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INside

Dynamic
Business
Fran O’Sullivan

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

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

As OpenAl's Sam Altman puts it:
“Are we in a phase where investors
as a whole are overexcited about AI?
My opinion is yes. Is Al 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 Al 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 have maintained 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 she has yet to build prudent 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 were making
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
slowdown next 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
years Mood of the Boardroom
Herald CEOs survey. Like her boss
Christopher Luxon, she did not rank
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We should be using more AL 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.

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
from my own business contacts sug-
gests this is valued.

Here’'s what Otter Al 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
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Deloitte Top 200 award winners, left-right from
the top: Carmel Fisher, Visionary Leader; Sophie
Moloney, Chief Executive of the Year; Kate
Boyer, Young Executive of the Year; Peter
McBride, Chairperson of the Year.
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Nicola Willis

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 Al 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 reflection was 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’.”

Dynamic Business
Executive Editor: Fran
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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-
tive and balanced approachis critical
but also challenging when facing
resistance from established 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 be more digitised. We
should be using more Al We need
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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
election year where some opposition
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
make over the next 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 getting when changes
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 were
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.

@ Forananalysis of the Finance
Minister’s performance look to Fran
O’Sullivan’s column in tomorrow’s
Weekend Herald.

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.
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Opening Salvo — Simon

tthe start of this year,I

wrotea piece for the

Herald's Project Auckland

that proved pretty damn
accurate on the state of our economy
over 2025 (if Ido say so myself).

The piece was entitled “Glass Half-
Full, Half-Empty Year Ahead” and I
noted the OCR cuts,low dollar, state
of farming and a couple of other
factors asreasons for some qualified
optimism that we would finish 2025
better than we started, out of
recession.

However,Ialso made clear that
coming from a very low base of poor
economic activity and consumer and
business sentiment meant weall
needed toremain highly motivated
todomoretofill our cup,aswe
certainly weren't going toend the
year indanger of it running over.

How then does next year look and
what are my hot picks for 2026?

Thelonger Ilive, the surer lam
that sentiment is asimportant as
almost everything else. Fortunately,
we end the year with consumer and
business sentiment — while certainly
notatrock star levels —higher than
they'vebeen. On avariety of surveys,
somerespondents who were
negative have moved into neutral
and some who were neutral have
moved positive. The trend is
improving.

Moreover, the harder factorsare
stronger. The OCR and our bank
interest rates, and export prices
against a very low Kiwidollar (and
fat Fonterra payouts), are now clearly
very stimulatory. Yes, farmers will
continue paying off debt but at some
point sooner than later, there willbe
room for alittle disposable spending.

Another factor is that the
Government has done morein the
second half of this year when it
comes tobusiness.I've argued from
my first column in 2025 onwards that
government needs tobe a micro-
economic reform factory, churning
outinitiatives and new policiesona
weekly basis. While the Government
has probably been more lifestyle
farmer than factory, it has continued
toupits pace,and decisionsin areas
such as tourism and events funding,
screen and gaming incentives, visas
and investor migrant settings, heck
even Michelin Star ratings coming to
New Zealand, have all helped tobuild
abetter economic scene and
sentiment.

Finally, let’s factor in the big smoke,
Auckland.Iam hopeful we will end
this year with a quality government/
council city and regional deal, packed
with substantive goodies in our
Tamaki Makaurau stocking. Then
2026 sees the coming to fruition of
thebiggest infrastructure initiatives
of thelast decade: the NZ
International Convention Centre and
the City Rail Link that together will
mean alot more people and
economic activity.

All of thisis very good and
indicative of a slow and steady
recovery beginning to occur and that
will continue, rather than something
morerapid and frothy that will come
and possibly go. We are a tortois,e not
aharein therace, but with one foot
infront of the other we are getting
there. What, then, could possibly go
wrong? Well in keeping with the
glasses and drinks theme, the answer
is CUPS.

Whatis CUPS?
First, Comparison will continue tolet
us down. Specifically with Australia.
Regrettably we dolive nexttoone
of theluckiest countries in the world
and, with its greater scale and
resources, it will continuetobea
magnet, sucking away our talent.
Second, is Unemployment of 5.3%
(or plus 6% in Auckland). It should
come down but as slowly or slower
than our growthraterises. All that
slack doesn’t disappear like a magic
trick.
Next is Politics, and specifically

Sridges

How is the New Zealand economy going? For heaven, think 2027

Election 26.

Ipredict economic momentumin
the first half of the year but we all
tend to hold off on decisions and
spending during an election period —
especially one that’sa close calllike
this oneislooking. Don'thave
unrealistic hopes for the middle of the
year onwards.

Finally, there is the Sharemarket
and thereal potential for a crash
globally as more clever pundits begin
tosay so and factor this into their
thinking.

The world has certainly been

hooked on US sharesrecently dueto
understandable Al enthusiasm.
Today, stocks are atanear all-time
high. Some estimates put the effect
of a correction on world GDP as
negative 20% not even including
America. The shock in terms of
consumption would be profound.

A sub-factor ismore generalised
global uncertainty whether politics,
war, pandemic or other. Given the
first five years of the 2020s, you'd be
brave to predict against a mega event
spilling our drinks or worse.

CUPS then, itis.I came up with this

littleacronym and expect abox of
chocolates whenever anyone usesiit.
CUPSmeansI'drepeatmy callon
the Government to be swift and bold
inits pro-growth policy agenda. Work
should continue because the job
certainly isn't done inbig areaslike
tourism and international education
(why for example don’t we liberalise
tourism visas further?). Continued
focusin high knowledge sectors such
astech and innovation, our
universities and cultural sectors can
alsorepay with higher growth.
Lastly, it would be remiss not to

Photos / Dean Purcell, Mark Mitchell, Supplied

Idrepeat 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.

mention energy. The Government
missed an opportunity in thisareain
2025 choosing safety over initiative.
The problem with inaction in politics
isthat it often ends up a far from safe
choice.It'snear criminal thatina
country with so much natural energy
resource we haven'tbuilt the
competition and supply we've
needed inrecent times — especially
when more energy would mean
more economic growth. Without
seriousreform we will continue to
play Russian Roulette with supply
and prices in 2026, hopeful that we
getmuchrainand nodry year bullet.

For 2026 I'm optimistic, but with
arealistic view. There will certainly
be growth but those bank economists
who give us predictions of 3% annual
growth or more willbe proved plain
wrong.

Champagne corks will ultimately
pop,Ireckon, but for heaven, think
2027.

@ Simon Bridges is CEO of Auckland
Business Chamber. Auckland Business
Chamber is an advertising sponsor of
the Herald's Dynamic Business Report.
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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

oodnewsis coming for the
Government —but whether
it's enough to win the 2026
electionremains tobe seen.
The year aheadis going tobe one
where the political economy
becomes even more important —and
notjustbecauseit’san election year.

Populism-driven politics,an
economy on acomeback trail but
with deep structural problems, a
finance minister caughtinthe
impossible trinity where you can sit
ononeside of a triangle only, sticky
inflation; and the need for some
reforms are going to go head-to-head
with a voter base that is grumpy.

The year 2025 hasbeen tough for
the Government, cemented in the
latest IPSOS Issues Monitor with the
National Party assessed as best able
tohandle only two of the top 20
issues. They are no longer assessed
asbest able to manage the economy.
Society isitching for change.

Backing the economy

The good news for the Government

is that the economy is turning. Hours
worked have turned positive.
Building consents are starting to trend
up. Tractor sales are up on 12 months
ago. Retail foot trafficisrising as are
average transaction values according
toBellwether. Tourism hasrecovered
lost ground. Concrete production has
turned positive though still well down
ontheprior year. A trade deal with
Indiais pending.

Therecovery is gaining
momentum, but thisisnot your
normalrecovery.Problems have not
gone away. Rising energy prices are
undermining New Zealand’s
industrial base. Productivity remains
problematic. Real (inflation-adjusted)
GDP per capita — which definesliving
standards — has fallen 5%. CPI
inflation will likely exceed wage
inflation over the coming year,
meaning people will get grumpier. We
have cyclical tailwinds but massive
headwinds.

Potential growth, which is how fast
the economy can grow without
generating inflation, is estimated by
the Reserve Bank to be below 2%. It
used to exceed 3%.

Housingis notlikely tobe the
driver it hasbeen during previous
cycles, given weak migration,
valuations, rising costs (insurance/
rates), and inevitable changes to tax
settings. We are overbuilding at
present. Bond data showsrentsare
falling.

The International Monetary
Fund’s managing director, Kristalina
Georgieva, warned in 2024 that the
world isin danger of becoming mired
onalow-growth, high-debt path
leading to “dissatisfied populations”,
and thisdrives nationsinto the
political periphery and extremism.
New Zealand is experiencing the
same butlooks to be wearing one of
the cleanest of all the dirty shirts
when it comes to extremism. Witness
the United Kingdom and the United
States.

According to Georgieva, “Every-
bodyIask here, Howis your

economy? Theanswer is ‘Good’. How
isthemood of your people? The
answer is, ‘Not so good'’. Families are
still hurting from high prices and
global growthisanaemic.”

The United States hasbeen one of
the world’s strongest economic
performers,hasa4.4%
unemploymentrate, yet consumer
confidenceis at recessionary levels.

Wehave the same here with
business optimism but consumer
pessimism.

Bottomlineis that the economy
might not be enough torescue this
Government.

Theinflationary thief

Thebiggest challenges for this
Government are inflation and the
cost of living. Health is also a prickle
point, ranking inimportance above
the economy.

Inflation is not high, but neither is
itlow. Moreover,to theaverage
household inflation does not feel like
itis 3%, when your electricity bill is
up 8.8% (17.9% in two years), gas 15.1%
(235% in two years), dental 10.3% over
two years, rail transport 27.6% over
two years, dwelling insurance 29.1%
over two, contents insurance 30.7%
over two, vehicle insurance 18.5%
over two,and health insurance 18.5%

inone year and 31.1% in two. Food
inflation has been 4.6%. You notice
food inflation every time you shop.

Cue substitution, where
discretionary spending is shaved to
cover other costs.

Despite therhetoric, the
Government hasnotdonealotto
rein-in inflation. The past two Budgets
havebeen expansionary ones,
meaning they have been stimulating
the economy. It was the Reserve Bank
that bludgeoned the economy into
disinflation submission.

Rate-cappingisbeing called for,
butlocal authority ratesrises are one
segment of double-digit centraland
local government inflation. When
central and local government needs
more money, society paysinsome
shape or form. Either taxes, or other
charges.

If thereis arabbit the Government
needs to pull out of the hat, it needs
tobedirected atinflation —and
competition policy is the vehicle. The
Governmentneedsawininthisarea
pre-election.

Accordingto the OECD, “New
Zealand’s productivity level remains
markedly below the OECD frontier.
Insufficient competitionisan
important contributor to this
performance.”

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

Wehaven't seen amarket study
inanumber of years. There hasbeen
some movement in the construction
area, but banks won the banking
inquiry 45-love, energy reform was
timid, and supermarketsroll on.

Tex Edwards of Monopoly Watch
is David, taking on multiple Goliaths.

Theimpossible trinity

The upcoming Budget will be critical
for this Government. The structural
or underlying deficit hasrisen.
Initiatives have been front-loaded
and savings are backloaded. Net debt
core Crown debtis projected torise
afurther $63billion over five years.

The Treasury is showing more
steel, commenting more sharply on
fiscal challenges and the need for
change. The Statement on the Long-
term Fiscal position madeit clear
current policy settings are not fiscally
sustainable. The leader of the Labour
Party continues torule outraising the
retirement age, a clear hat-tipto
populism policy over reality and
leadership.

According to the Investment
Statement for 2025, “Social assets are
ageing and becoming unfit for
purpose. ..Hospital and healthcare
buildings are on average 45 years old
but have atypicallife of 50 years.”

The new normal for net core Crown
debtisin excess of 40% of GDP.
Theimpossible trinity for the
Finance Minister is to show fiscal
restraint, provide sufficient funding
for infrastructure, and maintain social
services. You can hit two out of three
—andit’s election year. The mathson
returning to surplusis simple once
yourule out taxincreases; real
spending per capita must decline.

Self-entitlement

Thereisanother underlying theme
I'mfinding troubling. It’s called self-
entitlement. A belief that rules or
norms donotapply toeveryone.It's
corrosiveifit takes hold. Alas, we
appear tobe seeing more of it.

Therecent Police debacle,
including diverting emails, handling
of the departure of Adrian Orr by the
Reserve Bank Board, Statistics NZ
privacy issues with census data,
poorly managed conflicts of interest
across many organisations including
health and ACC, the earlier departure
of aformer Cabinet minister emailing
documents to donors, aformer
Minister of Justice convicted of two
charges of careless driving and failing
toaccompany a police officer, etc, are
examples.

Unfortunately, that themeisnot
new.Power is challenging the rules-
based system we have been used to.
The Ministry of Foreign Affairs
identified it in their 2023 Strategic
Foreign Policy Assessment,
Navigating a Shifting World. Russia,
China, and the US are all exercising
power to challengerules.

NZSuper is perceived tobe an
entitlement. Just because you've paid
tax does not makeit so.

Individual responsibility hasbeen
replaced by a collective nanny-state
expectation that the Government will
invariably write out acheque.It'sa
“who canpay” as opposed to “who
should pay” mentality. That needs to
be quashed. Do due diligence when
it comes torisks associated with
climate change. If your businessis
power-dependent, make sure you
haveagenerator and donot expect
the Government to provide one.It’s
been good to see a shift away from
jointand several liability (which
meant councils were often last entity
standing) to proportionate liability.

The crux of theissue
This Government has a choice.

Stick to their knitting, taglines and
slogans, and back the economy to get
their polling back on track. The mood
of populations around the globein
better-performing economies make
me suspicious how successful this
strategy willbe.

The alternativeis tobebolder with
major reform tolift living standards.
Maybe we are seeing signs with the
recent announcements of upping
KiwiSaver contributions and a major
shake-up of local councils. Put some
more big policy issues on the table
and trust the grown-up conversations
that need to take place. Make the
Opposition front with quantifiable
alternatives.

Put the political advisers, who
everyone now seems tohave, onice.
Letinstinct prevail over scripts and
political taglines. Richard Chambers
and Wayne Brown seem tobe
connectingbecause they just tell it
likeitis.

Amongall the populism and
political economy rhetoric and flip-
flops we will no doubt have to con-
tend with in 2026, it may well be that
what determines the next Govern-
ment comes down to one word: Trust.

@ Cameron Bagrie is principal of
Bagrie Economics.
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‘Creating a vision’

]
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.

A ground-breaking
summit heralded
thereturn of a
financial leader

Fran O’Sullivan

aori Queen Te Arikinui

Kuini Nga wai hono i te

po has launched the

“Kotahitanga Fund”, a
new multimillion-dollar Maori invest-
ment platform aimed to marshal col-
lective Maori capital to support busi-
ness, enterprise, and development
projects.

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

Global funds attending the in-
augural Ohanga ki te Ao Maori
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.

Ngai Tahu'’s Justin Tipa was posi-
tive saying the fund is a tangible
expression of kotahitanga among te
iwi Maori 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
Maori economy to $126 billion did not
happen through “individual action”,
but through ‘relationships” and
“KRotahitanga”.

“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 were doing some-
thing more fundamental than policy,”
said Schaafhausen

“Were 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 and daunting”. Through collabora-
tion, Maori and Pasifika could create
scale in investment opportunities to
benefit wide regions of the planet;
aggregate capability and create cap-

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

Rukumoana Schaafhausen

acity to achieve sustainable econom-
ic transformation under shared
values; and attract the financial capi-
tal to invest as indigenous people,
unlocking opportunities 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
Maori 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 IFSWF who
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
and Canada’s British Columbia 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 they could go and see the Super
Fund, spend time with them and
compare notes and learn.”

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 therise
of the BRICS which are a rapidly
growing counter-weight to the Indo-
Pacific aligned nations.

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 Maori 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-
tinles — thats 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.

Says Bonfield: “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 Maori Tourism CEO Pania
Tyson-Nathan — a “global ambassa-
dor for Maori” in all but name.

She points to therise in geopolitical
tensions, protectionism and supply
chain risks.

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

#
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Infratil CEO Jason Boyes (left) shared a panel with Du

ncan Bonfield, CEO of

the London-based International Forum of Sovereign Wealth Funds (IFSWF).
Bonfield revealed many funds attending the forum came as aresult of a
personal invitation from Orr. Orr is also a former IFSWF chair.

the BRICS — “Maori 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 Iwi Maori to channel
the “entrepreneurial spirit of our
ancestors “ in pursuit of economic
self-determination.

“As we face global economic un-

Daine ;l'heresé Wah said both iwi
and the corporate had to know each
other better.

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

He later told the Herald that par-
ticipating in the global economy is
critical for Ngai Tahu. “Our portfolio
is essentially a microcosm of the New
Zealand economy,” said Tipa. “When
Ngai 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 Maori 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 Infrati 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 Maori 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.

From the Queen’s closing comments

We’ve proven we can be
successful as iwi, as hap(, as
land trusts, as whanau
businesses, and as entrepreneurs.
And when we add that success
together,itlooks impressive — the
‘Maori Economy’is alive and well. But
we have not yet proven that we can
leverage the size and scale of the
Maori Economy as a collective.
Inorder to participate
meaningfully in the global economy,
Inorder to connect the
entrepreneurial spirit of our people
with the unlimited potential of global
partnerships, we must find ways to
do this.
Waikato-Tainui, Ngai Tahu —none
of usarebig enoughtogoitalone.
Atsome point, we've got to look
up and out and be deliberate about
forming strategic economic alliances
across the Maori economy, and with
like-minded external partners.

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

At some point, our korero
about Kotahitanga has to translate
intoaction.

| say — that time has come.

lam proud to launchthe
Kotahitanga Fund,

Our declaration that we are ready
toinvestinourselves,

Inour brilliance, and in the future
we choose.

We move from charting the
horizon to setting sail.

This Fundis more thanan
investment tool.

Itisananswer — at least a partial
one —to the challenge of leveraging
the collective strength and scale of
the Maori economy.

Itis our compass.

It signals confidence in Maoriand
indigenous leadership.

It strengthens our independence.

It helps us navigate political tides
with stability and purpose.

Itenables us to achieve the scale
to make meaningful change and to
grow the $126 billion Maori
economy.”
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A productive economy made in N/

We need to shift
investment towards
innovation and
value creation, writes
Barbara Edmonds

ew Zealand is at one of
thoserare crossroads
where urgency meets
opportunity.

Weneed abigger conversation
about where we're going asa country,
and how webuild a productive
economy made herein Aotearoa.

Labour has already set out the first
steps.

We'veannounced the New
Zealand Future Fund toback our
potential. The fund willinvestin
infrastructure and innovative Kiwi
businesses, toback the sectors that
canlift wages, and create secure, well-
paid jobsin every region.

We'veannounced a simple,
targeted capital gains tax on the
profits from a small number of
properties to shift investmentaway
from speculation and towards
productivebusinesses.

Andbecauseit’s part of our plan
to grow the economy for Kiwi
families, the family home, businesses,
Kiwisaver, and inheritances areall
exempt.

No one can planfor the future if
they cannot afford to see a doctor —
whichis why welllintroducea
Medicard, giving every New
Zealander three free doctor’s visits
and free cervical screening.

Butbefore we get to solutions, let’s
take stock of where we are.

Over the past two years under
National, the economy hasn't just
stalled, it has gonebackwards. GDP
shrank. Food, electricity and rates
rose sharply. Tens of thousands of
jobs vanished, including 20,000 in
the construction sector alone.

Businesses are closing at the
fastestrateinadecade. And nearly
73,000 New Zealanders haveleft the
country, taking their skills, ideas, and
futureleadership with them.

That'snotbad luck. It'sthe
predictableresult of the political
choices this government made —and
the prioritiesit set. Christopher Luxon
tries toblame global conditions but
if that were true, why did Australia,
Japan and the UK all grow while we

didn't? The problemisn't the world.
The problemis that their planis the
wrongone.

Our economic foundations are
weak and National'sargument is:
that'sfine. If some parts of the country
race ahead while therest stagnates,
they think that’s acceptable. We don't.

Productivity hasflatlined.

Our economy is still too dependent
on export commodities and the
property market, so a single sector
cansurge while therest of the
economy stagnates. Wedon'thavea
diverse enough economy, with
sufficient shock absorbers, to cushion
theimpactin times wherethereare
events outside of our control. People
are working some of the longest
hoursin the developed world, but
wages don'treflectit.

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 be world-
leading.

National promised to turn things
around. Instead, we're slipping
backwards. National has had two
years and we've seen theresult. We
cannotrisk giving them six.

If we are serious about the future,
we need to shift the debate to the
things that determine whether this
country succeeds: productivity,
innovation, investment,and a
thriving economy built here in New
Zealand. So what does thatlook like?

First, we need to shift investment
away from property speculation and
towards innovation and value
creation.

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 be world-leading.

Our problemisn’t talent. New
Zealanders are famously inventive
and resourceful. Our problemis
under-investment. Too many great
Kiwiideas struggle to get off the
ground, while too much of the wealth
we generate ends up offshore.

The New Zealand Future Fund
changes that. The Future Fund will
back Kiwi innovation, support high-
skill jobs, and ensure the wealth
created herestayshere.

Our simple, targeted capital gains
tax will help release capital currently
tied up in unproductive housing and
moveitto thereal economy.

Nine out 0of 10 New Zealanders
won't pay it —but it will unlock
productive investment that benefits
everyone and pay for three free
doctor’s visits a year.

Thisis all part of Labour’s plan for
aproductive, growing economy
where hard work pays off, healthcare
isaffordable, and our young people
see opportunity here, not just across
the Tasman.

We canbuild an economy that
rewards innovation,and investsin
keeping talent in New Zealand
instead of sending it overseas. That
backs emerging sectorslike gaming,
that are fast-growing and creating
opportunity for good, skilled jobs.

A place people canownahome,
raise their kids, and feel confident
about the future. We canlead the
world inindustries powered by Kiwi
ideas, supported by Kiwi capital, and
shaped by Kiwiambition.

Our best days are not behind us.
They're ahead of us, if we choose
them. We canbuild a futuremadein
New Zealand.

@ Barbara Edmondsis Labour’s
finance spokesperson.

Leading in Construction Law

Welcoming Brian Clayton to the partnership

Brian’s appointment reflects our commitment to market leadership and

innovation, enhancing our ability to guide clients through every stage

of complex construction projects. With deep industry expertise and a

forward-thinking approach, we help shape the built environment and

vibrant communities across Aotearoa New Zealand.

Ed Crook

russellmcveagh.com

Anna Crosbie

AUCKLAND -

Brian Clayton

WELLINGTON o

Michael Taylor

QUEENSTOWN
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The electionis
either side’s to win

Prime Minister Christopher Luxon and Labour Party leader Chris Hipkins.

Dynamic
Business
Richard Harman

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

sParliamentrises for

Christmas, it does so with

the centre-rightand the

centre-left parties evenly
balanced.

The polling trends show that next
year is either side’s to win.

That means the campaign will start
early and be more intense than we
have seen over the past two elections,
where onebloc had established a
clear lead early in the election year.

Sonext year willbe all about
politics.

Wearealready seeing the early
signs of a pivot by National away from
therepetitive “blame Labour” mantra
that the Prime Minister and the
Finance Minister punctuate every
speech and press conference with.

Now they are starting to talk about
the future. The KiwiSaver policy was
thefirst evidence of that.

Meanwhile, Labour has obviously
identified National's negativity asa
weak spot and t, too, is starting to talk
about aspiration and hope.

So the focus of political rhetoric
next year will swing towards the
future.

But that will be the campaign.

Confronting unwelcome realities
Inthe meantime, the Government
will have to confront some
unwelcomerealities, and Labour may
find that with its increasing optimism
will also come increasing scrutiny
and some hard questions.

The Government’s big challenge
will be the Budget.

Finance Minister Nicola Willis has

already set the operating allowance
for next year at $2.4 billion, which,
thoughit is up on the $1.3b of this
year,isstill atalevel last seen in 2008.

Atissue will be health spending.

Willis has already pre-committed
a$1.37bincrease in the overall health
baseline budget, but in the last
Budget, the totalincrease in the
health spend was $7b.

That was a 21% increase.

That has stillnot been enough to
stop health worker industrial action,
calling for more pay or continued
complaints from the various doctors’
professional bodies that the system
is chronically understaffed.

Theinsurance brokers, Aon, have
calculated that New Zealand's health
priceinflationrate isrunning at
14.25%, which suggests that she is still
going toneed a few more billions just
tokeep health ticking over.

That points to more departmental
savings and very limited resources
available for other initiatives.

Expect another very tightbudget
But health not only faces afiscal
challenge, but thereportinlate
February on Part Two of the Royal
Commission into Covid is also likely
toraise credibility issues about the
Ministry of Health during the Covid-
19 epidemic.

ThePart Tworeport will focus on
vaccines, including the procurement
process and the use of lockdowns
and managed isolation.

Hipkins was Minister of Health and
Minister for the Covid Response
during most of the relevant period,
so thereportis unlikely to be helpful
for him.

However, Labour’s promise to
ring-fence therevenue fromits
proposed capital gains tax and use
it only for health may give the party
an edge in any debate on health
spending.

Roads of National Significance
Thetight Budget will limit other big
vote-winning proposals, such as the
roads of national significance.

Inarecent speech, Transport
Minister Chris Bishop candidly set
out the challenge.

“Based on current estimates,
delivering the Roads of National

Significance programmein full over
the next 20 years would cost $56b,”
hesaid.

“Funding this entirely from petrol
taxandroad user charges would
require a one-off 70% increase,
equivalent to a49c per litre increase
inpetroltax.

“Tobe clear, this 49c per litre
increase would only allow theroads
tobedelivered.

“Itwould not provide any funding
for other major transport projects
such as the Second Waitemata
Harbour Crossing, or the Northwest
Busway.”

Bishop pointed out that petrol tax
isalready duetogoupl2calitrein
2027,then 6¢ the following year and
thereafter 4cayear.

He dismissed the idea that tolls
could make a substantial

Labour has
obviously identified
National's negativity

as a weak spot and
it, too, is starting to
talk about
aspiration and hope.

contribution, saying our traffic
volumes were simply too small to
generate the kind of revenue we
would need to meet all the proposed
roads.

The Government thus appears to
be faced with a simple choice:back
off on some of the proposed roads
or increase the petrol taxby even
more than whatis currently
proposed.

RMA and Fast Track
Bishopisalso about to unveil the
Resource Management Actreform
proposals.

Some clues to his thinking have
come with his proposal to scrap
regional councils and a proposal to
amend the Fast Track Approvals Act.

The Regional Councils' move to
have a committee of local Mayors

replace them may seem like shuffling
the deck chairs, but it has met with
theapproval of Federated Farmers,
whichmay give some cluestoits
genesis.

TheFeds want toseeruraland
urban governance separated and
contained within one authority.

However, Bishop will go further if
the amendments he has introduced
for the Fast Track Approvals Actare
anything to goby.

He would have the Minister give
directives to the Environmental
Protection Authority panels
considering fast-track applications.

The Parliamentary Commissioner
for the Environment, Simon Upton,
has described Bishop’s proposal as
akin to Sir Robert Muldoon’s
invocation of the 1948 Economic
Stabilisation Act toimplement his
wage, price, dividend and interest
ratefreezein1983.

Bishop’s cheerful disregard for
constitutional niceties may win
support from the developer lobby
(and possibly New Zealand First’s
Shane Jones),but in what Actleader
David Seymour calls “villaville” - that
part of Auckland that stretches from
the Tamaki River to Point Chevalier
-hismoves have antagonised villa
ownersin the suburbs’leafy streets.

Seymour is taking up their cause
(after all, heis the MP for Epsom) and
Bishop may find that he comes under
political pressure next year toback
off some of his more extreme
positions.

Within the coalition, the National
Party is well aware of the danger of
getting offside with the urban,
environmentally conscious middle
class. They have seen and studied
what has happened to the Australian
liberals with the flood of support that
has gone to theindependent Teals
and their highlighting of the need to
take action on climate change.

Paris Accord obligations
National’s climate change minister,
Simon Watts, is opaque on how New
Zealand will meet its Paris Accord
250 obligations toreach net zero
emissions.

The Government is currently
consulting on a proposal toremove
agricultural emissions fromits

Photo/RNZ

second Emissions Reduction Plan,
butbeyond that, it hasbeen vague
about how it will get to the 2050
target.

Prime Minister Christopher
Luxon hasrecently told Parliament
that the Government hasnot yet
made a final decision to purchase
international carbon credits (known
as offshore mitigation).

Luxon and Watts have both
affirmed the Paris target, but their
coalition partners (specifically NZ
First) have previously expressed
opposition tobuying offshore
credits.

Officials have warned the
Government that alarge emissions
gap of 84 million tonnes currently
exists, which would likely require
offshore purchases to meet the 2030
target.

When pressed on how the target
will be met without these purchases,
Luxon’s Government has focused on
domestic action, but critics argue this
approachisinsufficient to close the
existing gap and that deferring the
decision makes future compliance
more difficult and potentially more
expensive.

Thisislikely tobecome the focus
of more political debate next year.

Politics willdominate

And, of course, it will be politics
that will dominate next year.

Labour will come under pressure
onhow it proposes to fund its
promises.

Their finance spokesperson,
Barbara Edmondes, told the party’s
annual conference that she would
“never waver inmy commitment to
fiscal responsibility”.

National meantime will have the
added pressure of the Half Yearly
Economic and Fiscal Update, putting
pressure onthemtoreachfiscal
surpluses and a “prudent” debt level.

They will have tobalance that
against the increasing demands from
both providers and consumers of
health, education and other parts of
the public sector for more spending
and moredelivery.

Next year in politics will be tense.

@ Richard Harman s a senior
political correspondent and editor of
the influential Politik newsletter.
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Holding firm to principles

Tim McCready
learns how Dilmah
built a global brand
by refusing to
compromise

or a company headquartered
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,
Al climate resilience, and responsible
capitalism.

It revealed not just how Dilmah
survived global pressures, but how it
continues to define a model 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)
commitmentsrecently, driven by reg-
ulatory uncertainty, political push-
back, and rising scepticism about real-
world impact and costs. Yet Dilmah
has held firm — even when it costs.

“Oddly in the global market, we can
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, food programmes, and Sri
Lanka’s post-conflict rehabilitation.
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“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

Like many
companies, Dilmah
isinvestingin Al —
but primarily as a

replace, human
capability. On its
plantations, Al is
used for precision
agriculture.

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
pest management, agroforestry meth-
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. “It makes us 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 focused on provenance,
not opportunism.

Like many companies, Dilmah is
investing in Al — but primarily as a
tool to augment, not replace, human
capability. On its plantations, Al 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, and which 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 — Al
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 Al 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 after Merrill Fernando
firstinvited New Zealanders 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 to Sri
Lanka as part of the Asia New Zealand
Foundation delegation.

‘ i \vl

Join Business Editor-at-Large, Liam Dann,
every Wednesday as he answers your questions
on the economic forces shaping our world.
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Execution and not
hype will define
New Zealand’s tech
future, writes

Erica Lloyd

nyone staring directly at
the New Zealand economy
rightnow hasevery reason
towince.

Growthis weak, confidenceis
brittle,and too many leading
indicatorslooklike they belongina
doctor’s waiting room. The easy
response is to assume we are heading
for further decline. Yet there are
credible signs we haveturneda
corner, and they fall into two clear
camps.

Thefirstis technological. Al,
advanced sensing, machine learning
and arapidly expanding ecosystem
of tools are opening possibilities that
did not exist even three years ago.
These are not incremental upgrades.
Thisisthelargest technology cycle
inageneration, reshaping how
companies operate and how valueis
created. Entrepreneurs are sitting in
front of the widest frontier we have
seenindecades.

The second shift is structural. New
Zealand’s start-up sector has matured
dramatically. Itislarger, more
confident and supported by a deeper
pool of founders, engineers, operators
and early-stage capital. For the first
timeinyears, theingredientsfora
technology-led recovery are not only
present, but aligning.

The sector is having amoment. Still
asmall portion of the wider economy,
IT sitsat an inflection point. Thereal
question is whether it canbreak into
asustained boom. Much suggestsit
can. Accessto early capital, once the
perennial complaint, hasimproved
markedly. Policy settings that
previously worked at cross purposes
arebeginning to line up. Thereisno
shortage of world-classideas, the
constraint is how fast and effectively
we can execute them.

Al willamplify this divide.It acts
asaforce multiplier for organisations
that deploy it with care and discipline.
Cautionis warranted, because
indiscriminate adoption isbeing
oversold to the point of distortion. We
are deepinside ahypebubble. The
economic upside depends on
thoughtful, pragmatic deployment,
and companies are right to hesitate
before signing up for promises that
feelmore like theatre than
transformation.

Therisk, of course, is that global
volatility swamps our fragile
recovery. Al markets are swinging
wildly. Private credit is showing
strain. None of that is within New
Zealand’s control, which means what
isin our controlbecomes even more
important.

Executionis key
Executionisthelever that drives
meaningful impact. Across high-
growth companies,| haveseena
consistent pattern: attention can
gravitate to the wrong signals.
Headlines glorifying capital raises
and heroic founders are easy to
report and emotionally satisfying, but
they warp the picture. Capitalis a tool,
notanoutcome. Therealindicators,
products shipped, customers won,
and a team’s capacity to keep moving,
are harder, less glamorous, and far
moretelling.

Executionis what turns small
companiesintolarge ones,and large
companies into economic engines.
Rocket Lab and Xero were once tiny
ventures fuelled more by conviction
thanresources.

Rocket Labisnow a global
heavyweight in aerospace. Last year,

its Space Systems division accounted
for roughly 70% of revenue through
component manufacturing, further
proof of engineering excellence and
scalebeyond launch services. Its first
government “customer” was
regulatory. New Zealand builtan
orbital licensing and compliance
regime from scratch,and at
remarkable speed. It remains one of
the clearest examples of a
government removing frictionrather
than adding it, demonstrating what
co-ordinated public and private
action can achieve when urgency is
shared.

Sales and marketing
remain undervalued in
New Zealand’s business
culture. Werevere
invention, but selling
sometimes gives us the
ick, even though it is how
Impact and scale are
Created.

The evolution of the space sector
tellsits own story. Once the domain
of superpower militaries, it now
underpins everything from GPS to
weather forecasting to global
logistics. New Zealand, improbable as
it once seemed and powered by
Rocket Lab, has carved out a foothold
and spawned a cluster of new space
companies.

Xero followed a different
trajectory but demonstrated similar
fundamentals, disciplined execution,
product obsession and a founder
unwilling to bend to conventional
limits. It isnow a major platform
exporting beautifully engineered
accounting software to the world. It
showed that New Zealand can build
category-defining software at scale,
opening the door for others.

Halter is the newest aspirant to the
bigleagues. Butisno overnight
success.Its own cow collar took eight
years and multiple hardware
generationsto getright, areminder
thatinnovation at the edge of biology
and electronicsis slow and
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unforgiving. Chief executive Craig
Piggott had the advantage of
precedent. He worked for Sir Peter
Beck, and visibility shapes ambition.
You cannot be what you cannot see.

Oneunder-appreciated truthis
that none of these three companies
came out of universities. Their
common DNA isrelentless execution,
teams making thousands of smart
micro decisions, and founders whose
determinationborderson
unreasonable. That combination,
founder intensity and disciplined,
data-led teams, often separatesa
good idea from a globally competitive
business.

In hisroadmap for abetter future,
Sir Paul Callaghan captured this
succinctly, “One hundred inspired
New Zealand entrepreneurs could
turn this country around.” Serial
entrepreneur Rowan Simpson
updated the frame for our timesin
hisrecent Callaghan Reboot lecture,
weneed 10,000 people contributing
their expertise to grow these
companies.

Execution is operational
excellence.Itisunglamorous and a
demanding team sport. Itis funded
by revenue or investment. And it
beatshype every time.

Simpson makes this case plainly in
How toBe Wrong. And heisright.I
havetried and failed to disagree with
him for 20 years! Lone wolf energy
while appealing to our national
mythology has never aligned with
reality.

New Zealand is and should be
proud of our scientists and inventors,
butintellectual property alone does
not create abusiness. Winning in
business requires spending more
time interrogating the problem than
polishing the solution. Build, test,
break,learnand move.Ifnoone
wantsit, the brilliance of the science
doesnot matter.

Start-uprealities

Start-ups exist to attack large markets
quickly, using data and relentless
timein front of customers. Wellington
fintech Marloo shows how this works.
Before writing code, the team
interviewed 800 target customers,
mapping pain points with forensic
intensity. Only then did they build an

turning point

Erica Lloyd works with ambitious
companiesin New Zealand and the United
States and has previously held roles at
Zenno Astronautics, Soul Machines, BNZ,
Datacom and Callaghan Innovation.
Photo / David White

Al assistant that removes friction
from financial advisers’ workflows.
The founders brought discipline
honed at Sharesies, and it shows.

Auror is another standout. It
started with university
entrepreneurship support and isnow
helpingretailers track and prevent
theft at global scale, serving tens of
thousands of stores and thousands of
law enforcement agencies.

The principleis consistent, find the
genuine pain point and solve it better
than anyone else. Alimetry does this
by removing pain entirely.

The med tech company makes a
product called Gastric Alimetry — this
isawearable, non-invasive device
thatrecords the electrical activity of
the stomach from the skin surface. It
isFDA-cleared, elegant and aleap
forward in gut health diagnosis. There
isnow a sector-agnostic wealth of
brilliant local SaaS and deep tech
companies like these.

One area that still causes cultural
discomfortis sales. Selling —
exchanging a product for cash —is
the clearest form of validation a start-
up can get. Yet sales and marketing
remain undervalued in New
Zealand’sbusiness culture.

Werevereinvention, but selling
sometimes gives us theick,even
thoughitishowimpact and scaleare
created.

Inthe public sector, the shift from
grants to the R&D tax incentive
prompted loud debate.Iwas there
early,and thelatestdatais
encouraging. Since launch, 1752 firms
have claimed around $1billion in tax
credits. On average, firms spent more
onR&D each year than they
otherwise would have, producing
$1.83bin additional activity. The
challenge now is converting that
investment into genuine commercial
outcomes.

There are high hopes and some
reasonable trepidation for NZIAT, the
new publicly funded New Zealand
research institute designed to fast-
track advanced technologieslike Al,
quantum, and synthetic biology into
real-world things. We needit tofire.

More structural reform is
underway.New Zealand has
rewritten therules for
commercialising innovation.

University researchers now hold the
first right to commercialise
inventions funded through the
Science, Innovation and Technology
portfolio. The aimis to empower
researchers and spark more
ventures. The detail will matter.
Universities will still benefit from
spinning out companies, regardless of
equity positions.

Start-up exits matter enormously,
thisishow the ecosystem grows. Exits
seed the next generation, founders
with experience, scars and capital.
Improving the ESOP tax regimeis part
of that puzzle.

Changes now before aselect
committee, letting employees defer
tax and raising exempt scheme
thresholds, would make equity
meaningful and help attractand
retain scarce talent. Government
grants matter too, but not that much
and not always.I've seen that firms
that chase grants instead of market
momentum tend to build musclein
the wrong places.

Culturally, the sector needs to
grow up. Wedonot yet have afemale
equivalent of “tech bro”because we
donotyethave enough womenin
the ecosystem to generatea
stereotype. Fixing thatis not
cosmetic, itis economic. Community
matters too. Care, support, good
collisions and warm connections fuel
start-up growth faster than anything.
Our insular tendencies can
sometimes hold usback.

Personal motivation

My motivationis personal. I want
Aotearoa New Zealand tobe a place
where opportunity isabundant. Most
of my whanau now live offshore —
not on OE but settled, because
Europe, the United Statesand
Australia offer more, more
dynamism, more meaningful work.
They haveleftin the past five years,
alongside somany of our bestand
brightest.

If any of the above is to matter, if
the current momentum s tohold, the
outflow of our people needs to
reverse, and fast.

@ Disclaimer: Erica Lloyd does not
work with any of the businesses
referenced in the article.
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One NZ surges ahead with
agentic Al rollout

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

hree years ago, OpenAl re-

leased ChatGPT, a generat-

ive artificial intelligence

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

Businesses have embedded Alinto
their processes. There are many suc-
cess stories, yet a survey conducted
in July by the Massachusetts Institute
of Technology found that 95% of
businesses report their Al 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 AL
Previous waves of technology went
through a similar cycle.

While New Zealand’s Al adoption
is tracking close to global trends, local
organisations face their own
pressures as pilot Al 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 Al five years ago, before
ChatGPT emerged. Over those five
years, One NZ has deployed Al 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
500 more people in the organisation,”
Paris says.

From there, the company
deployed machine learning and gen-
erative Al 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 AT’, systems that take action
autonomously without human over-
sight. The company has integrated 31
Al agents into its organisational struc-
ture, working alongside human em-
ployees.

“It took us eight hours to build our
first agentic Al 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 Al net-
work concierge now 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: Al
systems now power network infra-
structure up and down automatically,
saving 20% of the energy bill

During major events like Eden
Park Rugby matches, One NZ's robots
optimise network capacity without
human monitoring. In storms, Al

W

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-

Alisareality. So what we
can do is amplify the
good uses of Al and
make people aware of
what the concerns
should be.

Richard Brudvik-Lindner, creator of
Nelson Al Sandbox.

solved before customers even know
a problem exists.

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

deals with attacks.

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

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

“If you're not using Al, 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 Al Time scales are
compressed.

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

Paris says the biggest obstacle to
Al 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
keep pace with the technology’s rapid
evolution.

This tension between legacy
structures and Al'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 One NZ repre-
sents the leading edge. It also
highlights a widening gap in New
Zealand's Al adoption story. While
large enterprises with substantial
resources forge ahead, small and

You just need
to get started.
Otherwise,
youre going to
be left behind
and be
disrupted by
this technology.

Jason Paris, One NZ CEO
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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 Al community
specifically because members felt “a
little at sea” trying to figure out what
Al meant for their businesses.

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

If you've outsourced
everything to Al butif Al
gets stuck in a loop,
youre going to have to
pay someone a lot of
money to come in.

Natassja Savidge, Inde technology
consultant.

have some control over the tools they
use, but theyre 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 Al use rather
than strategic implementation. Em-
ployees use Al 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. “Were
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 “Al
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
teacher Richard 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 Al
tools for free.

“Were not cheerleaders or
evangelists for AL We're just saying
Al is a reality. So what we can do is
amplify the good uses of Al and make
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 Al-powered coding tools
to collaboratively build a game teach-
ing Al 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 Al implementation.

“Alot of the time, people are asking
for Al when what they actually need

is automation or integration
solutions. The most concerning
requests come from boards

mandating Al adoption without
identifying specific business prob-
lems. The first question should be:
‘What are your pain points?”

Risks extend beyond wasted in-
vestment. Free Al 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 on Al risks eroding
fundamental skills. “If you've
outsourced everything to Al but then
you have this criticalissue and Al 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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