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Inside Dynamic Business 2025

The Prime Minister at last year’s
Deloitte Top 200 awards.
Christopher Luxon delivered a
keynote honouring business
success at last night’s 2025 awards
to a major business audience.

Disclosure: This report has a
focus on AI, a tool I have
embraced wholeheartedly since
an Uber accident ripped both my
shoulders, and I used when I sat
down with Nicola Willis at the
Beehive a fortnight ago.
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We should be usingmore AI. We need to
bemore efficient. Wewant to be a leaner,
better machine, andwe need to use fiscal

levers to keep that progress going.
NicolaWillis

Short takes from a
one-on-onewith
the Finance
Minister delivered
with the help of
Otter AI

Dynamic
Business
Fran O’Sullivan

S peculation continues to run
hot that the next market
crash will be sparked by an
overhyped AI boom.

As OpenAI’s Sam Altman puts it:
“Are we in a phase where investors
as a whole are overexcited about AI?
My opinion is yes. Is AI the most
important thing to happen in a very
long time? My opinion is also yes.”

Finance Minister Nicola Willis ac-
knowledges international market
volatility, trade disruptions, high glo-
bal energy prices and sudden finan-
cial shocks are potential risks —
potentially, also an AI shakeout.

This is not fanciful.
In the last 40 or so years alone,

New Zealand has been rocked by the
1987 share market crash, the East
Asian financial crisis, the dotcom
bust, the Global Financial Crisis, the
Covid pandemic and global inflation.
Domestically — the impact of the 2011
Canterbury earthquake.

“It’s always important to remem-
ber that when the world does have
a big cough or a big sneeze, we feel
the ripples dramatically,” says Willis.
“That’s why I havemaintained in our
fiscal strategy a prudent debt posi-
tion, because we know from previ-
ous shocks that we need to be able
to borrow to get ourselves through
those periods.”

Her opponents — which include
the NZ Taxpayers’ Union — argue she
has yet to actually reduce debt. They
say shehasyet tobuildprudent fiscal
buffers.

They are not in her shoes.
“The biggest shock that we’ve all

had to endure over these past 12
months is the Liberation Day tariffs
and the ensuing trade uncertainty,”
she said in a recent Beehive inter-
view. “Some of the dire predictions
that the IMF and others weremaking
about what that would do to global
growth haven’t yet transpired.

“I still would always argue, we
actually need to keep preserving the
free flow of trade, because in the
absence of that, we will see the
slowdownnext year or the year after
— that will be what happens.

“So whatever we can do to push
that cause, we should.”

Willis took quite a pasting in this
year’s Mood of the Boardroom
Herald CEOs survey. Like her boss
Christopher Luxon, she did not rank

in the Cabinet’s Top 10 in the view
of survey respondents.

CEOs sent a clear message to the
Finance Minister: Hold the pro-
growth line, sharpen delivery, and
set out a long-term vision that brings
investors back onside.

To her credit, Willis heard that
message. She is operating an open
door approach and a new hire in her
office is actively working on a busi-
ness engagement strategy. Feedback
frommy own business contacts sug-
gests this is valued.

Here’s what Otter AI deduced
from our talk when it comes to
assessing a more targeted operating
mode:

Open-Door Policy: The Govern-
ment actively encourages business
leaders to share insight, criticism and
suggestions — emphasising informal,
candid conversations to surface real
issues

Regular and Varied Engage-
ment: Engagement occurs in both
formal and informal settings, includ-
ing one-on-ones, roundtables, and
delegated outreach via colleagues, to
gather a wide range of perspectives
and not just “filtered” or staged input.

Listening Mode: Emphasis is
placed on “listening mode” — genu-
inely taking in business and stake-
holder feedback, rather than simply

presenting government views. This
feedback loop is used to refine and
adjust reforms in real time

Building Trust Through Re-
sponsiveness: By being accessible
and visibly taking on board
feedback, the Government aims to
build trust, reduce opposition, and
foster a collaborative atmosphere
supportive of reform.

That’s Otter AI for you. Bland.
Willis’ direct comments are telling.
“Being able to speak with the

business community is something
I’ve always valued throughout my
career,” she told me. “When you’re
one-on-one in a casual setting, you’re
going to get much blunter feedback
than you will in a more formal
setting.

“So I’ve certainly made time for
those interactions, and have asked
some of the colleagues that I have
in the business community to pro-
vide some of those opportunities for
me, and I’ll be doing quite a lot of
that over the next few months, in
terms of making myself available.”

On the Mood of the Boardroom
criticism: “My reflectionwas just, this
is just a really key message from
‘spend more time turning up and
hearing and less time turning up and
telling’.

“I take it as ‘use listening mode’.”

At the International Business
Awards last week, Willis gave an
upbeat address honouring the dyna-
mism of the many entrepreneurs
who figured as winners or finalists.

She was well received.
She concedes the economic re-

covery has been slower than she had
hoped. This raises questions about
whether the current reforms will
deliver tangible improvements
quickly enough in jobs, confidence,
and investment. Particularly, with a
general election looming in 2026.

Longstanding issues with pro-
ductivity, low capital intensity and
complex regulations require sus-
tained, multi-year effort. There is a
risk that progress could stall without
persistent focus or that the reforms
won’t go far or fast enough to address
root causes.

She is sanguine. The reforms are
long overdue in her opinion.

Willis has faced intense business
pushback and resistance from CEOs
in some sectors she is endeavouring
to introduce increased competition
such as banking and supermarkets.

She says maintaining a collabora-
tiveandbalancedapproach is critical
but also challenging when facing
resistance fromestablished interests.

When it comes to cost efficiency,
she notes the public service — par-
ticularly the back office — has grown
at a disproportionate rate to the
frontline services that need to be
delivered — and at a disproportion-
ate rate to New Zealand’s overall
population and workforce.

Willis says the public service is
rising to the challenge. “They say to
me, ‘We should bemore digitised.We
should be using more AI. We need

to be more efficient.
“We want to be a leaner, better

machine’; and we need to use fiscal
levers to keep that progress going.”

Communicating the Govern-
ment’s fiscal strategy is no easy
matter. Particularly heading into an
electionyearwhere someopposition
parties will argue the Government
should take on more debt to boost
economic growth.

“I don’t have much time for poli-
ticians to pretend that debt is free,”
says Willis. “You know, the interest
bill on our debt currently is $9.5
billion.”

She notes that is roughly equiva-
lent to the $9 billion of new spending
the Government has committed to
makeover thenext four years as part
of its $12b Defence Capability Plan.

The plan will raise New Zealand’s
defence spending from just over 1%
of GDP to more than 2% in the next
eight years.

The Government’s reforms aren’t
easily reduced to the type of bumper
stickers which galvanise voter
opinion.

For instance, proposals to intro-
duce more asset recycling are com-
monly translated by National’s
opponents as “selling the family sil-
ver”, conveniently leaving out the
other side of the coin: proposals to
reinvest the proceeds.

Willis says the Government also
has to be clear about what New
Zealanders are gettingwhenchanges
are made to the spending or savings
profile. “That was actually part of our
message on tax relief.

“We put tax relief into New Zea-
landers’ bank accounts, but we’re
also really transparent about the
trade-offs we made in terms of cost
reductions.”

Current polls suggest that com-
munication effort needs to be
stepped up.

● For ananalysis of theFinance
Minister’s performance look toFran
O’Sullivan’s column in tomorrow’s
WeekendHerald.
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Opening Salvo — Simon Bridges
How is the New Zealand economy going? For heaven, think 2027

I’d repeat my call on
the Government to
be swift and bold in

its pro-growth
policy agenda.
Work should

continue because
the job certainly

isn’t done.

Photos / Dean Purcell, MarkMitchell, Supplied

A t the start of thisyear, I
wroteapiece for the
Herald’s ProjectAuckland
thatprovedprettydamn

accurateon the stateofoureconomy
over2025 (if I do say somyself).

Thepiecewasentitled “GlassHalf-
Full, Half-EmptyYearAhead” and I
noted theOCRcuts, lowdollar, state
of farmingandacoupleofother
factors as reasons for somequalified
optimismthatwewould finish2025
better thanwestarted, outof
recession.

However, I alsomadeclear that
coming fromavery lowbaseofpoor
economicactivity andconsumerand
business sentimentmeantweall
needed to remainhighlymotivated
todomore to fill our cup, aswe
certainlyweren’t going toend the
year indangerof it runningover.

Howthendoesnextyear lookand
what aremyhotpicks for 2026?

The longer I live, the surer I am
that sentiment is as important as
almost everythingelse. Fortunately,
weend theyearwithconsumerand
business sentiment—while certainly
not at rock star levels—higher than
they’vebeen.Onavarietyof surveys,
somerespondentswhowere
negativehavemoved intoneutral
andsomewhowereneutral have
movedpositive. The trend is
improving.

Moreover, theharder factors are
stronger. TheOCRandourbank
interest rates, andexportprices
against avery lowKiwidollar (and
fat Fonterrapayouts), arenowclearly
very stimulatory. Yes, farmerswill
continuepayingoff debtbut at some
point sooner than later, therewill be
roomfora littledisposable spending.

Another factor is that the
Governmenthasdonemore in the
secondhalf of thisyearwhen it
comes tobusiness. I’veargued from
myfirst column in2025onwards that
governmentneeds tobeamicro-
economic reformfactory, churning
out initiativesandnewpoliciesona
weeklybasis.While theGovernment
hasprobablybeenmore lifestyle
farmer than factory, it has continued
toup itspace, anddecisions inareas
suchas tourismandevents funding,
screenandgaming incentives, visas
and investormigrant settings, heck
evenMichelinStar ratings coming to
NewZealand, haveall helped tobuild
abetter economic sceneand
sentiment.

Finally, let’s factor in thebig smoke,
Auckland. I amhopefulwewill end
thisyearwith aquality government/
council cityand regionaldeal, packed
with substantive goodies inour
TāmakiMakauraustocking. Then
2026sees the coming to fruitionof
thebiggest infrastructure initiatives
of the last decade: theNZ
InternationalConventionCentreand
theCityRail Link that togetherwill
meana lotmorepeopleand
economicactivity.

All of this is verygoodand
indicativeof a slowandsteady
recoverybeginning tooccurand that
will continue, rather thansomething
more rapidand frothy thatwill come
andpossibly go.Wearea tortois,enot
ahare in the race, butwithone foot
in front of theotherwearegetting
there.What, then, couldpossibly go
wrong?Well in keepingwith the
glassesanddrinks theme, theanswer
isCUPS.

What is CUPS?
First,Comparisonwill continue to let
usdown. SpecificallywithAustralia.
Regrettablywedo livenext toone
of the luckiest countries in theworld
and,with its greater scale and
resources, itwill continue tobea
magnet, suckingawayour talent.

Second, isUnemploymentof 5.3%
(orplus6% inAuckland). It should
comedownbut as slowlyor slower
thanourgrowth rate rises.All that
slackdoesn’t disappear likeamagic
trick.

Next isPolitics, and specifically

Election26.
I predict economicmomentumin

the first half of theyear butweall
tend toholdoff ondecisionsand
spendingduringanelectionperiod—
especiallyone that’s a closecall like
thisone is looking.Don’t have
unrealistichopes for themiddleof the
yearonwards.

Finally, there is theSharemarket
and the real potential for a crash
globallyasmore cleverpundits begin
to say soand factor this into their
thinking.

Theworldhascertainlybeen

hookedonUS shares recentlydue to
understandableAI enthusiasm.
Today, stocksare at anearall-time
high. Someestimatesput theeffect
of a correctiononworldGDPas
negative20%noteven including
America. The shock in termsof
consumptionwouldbeprofound.

Asub-factor ismoregeneralised
globaluncertaintywhetherpolitics,
war, pandemicorother.Given the
first fiveyearsof the2020s, you’dbe
brave topredict against amegaevent
spillingourdrinksorworse.

CUPS then, it is. I cameupwith this

little acronymandexpect aboxof
chocolateswhenever anyoneuses it.

CUPSmeans I’d repeatmycall on
theGovernment tobe swift andbold
in its pro-growthpolicyagenda.Work
shouldcontinuebecause the job
certainly isn’t done inbig areas like
tourismand international education
(why for exampledon’twe liberalise
tourismvisas further?). Continued
focus inhighknowledge sectors such
as techand innovation, our
universities andcultural sectors can
also repaywithhigher growth.

Lastly, itwouldbe remissnot to

mentionenergy.TheGovernment
missedanopportunity in this area in
2025choosing safetyover initiative.
Theproblemwith inaction inpolitics
is that it oftenendsupa far fromsafe
choice. It’s near criminal that ina
countrywith somuchnatural energy
resourcewehaven’t built the
competitionandsupplywe’ve
needed in recent times—especially
whenmoreenergywouldmean
moreeconomicgrowth.Without
serious reformwewill continue to
playRussianRoulettewith supply
andprices in 2026, hopeful thatwe
getmuch rainandnodryyearbullet.

For 2026 I’moptimistic, butwith
a realisticview.Therewill certainly
begrowthbut thosebankeconomists
whogiveuspredictionsof 3%annual
growthormorewill beprovedplain
wrong.

Champagnecorkswill ultimately
pop, I reckon, but forheaven, think
2027.

● SimonBridges is CEOofAuckland
BusinessChamber.AucklandBusiness
Chamber is anadvertising sponsor of
theHerald'sDynamicBusinessReport.
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Cost-of-living pain still
haunts the Government

AS 2026
approaches, the
economy is turning
— but distrust is
rising ahead of
election, writes
Cameron Bagrie

If there is a rabbit
the Government

needs to pull out of
the hat, it needs to

be directed at
inflation — and

competition policy
is the vehicle. The

Government needs
a win in this area

pre-election.
Cameron Bagrie

G oodnews is coming for the
Government—butwhether
it’s enough towin the2026
election remains tobe seen.

Theyear ahead is going tobeone
where thepolitical economy
becomesevenmore important—and
not just because it’s anelectionyear.

Populism-drivenpolitics, an
economyonacomeback trail but
withdeep structural problems, a
financeminister caught in the
impossible trinitywhereyoucansit
onone sideof a triangleonly, sticky
inflation; and theneed for some
reformsaregoing togohead-to-head
withavoter base that is grumpy.

Theyear 2025hasbeen tough for
theGovernment, cemented in the
latest IPSOS IssuesMonitorwith the
NationalPartyassessedasbest able
tohandleonly twoof the top20
issues. Theyareno longer assessed
asbest able tomanage theeconomy.
Society is itching for change.

Backing the economy
Thegoodnews for theGovernment
is that theeconomy is turning.Hours
workedhave turnedpositive.
Buildingconsents are starting to trend
up.Tractor sales areupon 12months
ago.Retail foot traffic is rising asare
average transactionvaluesaccording
toBellwether. Tourismhas recovered
lost ground. Concreteproductionhas
turnedpositive though stillwell down
on theprioryear.A tradedealwith
India ispending.

The recovery is gaining
momentum,but this isnotyour
normal recovery. Problemshavenot
goneaway.Rising energypricesare
underminingNewZealand’s
industrial base. Productivity remains
problematic. Real (inflation-adjusted)
GDPper capita—whichdefines living
standards—has fallen5%.CPI
inflationwill likelyexceedwage
inflationover thecomingyear,
meaningpeoplewill get grumpier.We
havecyclical tailwindsbutmassive
headwinds.

Potential growth,which ishowfast
theeconomycangrowwithout
generating inflation, is estimatedby
theReserveBank tobebelow2%. It
used toexceed3%.

Housing isnot likely tobe the
driver it hasbeenduringprevious
cycles, givenweakmigration,
valuations, risingcosts (insurance/
rates), and inevitable changes to tax
settings.Weareoverbuildingat
present. Bonddata shows rents are
falling.

The InternationalMonetary
Fund’smanagingdirector,Kristalina
Georgieva,warned in2024 that the
world is indangerof becomingmired
ona low-growth, high-debtpath
leading to “dissatisfiedpopulations”,
and thisdrivesnations into the
political peripheryandextremism.
NewZealand is experiencing the
samebut looks tobewearingoneof
thecleanest of all thedirty shirts
when it comes toextremism.Witness
theUnitedKingdomand theUnited
States.

According toGeorgieva, “Every-
body I askhere, ‘How isyour

economy?’Theanswer is ‘Good’. ‘How
is themoodofyourpeople?’ The
answer is, ‘Not sogood’. Families are
still hurting fromhighpricesand
global growth is anaemic.”

TheUnitedStateshasbeenoneof
theworld’s strongest economic
performers, hasa4.4%
unemployment rate, yet consumer
confidence is at recessionary levels.

Wehave the sameherewith
businessoptimismbut consumer
pessimism.

Bottom line is that theeconomy
mightnotbeenough to rescue this
Government.

The inflationary thief
Thebiggest challenges for this
Governmentare inflationand the
cost of living.Health is also aprickle
point, ranking in importanceabove
theeconomy.

Inflation isnothigh, butneither is
it low.Moreover, to theaverage
household inflationdoesnot feel like
it is 3%,whenyourelectricity bill is
up8.8% (17.9% in twoyears), gas 15.1%
(23.5% in twoyears), dental 10.3%over
twoyears, rail transport 27.6%over
twoyears, dwelling insurance29.1%
over two, contents insurance30.7%
over two, vehicle insurance 18.5%
over two, andhealth insurance 18.5%

inoneyearand31.1% in two. Food
inflationhasbeen4.6%.Younotice
food inflationevery timeyoushop.

Cue substitution,where
discretionary spending is shaved to
coverother costs.

Despite the rhetoric, the
Governmenthasnotdonea lot to
rein-in inflation.Thepast twoBudgets
havebeenexpansionaryones,
meaning theyhavebeenstimulating
theeconomy. Itwas theReserveBank
thatbludgeoned theeconomy into
disinflation submission.

Rate-capping is beingcalled for,
but local authority rates rises areone
segmentof double-digit central and
local government inflation.When
central and local governmentneeds
moremoney, societypays in some
shapeor form. Either taxes, orother
charges.

If there is a rabbit theGovernment
needs topull outof thehat, it needs
tobedirectedat inflation—and
competitionpolicy is thevehicle. The
Governmentneedsawin in this area
pre-election.

According to theOECD, “New
Zealand’sproductivity level remains
markedlybelow theOECD frontier.
Insufficient competition is an
important contributor to this
performance.”

Wehaven’t seenamarket study
inanumberofyears. Therehasbeen
somemovement in theconstruction
area, butbankswon thebanking
inquiry45-love, energy reformwas
timid, and supermarkets roll on.

TexEdwardsofMonopolyWatch
isDavid, takingonmultipleGoliaths.

The impossible trinity
TheupcomingBudgetwill becritical
for thisGovernment. The structural
orunderlyingdeficit has risen.
Initiativeshavebeen front-loaded
andsavingsarebackloaded.Netdebt
coreCrowndebt isprojected to rise
a further $63billionover fiveyears.

TheTreasury is showingmore
steel, commentingmore sharplyon
fiscal challengesand theneed for
change.TheStatementon theLong-
termFiscal positionmade it clear
currentpolicy settings arenot fiscally
sustainable. The leaderof theLabour
Partycontinues to ruleout raising the
retirementage, a clearhat-tip to
populismpolicyover reality and
leadership.

According to the Investment
Statement for 2025, “Social assets are
ageingandbecomingunfit for
purpose . . . Hospital andhealthcare
buildingsareonaverage45yearsold
buthavea typical lifeof 50years.”

Thenewnormal fornet coreCrown
debt is inexcessof 40%ofGDP.

The impossible trinity for the
FinanceMinister is to showfiscal
restraint, provide sufficient funding
for infrastructure, andmaintain social
services. Youcanhit twooutof three
—and it’s electionyear. Themathson
returning to surplus is simpleonce
you ruleout tax increases; real
spendingper capitamustdecline.

Self-entitlement
There is anotherunderlying theme
I’m finding troubling. It’s called self-
entitlement.Abelief that rulesor
normsdonot apply toeveryone. It’s
corrosive if it takeshold.Alas,we
appear tobe seeingmoreof it.

The recentPolicedebacle,
includingdivertingemails, handling
of thedepartureofAdrianOrr by the
ReserveBankBoard, StatisticsNZ
privacy issueswithcensusdata,
poorlymanagedconflicts of interest
acrossmanyorganisations including
healthandACC, theearlierdeparture
of a formerCabinetminister emailing
documents todonors, a former
Ministerof Justice convictedof two
chargesof carelessdrivingand failing
toaccompanyapoliceofficer, etc, are
examples.

Unfortunately, that theme isnot
new.Power is challenging the rules-
basedsystemwehavebeenused to.
TheMinistryofForeignAffairs
identified it in their 2023Strategic
ForeignPolicyAssessment,
NavigatingaShiftingWorld.Russia,
China, and theUSareall exercising
power tochallenge rules.

NZSuper is perceived tobean
entitlement. Just becauseyou’vepaid
taxdoesnotmake it so.

Individual responsibilityhasbeen
replacedbyacollectivenanny-state
expectation that theGovernmentwill
invariablywriteout acheque. It’s a
“whocanpay” asopposed to “who
shouldpay”mentality. Thatneeds to
bequashed.Doduediligencewhen
it comes to risks associatedwith
climatechange. If yourbusiness is
power-dependent,make sureyou
haveagenerator anddonot expect
theGovernment toprovideone. It’s
beengood to seea shift away from
joint and several liability (which
meant councilswereoften last entity
standing) toproportionate liability.

The crux of the issue
ThisGovernmenthasachoice.

Stick to their knitting, taglinesand
slogans, andback theeconomytoget
their pollingbackon track. Themood
ofpopulationsaround theglobe in
better-performingeconomiesmake
mesuspicioushowsuccessful this
strategywill be.

Thealternative is tobebolderwith
major reformto lift living standards.
Maybeweare seeing signswith the
recent announcementsofupping
KiwiSaver contributions andamajor
shake-upof local councils. Put some
morebigpolicy issueson the table
and trust thegrown-upconversations
thatneed to takeplace.Make the
Opposition frontwithquantifiable
alternatives.

Put thepolitical advisers,who
everyonenowseems tohave, on ice.
Let instinctprevail over scripts and
political taglines. RichardChambers
andWayneBrownseemtobe
connectingbecause they just tell it
like it is.

Amongall thepopulismand
political economyrhetoric and flip-
flopswewill nodoubthave tocon-
tendwith in2026, itmaywell be that
whatdetermines thenextGovern-
ment comesdown tooneword:Trust.

● CameronBagrie is principal of
BagrieEconomics.



‘Creating a vision’

New Zealand Maori Tourism CEO
Dame Pania Tyson-Nathan’s
message, “Maori are geopolitically
credible and economically
practical” resonated as she advised
attendees to take on board the rise
of the BRICS which are a rapidly
growing counter-weight to the Indo-
Pacific aligned nations.

Former Reserve Bank Governor Adrian Orr (far right) in conversation with
from left to right: Gordon Fyfe from the British Columbia Investment
Management Corporation, Aysha Rimoni from the Unit Trust of Samoa and
David Brown from the Cook Islands National Superannuation Fund.

Infratil CEO Jason Boyes (left) shared a panel with Duncan Bonfield, CEO of
the London-based International Forum of Sovereign Wealth Funds (IFSWF).
Bonfield revealed many funds attending the forum came as a result of a
personal invitation from Orr. Orr is also a former IFSWF chair.

Dame Therese Walsh said both iwi
and the corporate had to know each
other better.

Fran O’Sullivan

A ground-breaking
summit heralded
the return of a
financial leader

The deals will come —
they always do, when
the foundation is right.

Rukumoana Schaafhausen

M āori Queen Te Arikinui
Kuini Nga wai hono i te
po has launched the
“Kotahitanga Fund”, a

newmultimillion-dollarMāori invest-
ment platform aimed to marshal col-
lective Māori capital to support busi-
ness, enterprise, and development
projects.

Several iwi have pledged seed
capital for the fund which aims to
start with $100million in its kitty. But
details are scarce.

Global funds attending the in-
augural Ōhanga ki te Ao Māori
Economic Summit in Hamilton on
Saturday were given folders at the
close. Sources suggest a great deal of
groundwork still has to take place
before it can take investment.

Ngāi Tahu’s Justin Tipa was posi-
tive saying the fund is a tangible
expression of kotahitanga among te
iwi Māori and, indeed, among poten-
tial partners both here in New Zea-
land and abroad.

“Having Te Arikinui lead this in-
itiative and lend her support will help
break down some of the barriers that
may have prevented us from doing
something like this in the past.”

This is in accord with Te Tari o
Te Kiingitanga chairperson
Rukumoana Schaafhausen who in
her opening address said growing the
Māori economy to $126billiondidnot
happen through “individual action”,
but through “relationships” and
“kotahitanga”.

“Capital flows matter, but I want
to suggest something radical.” she
said. “The deals will come — they
always do, when the foundation is
right.

“What we need first — what the
world desperately needs right now
— is something much harder to build
and infinitely more valuable. We
need relationships built on trust, we
need shared vision in a time of
uncertainty and we need to re-
imagine what’s possible, when we
work together.”

The summit was a politician free
zone.

“Here’s the remarkable thing about
this summit: there aren’t any minis-
ters or parliamentarians. That’s inten-
tional. Because we’re doing some-
thingmore fundamental thanpolicy,”
said Schaafhausen

“We’re designing the future we
want to live in. We’re building the
relationships to sustain us through
uncertainty.We’re creating the vision
that will guide us forward.”

More than 200 iwi representa-
tives, business leaders, sovereign

wealth fund heads and other dele-
gates attended — from New Zealand,
Australia, the Pacific, Europe, Asia
and North America.

Adrian Orr resurfaces
The summit also heralded the re-
emergence into public life of Adrian
Orr, since he resigned as Reserve
Bank governor nine months ago.

A previous chief executive of the
New Zealand Super Fund, Orr enticed
several prominent sovereign wealth
funds to attend along with smaller
Pacific funds and private Kiwi in-
vestors like Infratil.

Speaking on the summit’s eve, Orr
said the opportunity was both “excit-
ing anddaunting”. Throughcollabora-
tion, Māori and Pasifika could create
scale in investment opportunities to
benefit wide regions of the planet;
aggregate capability and create cap-

acity to achieve sustainable econom-
ic transformation under shared
values; and attract the financial capi-
tal to invest as indigenous people,
unlockingopportunities that had long
been untapped or underutilised.

At the Reserve Bank, Orr collabor-
ated with pathfinders like Rauawa’s
June McCabe (see B14) to improve
Māori access to capital, including
plans to develop a “clearing house”
for investment opportunities.

At the Super Fund, Orr also helped
form and then chaired the Interna-
tional Forum of Sovereign Wealth
Funds (IFSWF), also the Pacific Pen-
sion and Investment Institute.

“He’s a super, well-respected figure
around the world. There’s no doubt
about that,” said Duncan Bonfield,
CEO of the London-based IFSWFwho
also attended the summit.

Bonfield said another draw card
was an opportunity for funds to meet
with their New Zealand counterparts.
“I have to say that the New Zealand
Super Fund is extremely well re-
spected. It’s really gone from strength
to strength and punches well above
its weight.”

Other funds present included Aus-
tralia’s Future Fund — which brought
insights into large-scale, long-term
investments; the State Oil Fund of
Azerbaijan — a US$80billion fund
with substantial expertise in manag-
ing national resource-based wealth
and engaging in global partnerships
andCanada’s BritishColumbia Invest-
ment Management Corporation
which represented North American
best practices in asset management
and global investment,

Says Bonfield, “the Azerbaijan
Fund was there because Adrian
asked them. But they also came be-
cause theycould goand see theSuper
Fund, spend time with them and
compare notes and learn.”

Their strong presence is an indi-
cation of the regard with which Orr
is still held in sovereign wealth and
international finance circles.

The concept of Māori long-term
intergenerational focus strikes a
chord with those sovereign wealth
funds which also take a long-term
approach. “We’re talking more to in-
digenous groups who are looking to
take control of their financial des-
tinies — that’s a worldwide
movement,” said Bonfield.

He was impressed by the summit’s
efforts to unite iwi and how that is
accelerating.

But Bonfield is clear the new fund
will have to demonstrate strong
economic and risk-adjusted returns
to compete globally — “there are no
favours.”

Enticing sovereign wealth funds
down to New Zealand is one thing.
But New Zealand’s geographical iso-
lation is a disadvantage compared to
those funds located closer to major
investment hubs.

SaysBonfield: “Competition for glo-
bal capital is intense so proactive
outreach to the international invest-
ment community is necessary.”

That means getting on planes and
heading up to pitch to chief invest-
ment officers.

Making a pitch
None of it comes as a surprise to New
Zealand Māori Tourism CEO Pania
Tyson-Nathan — a “global ambassa-
dor for Māori” in all but name.

Shepoints to the rise in geopolitical
tensions, protectionism and supply
chain risks.

Tyson-Nathan says while local
recognition might lag there are
greater opportunities and appreci-
ation ofMāori on the global stagewith
the diversification taking place in a
multipolar world. She cites the rise of

the BRICS — “Māori are geopolitically
credible and economically practical.”

Her message was summed up by
one attendee: “Brown people are hot,
so get out there.”

Iwi leader Justin Tipa told the
summit that he supported Te Ari-
kinui’s call for Te IwiMāori to channel
the “entrepreneurial spirit of our
ancestors “ in pursuit of economic
self-determination.

“As we face global economic un-

certainty, volatile political dynamics,
and complex environmental and
sustainability challenges, now is the
time for Māori enterprise, together
with local and international capital,
to form strategic partnerships,” said
Tipa who chairs Te Rūnanga o Ngāi
Tahu.

He later told the Herald that par-
ticipating in the global economy is
critical for Ngāi Tahu. “Our portfolio
is essentially amicrocosmof the New
Zealand economy,” said Tipa. “When
Ngāi Tahu does well, so does New
Zealand, and vice versa.

“At this stage of our journey, we’re
seeking opportunities that deliver im-
pact and scale in areas such as renew-
able energy and other infrastructure.

“Collaborating with like-minded
partners, whether here in New Zea-
land or internationally, is how we
unlock those opportunities.”

Former Air New Zealand chief
executive Greg Foran, who spoke to
the summit through a video link,
scoped potential investment oppor-
tunities. Among them, Regenerative
Food Production and Aquaculture;
Blue Economy and Ocean Health;
Clean Energy; Indigenous Tourism
and Cultural Experiences, Advanced
Timber and Climate Positive Con-
struction and Digital and data —
investing in Māori tech capability.
“This isn’t just about physical infra-
structure.”

To that Tyson-Nathan adds food
and energy security — premium food
systems, geothermal energy, renew-
able energy corridors; also critical
minerals like lithium, cobalt, nickel
and rare earths, and land and water
security.

But Infratil CEO Jason Boyes
cautioned it can take time to build a
deal pipeline. He spoke about his
firm’s experience expanding into
Australia, emphasizing that it took
seven years to secure a deal.

This reinforced Rukumoana’s
broader theme that building relation-
ships and achieving success — especi-
ally in business — takes time and
sustained effort — not overnight ac-
tion. Business leader Dame Therese
Walsh, who was asked to give
feedback on behalf of corporate New
Zealand, later said her key point was
both sides — iwi and the corporate —
“must know each other better” .

“Accelerating the Māori economy
at scale was a fantastic thing to do,
but it needed scale. Joining with
corporates could help bring that
about.”

Walsh had received that feedback
from some of the global investors.

But mutual understanding needs
to be forged first.
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From the Queen’s closing comments

Te Arikinui Kuini Nga wai hono i
te po launched the new
‘Kotahitanga Fund’ on Saturday.

We’veprovenwecanbe
successful as iwi, ashapū, as
land trusts, aswhānau

businesses, andasentrepreneurs.
Andwhenweadd that success

together, it looks impressive— the
‘Māori Economy’ is alive andwell. But
wehavenot yetproven thatwecan
leverage the size andscaleof the
Māori Economyasacollective.

Inorder toparticipate
meaningfully in theglobal economy,

Inorder to connect the
entrepreneurial spirit of ourpeople
with theunlimitedpotential of global
partnerships,wemust findways to
do this.

Waikato-Tainui, Ngāi Tahu—none
ofus arebigenough togo it alone.

At somepoint,we’vegot to look
upandout andbedeliberate about
forming strategic economicalliances
across theMāori economy, andwith
like-mindedexternal partners.

At somepoint, our kōrero
aboutKotahitangahas to translate
intoaction.

I say— that timehas come.

I amproud to launch the
KotahitangaFund,

Ourdeclaration thatweare ready
to invest inourselves,

Inourbrilliance, and in the future
wechoose.

Wemove fromcharting the
horizon to setting sail.

This Fund ismore thanan
investment tool.

It is ananswer—at least apartial
one— to thechallengeof leveraging
thecollective strength andscaleof
theMāori economy.

It is our compass.
It signals confidence inMāori and

indigenous leadership.
It strengthensour independence.
It helpsusnavigatepolitical tides

with stability andpurpose.
It enablesus toachieve the scale

tomakemeaningful changeand to
grow the$126billionMāori
economy.”

“
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A productive economymade in NZ
Weneed to shift
investment towards
innovation and
value creation, writes
Barbara Edmonds

Swapping
houses with
each other

cannot be our
long-term
economic

strategy. It’s not
sustainable, and

it crowds out
investment in
sectors that

could beworld-
leading.

N ewZealand is at oneof
those rarecrossroads
whereurgencymeets
opportunity.

Weneedabigger conversation
aboutwherewe’re goingasacountry,
andhowwebuildaproductive
economymadehere inAotearoa.

Labourhasalready setout the first
steps.

We’veannounced theNew
ZealandFutureFund tobackour
potential. The fundwill invest in
infrastructureand innovativeKiwi
businesses, toback the sectors that
can liftwages, andcreate secure,well-
paid jobs inevery region.

We’veannouncedasimple,
targetedcapital gains taxon the
profits fromasmall numberof
properties to shift investmentaway
fromspeculationand towards
productivebusinesses.

Andbecause it’s part of ourplan
togrowtheeconomy forKiwi
families, the familyhome, businesses,
Kiwisaver, and inheritancesareall
exempt.

Noonecanplan for the future if
theycannot afford to seeadoctor—
which iswhywe’ll introducea
Medicard, givingeveryNew
Zealander three freedoctor’s visits
and freecervical screening.

Butbeforeweget to solutions, let’s
take stockofwhereweare.

Over thepast twoyearsunder
National, the economyhasn’t just
stalled, it has gonebackwards.GDP
shrank. Food, electricityand rates
rose sharply. Tensof thousandsof
jobsvanished, including20,000 in
theconstruction sector alone.

Businessesare closingat the
fastest rate in adecade.Andnearly
73,000NewZealandershave left the
country, taking their skills, ideas, and
future leadershipwith them.

That’s notbad luck. It’s the
predictable result of thepolitical
choices this governmentmade—and
thepriorities it set. ChristopherLuxon
tries toblameglobal conditionsbut
if thatwere true,whydidAustralia,
Japanand theUKall growwhilewe

didn’t?Theproblem isn’t theworld.
Theproblem is that their plan is the
wrongone.

Oureconomic foundationsare
weakandNational’s argument is:
that’s fine. If somepartsof thecountry
raceaheadwhile the rest stagnates,
they think that’s acceptable.Wedon’t.

Productivityhas flatlined.
Oureconomy is still toodependent

onexport commodities and the
propertymarket, so a single sector
cansurgewhile the rest of the
economystagnates.Wedon’t havea
diverseenougheconomy,with
sufficient shockabsorbers, to cushion
the impact in timeswhere thereare
eventsoutsideof our control. People
areworking someof the longest
hours in thedevelopedworld, but
wagesdon’t reflect it.

Nationalpromised to turn things
around. Instead,we’re slipping
backwards.National hashad two
years andwe’ve seen the result.We
cannot risk giving themsix.

Ifweare seriousabout the future,
weneed to shift thedebate to the
things that determinewhether this
country succeeds: productivity,
innovation, investment, anda
thrivingeconomybuilt here inNew
Zealand. Sowhatdoes that look like?

First,weneed to shift investment
away fromproperty speculationand
towards innovationandvalue
creation.

Swappinghouseswitheachother
cannotbeour long-termeconomic
strategy. It’s not sustainable, and it
crowdsout investment in sectors that
couldbeworld-leading.

Ourproblem isn’t talent.New
Zealanders are famously inventive
and resourceful. Ourproblem is
under-investment. Toomanygreat
Kiwi ideas struggle togetoff the
ground,while toomuchof thewealth
wegenerate endsupoffshore.

TheNewZealandFutureFund
changes that. TheFutureFundwill
backKiwi innovation, supporthigh-
skill jobs, andensure thewealth
createdhere stayshere.

Our simple, targetedcapital gains
taxwill help releasecapital currently
tiedup inunproductivehousingand
move it to the real economy.

Nineoutof 10NewZealanders
won’t pay it—but itwill unlock
productive investment that benefits
everyoneandpay for three free
doctor’s visits ayear.

This is all part of Labour’s plan for
aproductive, growingeconomy
wherehardworkpaysoff, healthcare
is affordable, andouryoungpeople
seeopportunityhere, not just across
theTasman.

Wecanbuild aneconomythat
rewards innovation, and invests in
keeping talent inNewZealand
insteadof sending it overseas. That
backsemerging sectors likegaming,
that are fast-growingandcreating
opportunity for good, skilled jobs.

Aplacepeople canownahome,
raise their kids, and feel confident
about the future.Wecan lead the
world in industries poweredbyKiwi
ideas, supportedbyKiwi capital, and
shapedbyKiwi ambition.

Ourbestdays arenotbehindus.
They’re aheadofus, ifwechoose
them.Wecanbuilda futuremade in
NewZealand.
● BarbaraEdmonds is Labour’s
finance spokesperson.



It will be a tense
2026 — a year that
will be all about
politics

The election is
either side’s to win

Labour has
obviously identified
National’s negativity
as a weak spot and
it, too, is starting to

talk about
aspiration and hope.

Prime Minister Christopher Luxon and Labour Party leader Chris Hipkins. Photo / RNZ

Dynamic
Business
Richard Harman

A sParliament rises for
Christmas, it does sowith
thecentre-right and the
centre-left parties evenly

balanced.
Thepolling trends showthatnext

year is either side’s towin.
Thatmeans the campaignwill start

earlyandbemore intense thanwe
haveseenover thepast twoelections,
whereoneblochadestablisheda
clear leadearly in theelectionyear.

Sonextyearwill beall about
politics.

Wearealready seeing theearly
signsof apivotbyNational away from
the repetitive “blameLabour”mantra
that thePrimeMinister and the
FinanceMinisterpunctuateevery
speechandpress conferencewith.

Nowtheyare starting to talkabout
the future. TheKiwiSaverpolicywas
the first evidenceof that.

Meanwhile, Labourhasobviously
identifiedNational’s negativityasa
weakspot and it, too, is starting to talk
about aspirationandhope.

So the focusofpolitical rhetoric
nextyearwill swing towards the
future.

But thatwill be thecampaign.

Confronting unwelcome realities
In themeantime, theGovernment
will have toconfront some
unwelcomerealities, andLabourmay
find thatwith its increasingoptimism
will also come increasing scrutiny
andsomehardquestions.

TheGovernment’s big challenge
will be theBudget.

FinanceMinisterNicolaWillis has

alreadyset theoperatingallowance
fornextyear at $2.4billion,which,
though it isupon the$1.3bof this
year, is still at a level last seen in2008.

At issuewill behealth spending.
Willis hasalreadypre-committed

a$1.37b increase in theoverall health
baselinebudget, but in the last
Budget, the total increase in the
health spendwas$7b.

Thatwasa21% increase.
Thathas still not beenenough to

stophealthworker industrial action,
calling formorepayorcontinued
complaints from thevariousdoctors’
professional bodies that the system
is chronicallyunderstaffed.

The insurancebrokers,Aon, have
calculated thatNewZealand’shealth
price inflation rate is runningat
14.25%,which suggests that she is still
going toneeda fewmorebillions just
tokeephealth tickingover.

Thatpoints tomoredepartmental
savingsandvery limited resources
available forother initiatives.

Expect another very tight budget
Buthealthnot only facesa fiscal
challenge, but the report in late
FebruaryonPartTwoof theRoyal
Commission intoCovid is also likely
to raise credibility issuesabout the
MinistryofHealthduring theCovid-
19epidemic.

ThePartTwo reportwill focuson
vaccines, including theprocurement
process and theuseof lockdowns
andmanaged isolation.

HipkinswasMinister ofHealthand
Minister for theCovidResponse
duringmostof the relevantperiod,
so the report isunlikely tobehelpful
forhim.

However, Labour’s promise to
ring-fence the revenue from its
proposedcapital gains taxanduse
it only forhealthmaygive theparty
anedge inanydebateonhealth
spending.

Roads of National Significance
The tightBudgetwill limit otherbig
vote-winningproposals, suchas the
roadsofnational significance.

Ina recent speech,Transport
MinisterChris Bishopcandidly set
out thechallenge.

“Basedoncurrent estimates,
delivering theRoadsofNational

Significanceprogramme in full over
thenext 20yearswouldcost $56b,”
he said.

“Funding this entirely frompetrol
taxand roaduser chargeswould
requireaone-off 70% increase,
equivalent toa49cper litre increase
inpetrol tax.

“Tobeclear, this 49cper litre
increasewouldonlyallow the roads
tobedelivered.

“Itwouldnotprovideany funding
forothermajor transportprojects
suchas theSecondWaitematā
HarbourCrossing, or theNorthwest
Busway.”

Bishoppointedout thatpetrol tax
is alreadydue togoup 12c a litre in
2027, then6c the followingyearand
thereafter 4cayear.

Hedismissed the idea that tolls
couldmakea substantial

contribution, sayingour traffic
volumeswere simply too small to
generate thekindof revenuewe
wouldneed tomeet all theproposed
roads.

TheGovernment thusappears to
be facedwitha simplechoice: back
off on someof theproposed roads
or increase thepetrol taxbyeven
more thanwhat is currently
proposed.

RMA and Fast Track
Bishop is also about tounveil the
ResourceManagementAct reform
proposals.

Someclues tohis thinkinghave
comewithhis proposal to scrap
regional councils andaproposal to
amend theFastTrackApprovalsAct.

TheRegionalCouncils’move to
haveacommitteeof localMayors

replace themmayseemlike shuffling
thedeckchairs, but it hasmetwith
theapproval of FederatedFarmers,
whichmaygive someclues to its
genesis.

TheFedswant to see rural and
urbangovernance separatedand
containedwithinoneauthority.

However, Bishopwill go further if
theamendmentshehas introduced
for theFastTrackApprovalsAct are
anything togoby.

Hewouldhave theMinister give
directives to theEnvironmental
ProtectionAuthoritypanels
considering fast-trackapplications.

TheParliamentaryCommissioner
for theEnvironment, SimonUpton,
hasdescribedBishop’sproposal as
akin to SirRobertMuldoon’s
invocationof the 1948Economic
StabilisationAct to implementhis
wage, price, dividendand interest
rate freeze in 1983.

Bishop’s cheerful disregard for
constitutionalnicetiesmaywin
support from thedeveloper lobby
(andpossiblyNewZealandFirst’s
ShaneJones), but inwhatAct leader
DavidSeymourcalls “villaville” - that
part ofAuckland that stretches from
theTāmakiRiver toPointChevalier
- hismoveshaveantagonisedvilla
owners in the suburbs’ leafy streets.

Seymour is takingup their cause
(after all, he is theMP forEpsom)and
Bishopmay find thathecomesunder
political pressurenext year toback
off someofhismoreextreme
positions.

Within the coalition, theNational
Party iswell awareof thedangerof
gettingoffsidewith theurban,
environmentally consciousmiddle
class. Theyhave seenandstudied
whathashappened to theAustralian
liberalswith the floodof support that
has gone to the independentTeals
and theirhighlightingof theneed to
takeactiononclimatechange.

Paris Accord obligations
National’s climatechangeminister,
SimonWatts, is opaqueonhowNew
Zealandwillmeet its ParisAccord
250obligations to reachnet zero
emissions.

TheGovernment is currently
consultingonaproposal to remove
agricultural emissions from its

secondEmissionsReductionPlan,
butbeyond that, it hasbeenvague
abouthow itwill get to the2050
target.

PrimeMinisterChristopher
Luxonhas recently toldParliament
that theGovernmenthasnotyet
madea final decision topurchase
international carboncredits (known
asoffshoremitigation).

LuxonandWattshaveboth
affirmed theParis target, but their
coalitionpartners (specificallyNZ
First) havepreviouslyexpressed
opposition tobuyingoffshore
credits.

Officialshavewarned the
Government that a largeemissions
gapof84million tonnescurrently
exists,whichwould likely require
offshorepurchases tomeet the2030
target.

Whenpressedonhowthe target
will bemetwithout thesepurchases,
Luxon’sGovernmenthas focusedon
domestic action, but critics argue this
approach is insufficient to close the
existinggapand thatdeferring the
decisionmakes futurecompliance
moredifficult andpotentiallymore
expensive.

This is likely tobecome the focus
ofmorepolitical debatenextyear.

Politicswill dominate
And, of course, itwill bepolitics

thatwill dominatenextyear.
Labourwill comeunderpressure

onhow it proposes to fund its
promises.

Their finance spokesperson,
BarbaraEdmonds, told theparty’s
annual conference that shewould
“neverwaver inmycommitment to
fiscal responsibility”.

Nationalmeantimewill have the
addedpressureof theHalfYearly
EconomicandFiscalUpdate, putting
pressureon themto reach fiscal
surplusesanda “prudent” debt level.

Theywill have tobalance that
against the increasingdemands from
bothproviders andconsumersof
health, educationandotherpartsof
thepublic sector formore spending
andmoredelivery.

Nextyear inpoliticswill be tense.

● RichardHarman is a senior
political correspondent andeditor of
the influential Politik newsletter.
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Holding firm to principles
Tim McCready
learns howDilmah
built a global brand
by refusing to
compromise

Dilmah CEO Dilhan Fernando with Tim McCready at the company’s global headquarters in Colombo.

Likemany
companies, Dilmah
is investing in AI —
but primarily as a

tool to augment, not
replace, human
capability. On its
plantations, AI is

used for precision
agriculture.

F or a companyheadquartered
11,000 kilometres away in
South Asia, Dilmah is un-
usually entrenched in New

Zealand’s cultural memory. Much of
that comes down to one man —
Merrill Fernando— and the iconic line
he delivered in TV advertisements
some 30 years ago: “Do try it.”

As part of an Asia New Zealand
Foundation delegation to Sri Lanka,
I joined a two-hour masterclass with
CEO Dilhan Fernando — Merrill’s son
— in Colombo for a strategic conver-
sation about the future of agriculture,
AI, climate resilience, and responsible
capitalism.

It revealed not just how Dilmah
survived global pressures, but how it
continues to define amodel of princi-
pled growth that feels increasingly
rare. It also provided lessons on how
a small, values-driven producer can
build a global, value-added brand
without compromise.

For more than a century, Ceylon
tea was sold at significant margins by
foreign traders.

“Traditionally tea, coffee, and co-
coa were bought in bulk, blended
offshore, and sold for big profits while
producers remained poor,” Fernando
said. “We changed that by branding
ourselves as growers. We added
value at source.”

It was radical at the time and
remains central to Dilmah’s identity.

“New Zealanders understand the
connection between nature and
taste,” said Fernando. “Around the
world I see that respect for artisan-
ship and ingredients disappearing,
sacrificed to discounts and so on.”

Many organisations have been
softening or retreating from environ-
mental, social, and governance (ESG)
commitments recently, drivenby reg-
ulatory uncertainty, political push-
back, and rising scepticismabout real-
world impact and costs. Yet Dilmah
has held firm — even when it costs.

“Oddly in the globalmarket,wecan
be terribly penalised for doing the
right thing,” Fernando said. An Aus-
tralian retailer demanded an increa-
sed margin to stay on the shelf, and
suggested Dilmah cut its charitable
spend to make up the difference.

“Of course, we took the logical step
and walked away.”

The decision significantly dropped
Dilmah’s market share overnight, but

for Fernando, the company’s purpose
was non-negotiable. “Most CEOs have
a three-month timeframe. We think
in generations.We are responsible for
an ecosystem that includes people
and nature.”

Last year was Dilmah’s worst on
record for profit — yet it was its grea-
test for impact. More than one billion
Sri Lankan rupees were invested
through its foundation in education,
healthcare, disability services, clim-
ate science, foodprogrammes, andSri
Lanka’s post-conflict rehabilitation.

“Success is important,” said Fern-
ando. “But significance is success ex-
pressed in the lives of others.”

The commitment extends beyond
Sri Lanka. “We work in New Zealand
with hospice, with the homeless,” he
said. “In Australia as well, through the
Salvation Army.”

Dilmah is also recognised for its
strong environmental credentials:
from renewable energy and refores-
tation to waste reduction, biodiver-
sity and sustainable agriculture. It
achieved carbon neutrality in 2017

and aims to be carbon negative by
2030.

These efforts shape a view of busi-
ness that goes beyond profit. “You
realise the purpose of business,” Fer-
nando said. “And you understand
what really motivates a business to
do more.”

But he was also frank about the
pressure ethical businesses face.

“The challenge businesses have in
doing the right thing today is some-
thing exceptional.”

He outlined the realities of sustain-

able farming: “Looking after the soil,
using biochar, biological control for
pestmanagement, agroforestrymeth-
ods. Unfortunately, when you do the
right thing, you generally pay a high
price for it.”

And yet, that struggle is central to
Dilmah’s identity. “It motivates us,” he
said simply. “Itmakesus leaner, fitter.”

Dilmah’s approach to product de-
velopment also reflects a refusal to
compromise.

Retailers asked the company to
enter the booming matcha market —
a powdered green tea that originated
from Japan — but Sri Lanka doesn’t
produce it. For Fernando, that was
reason enough to decline. “We would
be irresponsible if we went to market
with it,” he said. “It’s not ours.”

Instead, Dilmah has focused on
what it can grow beyond tea — such
as Ceylon cinnamon — and kept its
product lines focusedonprovenance,
not opportunism.

Like many companies, Dilmah is
investing in AI — but primarily as a
tool to augment, not replace, human
capability. On its plantations, AI is
used for precision agriculture.

“We send out a drone, we analyse
the pictures,” Fernando explained.

Using near-field and multispectral
analysis, the system identifies where
nitrogen efficiency is low, where
water stress appears, andwhich fields
require attention. “It optimises ef-
ficiency,” he said — helping achieve
more targeted, less wasteful inter-
vention across the estates.

In logistics, AI models predict de-
mand patterns, helping consolidate
orders and reduce unnecessary
shipments. It’s a data-driven way to
reduce both economic and environ-
mental waste.

Even in tea tasting — a tradition
Dilmah treats with deep respect — AI
is beginning to play a supporting role.
Dilmah’s team tastes around 12,000
teas each week, selecting only the
best for its range.

“We use AI to augment that,”
Fernando said. Liquor from each
batch is run through hyperspectral
analysis, creating detailed flavour
profiles. The goal is to “create a
flavour map” of the many terroirs
across the island. “It’s not a replace-
ment for tasters, but another element
to support them in their evaluation.”

In a global market where it’s be-
coming easier to dilute principles
than hold them, Dilmah has built a
business by refusing to compromise.

Thirty years afterMerrill Fernando
first invitedNewZealanders to “Do try
it”, the line still resonates — not just
as a tagline for tea, but as a challenge
to the business world.

● TimMcCready travelled toSri
Lankaaspart of theAsiaNewZealand
Foundationdelegation.

B8 nzherald.co.nz | The New Zealand Herald | Friday, December 5, 2025



nzherald.co.nz | The New Zealand Herald | Friday, December 5, 2025 B9

Tech sector at a turning point
Execution and not
hypewill define
New Zealand’s tech
future, writes
Erica Lloyd

Sales andmarketing
remain undervalued in
New Zealand’s business

culture. We revere
invention, but selling

sometimes gives us the
ick, even though it is how

impact and scale are
created.

A nyonestaringdirectlyat
theNewZealandeconomy
rightnowhasevery reason
towince.

Growth isweak, confidence is
brittle, and toomany leading
indicators look like theybelong ina
doctor’swaiting room.Theeasy
response is to assumeweareheading
for furtherdecline. Yet thereare
credible signswehave turneda
corner, and they fall into twoclear
camps.

The first is technological.AI,
advancedsensing,machine learning
anda rapidlyexpandingecosystem
of tools areopeningpossibilities that
didnot exist even threeyears ago.
Thesearenot incrementalupgrades.
This is the largest technologycycle
ina generation, reshapinghow
companiesoperateandhowvalue is
created. Entrepreneurs are sitting in
frontof thewidest frontierwehave
seen indecades.

The secondshift is structural.New
Zealand’s start-up sectorhasmatured
dramatically. It is larger,more
confident andsupportedbyadeeper
poolof founders, engineers, operators
andearly-stagecapital. For the first
time inyears, the ingredients for a
technology-led recoveryarenotonly
present, but aligning.

The sector is havingamoment. Still
a small portionof thewidereconomy,
IT sits at an inflectionpoint. The real
question iswhether it canbreak into
a sustainedboom.Muchsuggests it
can.Access to early capital, once the
perennial complaint, has improved
markedly. Policy settings that
previouslyworkedat crosspurposes
arebeginning to lineup.There isno
shortageofworld-class ideas, the
constraint ishow fast andeffectively
wecanexecute them.

AIwill amplify thisdivide. It acts
as a forcemultiplier fororganisations
thatdeploy itwithcareanddiscipline.
Caution iswarranted, because
indiscriminateadoption is being
oversold to thepointofdistortion.We
aredeep insideahypebubble. The
economicupsidedependson
thoughtful, pragmaticdeployment,
andcompaniesare right tohesitate
before signingup forpromises that
feelmore like theatre than
transformation.

The risk, of course, is that global
volatility swampsour fragile
recovery.AImarkets are swinging
wildly. Private credit is showing
strain.Noneof that iswithinNew
Zealand’s control,whichmeanswhat
is inour control becomesevenmore
important.

Execution is key
Execution is the lever thatdrives
meaningful impact.Acrosshigh-
growthcompanies, I have seena
consistentpattern: attentioncan
gravitate to thewrong signals.
Headlines glorifyingcapital raises
andheroic founders areeasy to
report andemotionally satisfying, but
theywarp thepicture. Capital is a tool,
not anoutcome.The real indicators,
products shipped, customerswon,
anda team’s capacity tokeepmoving,
areharder, less glamorous, and far
more telling.

Execution iswhat turns small
companies into largeones, and large
companies intoeconomicengines.
RocketLabandXerowereonce tiny
ventures fuelledmorebyconviction
than resources.

RocketLab is nowaglobal
heavyweight in aerospace. Last year,

its SpaceSystemsdivisionaccounted
for roughly70%of revenue through
componentmanufacturing, further
proofof engineeringexcellenceand
scalebeyond launch services. Its first
government “customer”was
regulatory.NewZealandbuilt an
orbital licensingandcompliance
regime fromscratch, andat
remarkable speed. It remainsoneof
theclearest examplesof a
government removing friction rather
thanadding it, demonstratingwhat
co-ordinatedpublic andprivate
actioncanachievewhenurgency is
shared.

Theevolutionof the space sector
tells its ownstory.Once thedomain
of superpowermilitaries, it now
underpinseverything fromGPS to
weather forecasting toglobal
logistics.NewZealand, improbableas
it once seemedandpoweredby
RocketLab, has carvedout a foothold
andspawnedaclusterofnewspace
companies.

Xero followedadifferent
trajectorybutdemonstrated similar
fundamentals, disciplinedexecution,
productobsessionanda founder
unwilling tobend toconventional
limits. It is nowamajorplatform
exportingbeautifully engineered
accounting software to theworld. It
showed thatNewZealandcanbuild
category-defining softwareat scale,
opening thedoor forothers.

Halter is thenewest aspirant to the
big leagues. But isnoovernight
success. Its owncowcollar tookeight
years andmultiplehardware
generations toget right, a reminder
that innovationat theedgeofbiology
andelectronics is slowand

unforgiving. Chief executiveCraig
Piggott had theadvantageof
precedent.Heworked for Sir Peter
Beck, andvisibility shapesambition.
Youcannotbewhatyoucannot see.

Oneunder-appreciated truth is
thatnoneof these threecompanies
cameoutofuniversities. Their
commonDNA is relentless execution,
teamsmaking thousandsof smart
microdecisions, and founderswhose
determinationborderson
unreasonable. That combination,
founder intensityanddisciplined,
data-led teams, often separates a
good idea fromaglobally competitive
business.

Inhis roadmap for abetter future,
Sir PaulCallaghancaptured this
succinctly, “Onehundred inspired
NewZealandentrepreneurs could
turn this countryaround.” Serial
entrepreneurRowanSimpson
updated the frame forour times in
his recentCallaghanReboot lecture,
weneed 10,000people contributing
their expertise togrowthese
companies.

Execution isoperational
excellence. It is unglamorousanda
demanding teamsport. It is funded
by revenueor investment.And it
beatshypeevery time.

Simpsonmakes this caseplainly in
HowtoBeWrong.Andhe is right. I
have triedand failed todisagreewith
him for 20years! Lonewolf energy
while appealing toournational
mythologyhasneveralignedwith
reality.

NewZealand is andshouldbe
proudofour scientists and inventors,
but intellectual propertyalonedoes
not createabusiness.Winning in
business requires spendingmore
time interrogating theproblemthan
polishing the solution. Build, test,
break, learnandmove. If noone
wants it, thebrillianceof the science
doesnotmatter.

Start-up realities
Start-upsexist to attack largemarkets
quickly, usingdataand relentless
time in front of customers.Wellington
fintechMarloo showshowthisworks.
Beforewriting code, the team
interviewed800 target customers,
mappingpainpointswith forensic
intensity.Only thendid theybuildan

AIassistant that removes friction
fromfinancial advisers’workflows.
The foundersbroughtdiscipline
honedat Sharesies, and it shows.

Auror is another standout. It
startedwithuniversity
entrepreneurship support and isnow
helping retailers trackandprevent
theft at global scale, serving tensof
thousandsof stores and thousandsof
lawenforcementagencies.

Theprinciple is consistent, find the
genuinepainpoint andsolve it better
thananyoneelse.Alimetrydoes this
by removingpainentirely.

Themed techcompanymakesa
product calledGastricAlimetry— this
is awearable, non-invasivedevice
that records theelectrical activityof
the stomach fromthe skin surface. It
is FDA-cleared, elegant anda leap
forward inguthealthdiagnosis. There
isnowasector-agnosticwealthof
brilliant local SaaSanddeep tech
companies like these.

Onearea that still causes cultural
discomfort is sales. Selling—
exchangingaproduct for cash— is
theclearest formofvalidationa start-
upcanget. Yet sales andmarketing
remainundervalued inNew
Zealand’s business culture.

We revere invention, but selling
sometimesgivesus the ick, even
though it is how impact and scaleare
created.

In thepublic sector, the shift from
grants to theR&Dtax incentive
prompted louddebate. Iwas there
early, and the latestdata is
encouraging. Since launch, 1752 firms
haveclaimedaround$1billion in tax
credits.Onaverage, firms spentmore
onR&Deachyear than they
otherwisewouldhave, producing
$1.83b in additional activity. The
challengenow is converting that
investment intogenuinecommercial
outcomes.

Therearehighhopesandsome
reasonable trepidation forNZIAT, the
newpublicly fundedNewZealand
research institutedesigned to fast-
trackadvanced technologies likeAI,
quantum, and syntheticbiology into
real-world things.Weneed it to fire.

More structural reform is
underway.NewZealandhas
rewritten the rules for
commercialising innovation.

University researchersnowhold the
first right to commercialise
inventions funded through the
Science, InnovationandTechnology
portfolio. Theaim is toempower
researchers andsparkmore
ventures. Thedetailwillmatter.
Universitieswill still benefit from
spinningout companies, regardlessof
equitypositions.

Start-upexitsmatter enormously,
this ishow theecosystemgrows. Exits
seed thenext generation, founders
withexperience, scars andcapital.
Improving theESOP tax regime ispart
of thatpuzzle.

Changesnowbeforea select
committee, lettingemployeesdefer
taxand raisingexempt scheme
thresholds,wouldmakeequity
meaningful andhelpattract and
retain scarce talent. Government
grantsmatter too, butnot thatmuch
andnot always. I’ve seen that firms
that chasegrants insteadofmarket
momentumtend tobuildmuscle in
thewrongplaces.

Culturally, the sectorneeds to
growup.Wedonotyethavea female
equivalentof “techbro”becausewe
donotyethaveenoughwomen in
theecosystem togeneratea
stereotype. Fixing that isnot
cosmetic, it is economic. Community
matters too. Care, support, good
collisionsandwarmconnections fuel
start-upgrowth faster thananything.
Our insular tendencies can
sometimesholdusback.

Personal motivation
Mymotivation is personal. Iwant
AotearoaNewZealand tobeaplace
whereopportunity is abundant.Most
ofmywhānaunow liveoffshore—
notonOEbut settled, because
Europe, theUnitedStates and
Australiaoffermore,more
dynamism,moremeaningfulwork.
Theyhave left in thepast fiveyears,
alongside somanyofourbest and
brightest.

If anyof theabove is tomatter, if
thecurrentmomentum is tohold, the
outflowofourpeopleneeds to
reverse, and fast.

● Disclaimer: Erica Lloyddoesnot
workwithanyof thebusinesses
referenced in thearticle.

EricaLloydworkswithambitious
companies inNewZealandand theUnited
States andhaspreviouslyheld roles at
ZennoAstronautics, SoulMachines, BNZ,
DatacomandCallaghan Innovation.
Photo / David White
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One NZ surges ahead with
agentic AI rollout

Leaders are quick to adopt artificial intelligence, while others warn to take care, writes Bill Bennett

You just need
to get started.

Otherwise,
you’re going to
be left behind

and be
disrupted by

this technology.
Jason Paris, One NZ CEO

Photo / Michael Craig

AI is a reality. So what we
can do is amplify the
good uses of AI and

make people aware of
what the concerns

should be.

Richard Brudvik-Lindner, creator of
Nelson AI Sandbox.

If you’ve outsourced
everything to AI, but if AI

gets stuck in a loop,
you’re going to have to
pay someone a lot of
money to come in.

Natassja Savidge, Inde technology
consultant.

T hree years ago, OpenAI re-
leased ChatGPT, a generat-
ive artificial intelligence
chatbot. Its impact was both

enormous and immediate. Sam
Altman, OpenAI’s CEO says 800
million people worldwide already
use the chatbot. Many employees use
it informally in theworkplace, logging
into a free tool. Others are instructed
or guided by their employers to em-
brace the technology.

Businesses haveembeddedAI into
their processes. There are many suc-
cess stories, yet a survey conducted
in July by theMassachusetts Institute
of Technology found that 95% of
businesses report their AI pilots failed
to generate any return.

It’s early days. We’re still learning
about the technology and coming to
terms with it. Pilots are experiments
to help organisations understand AI.
Previous waves of technology went
through a similar cycle.

While New Zealand’s AI adoption
is tracking close to global trends, local
organisations face their own
pressures as pilot AI projects move
to production. Typically, companies
here use the technology to solve
sector-specific problems. Issues re-
main with skills shortages, govern-
ance and constant technology
vendor-driven change.

Jason Paris, CEO of One NZ, says
his business has moved well beyond
the pilot stage. The company started
using AI five years ago, before
ChatGPT emerged. Over those five
years, One NZ has deployedAI across
every part of its operation, evolving
through distinct phases that reveal
both the potential and the challenges
of large-scale adoption.

The journey began with robotic
process automation (RPA), the
software that handles repetitive tasks
that would otherwise require human
attention. The impact was immediate
and quantifiable.

“If we didn’t have RPAs in our
organisation, I think we would need
another 20% more people, probably
500more people in the organisation,”
Paris says.

From there, the company
deployed machine learning and gen-
erative AI for customer service, mar-
keting, network management, pro-
curement and sales. This second
phase focused on productivity gains,
with AI making recommendations
that humans would then action.

Today One NZ claims to be among
global leaders in what Paris calls
“agentic AI”, systems that take action
autonomously without human over-
sight. The company has integrated 31
AI agents into its organisational struc-
ture, working alongside human em-
ployees.

“It took us eight hours to build our
first agentic AI and two weeks to
deploy it. That’s way faster than it
would take to hire and train a person
for a role in an organisation.”

The applications extend beyond
back-office automation. An AI net-
work conciergenow triangulates data
across multiple systems in seconds,
a task that previously required mul-
tiple teams. The system both
reactively fixes customer issues and
proactively optimises network per-
formance before problems emerge.

One NZ’s results are striking: AI
systems now power network infra-
structureupanddownautomatically,
saving 20% of the energy bill.

During major events like Eden
Park Rugbymatches, One NZ’s robots
optimise network capacity without
human monitoring. In storms, AI

manages generator distribution
across the network in near real-time,
working toward what Paris describes
as “our living, breathing, self-
optimising, self-healing network”.

The impact on customer experi-
ence has been equally dramatic.
“When I started in the organisation,
on average, our customers would call
us once every seven months,” Paris
says. “It’s now once every two years.”
Many network issues are now re-

solved before customers even know
a problem exists.

One NZ’s AI also handles
cybersecurity at scale. Paris cites an
example where AI tools identified
and blocked 120,000 fraudulentmes-
sages targeting one customer. The
network faces hundreds of attacks
daily from foreign actors attempting
to compromise critical infrastructure.
AI now detects and automatically

deals with attacks.
AI technology is available now

from major providers like OpenAI,
Google and Microsoft. He says there’s
a perception that data needs to be
perfectly clean before it is used in an
AI system. That’s not the case, AI can
structure unstructured data quickly,
it is something the technology does
well.

Another common misconception
is that legacy systems can’t integrate
with AI systems. Paris says it can be
done, although it requires effort.

“If you’re not using AI, you need
to be. It’s business-case-by-doing. You
just need to get started. Otherwise,
you’re going to be left behind and be
disrupted by this technology.”

Telcos like One NZ have tradition-
ally planned four to five years ahead,
but that timeline no longer works
when it comes to AI. Time scales are
compressed.

Having the right skills is critical. A
quarter of One NZ’s AI budget goes
toward training employees and get-
ting tools into their hands, helping
teams understand that AI enhances
rather than replaces their work.

Paris says the biggest obstacle to
AI adoption is not technical. “The
biggest block is cultural and getting
your organisation to think differently
about how it needs to operate.”

In this case, the company is, in his
words, “fixing the plane while it’s in
the air”, with an operating model that
needs complete transformation to
keeppacewith the technology’s rapid
evolution.

This tension between legacy
structures and AI’s capabilities may
prove to be the defining challenge for
New Zealand businesses in 2025, not
whether to adopt the technology, but
whether they can transform their
organisations fast enough to make it
work.

Paris’s experience at OneNZ repre-
sents the leading edge. It also
highlights a widening gap in New
Zealand’s AI adoption story. While
large enterprises with substantial
resources forge ahead, small and

medium-sized businesses face a dif-
ferent reality.

Craig Young, CEO of Tuanz, the
technology users organisation, sees
this divergence daily. His organisa-
tion established an AI community
specifically because members felt “a
little at sea” trying to figure out what
AI meant for their businesses.

He says: “The big guys have the
money to invest and they can push
through. In the medium space, they

have somecontrol over the tools they
use, but they’re so busy.”

Economic pressures make it
harder still. Investing in new techno-
logy without a quick rate of return
is difficult when organisations are
working hard just to exist.

What Tuanz sees across its mem-
bership is largely ad hoc AI use rather
than strategic implementation. Em-
ployees use AI tools to assist their

tasks, but without organisational
tracking or control. “While there’s real
value in it, organisations aren’t neces-
sarily finding the use cases that im-
mediately give them a return,” Young
says.

One critical lesson has emerged:
keep humans in the loop. “We’re
finding a lot of places where, if you
forget to have a person in the process,
things can break down,” Young says.

Young describes himself as an “AI
pragmatist rather than necessarily an
optimist”. The technology will deliver
value once organisations work out
the use cases. “But it always takes
longer than you think. It’s more work
than you think. And it’s more costly
than you think.”

While businesses grapple with im-
plementation challenges, some com-
munities are taking matters into their
own hands. In Nelson, high school
teacherRichard Brudvik-Lindner saw
the release of ChatGPT in November
2022 as a transformative moment
comparable to the launch of
Windows 95.

His response was to create the
Nelson AI Sandbox. It is a storefront
operation on the main street where
anyone could experiment with AI
tools for free.

“We’re not cheerleaders or
evangelists for AI. We’re just saying
AI is a reality. So what we can do is
amplify the good uses of AI andmake
people aware of what the concerns
should be.”

The initiative has worked with
dozens of non-profits and small busi-
nesses, achieving a 97% satisfaction
rate. Through funding from the Rada
Foundation, organisations operating
on tight budgets have found ways to
boost staff productivity. The sandbox
has even spawned local startups.

This weekend, it will host what
may be the world’s first “vibe-a-thon”:
teams using AI-powered coding tools
to collaboratively build a game teach-
ing AI use.

As adoption spreads, so do con-
cerns about risk management.
Natassja Savidge, a technology con-
sultant at Christchurch-based Inde,
sees a pattern in the organisation’s
approach to AI implementation.

“A lot of the time, people are asking
for AI when what they actually need
is automation or integration
solutions. The most concerning
requests come from boards
mandating AI adoption without
identifying specific business prob-
lems. The first question should be:
‘What are your pain points?”’

Risks extend beyond wasted in-
vestment. Free AI tools can expose
sensitive data to public training
datasets. Savidge says: “There are
people who are uploading company
Excel files into free ChatGPTs. That
information is going into publicly
trained data.” In some cases, private
information about executive salaries
has surfaced as people use the
chatbots.

Perhaps most critically, Savidge
says over-reliance onAI risks eroding
fundamental skills. “If you’ve
outsourced everything to AI, but then
youhave this critical issue andAI gets
stuck in a loop, you’re going to have
to pay someone a lot of money to
come in.”

She knows of a New Zealand or-
ganisation that rushed to automate its
call centre and removed staff, only
to find itself rehiring people within
weeks when the AI solution failed.

“You’re kind of losing your ability
to have the human in the loop poten-
tially over time.”
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