-
intelligencecapabilities. Retention
strategies suchasenhancing regional
economicopportunities, investing in
local infrastructureandoffering
incentives for skilledworkers to stay
inNZ.
● WeakProductivityGrowthand
EconomicStability: Continue
disciplinedbut growth-friendly
budgeting,monitoringpublicdebt
and facilitating targeted spending
that boosts economiccapacity.
● Invest in infrastructure (digital,
transport), streamline regulatory
frameworks toencourage innova-
tion, andchannel support toemer-
ging sectors likeAI, advancedmanu-
facturing, and renewableenergy.

Pharmaceutical CEO
● Over the last fewyears, apathyhas
crept into the countryand this is
stallingproductivityandgrowth.
Thereneeds tobeaclear and
executableplan to resolve this.
● Wehavea three-waygovernment
and this is abit of ahandbrake to
progress. BringbackFPP.
● Thereare toomanyKPIs
that thegovernmenthason the
agenda toachieve. Iwould focuson
coreelements that address
productivity, growthand improving
tradewithour traditional andnon-
traditional partners. Reduce the
numberofKPI’s andmakesurewe
deliveron those.

Independent Chair
● Infrastructureandplanning—we
needa long termpipelinewhichhas
bipartisan support andonesourceof
funding todealwithall national,
regional and local infrastructure
priorities. Current initiativesarenot
well co-ordinated, and the funding
sourcesarearguablymisallocated.
● Simplifyinggovernmentand
making itmoreefficient, andcreating
moreeffective regulation.TheNZ
Initiative isdoing greatwork in this
space.Addressing this issuewill assist
toovercomesomeofour
fundamental societal issues (e.g. a
verybrokenhealth system, ageing
populationand taxbase)whichare
complexenoughwithouthaving to
work through toomanyhands to find
solutions.
● Providing the stability and
platform formoreFDI inNZ.This
again requires acknowledgement
andbipartisan support.WithoutFDI
it is hard to seehowwecanafford
todoeverything required toprovide
ahealthyandgrowingeconomythat
everyonegets to share in.

TheHerald’sMoodof the
Boardroom2025CEOs survey
attractedparticipation from150
respondents.

These includedchief executives
from125ofNewZealandbiggest
companies, rangingacross
agribusiness, bankingand finance,
manufacturing, aviationand
tourism, transport and logistics,
energy, education,
telecommunicationsand
professional services and
environmental services.Wealso
includedsome leaders from
smaller companies that tookpart
inprimeministerialmissions
offshore.

CEOsof eightbusiness
organisations tookpart; the
balancewere companychairs and
directors.

The surveywas in the field from
August 15-September 12.

TheHerald’s CEOs’ surveywas
launched in2002within a stateof
thenation report.

Ahuge thankyou toeveryone
who tookpart in this year’s survey
—weappreciate youreffort.

FranO’Sullivan
ExecutiveEditor
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