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Optimism returns
to the boardroom

Thebigquestions

Are you more optimistic
than you were a year ago
about thebusiness
situation in your
industry?

Herald Mood of the Boardroom CEOs Survey 2026 /
Herald Network graphic
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Oil prices are theworry
and they underpin so

much.
Greg Gent, chair of Seafood New

Zealand and Dairy Holdings.

Unprecedented
disruption overseas has
meant the international
trading environment is
tough, but our exports

are booming due to our
great market access

through FTAs, and our
high-quality premium

goods, which consumers
are prepared to pay

more for.
Felicity Roxburgh,

NZ International Business Forum
executive director

The Iranwarmay have
impacted short-term

spending and deferred
decisionmaking in

patches but
fundamentally the core
needs for the products

and services we provide
remains.

Justin Mercer, CEO Jade Software

N ewZealand’s topbusiness
leadershave rediscovered
their optimismabout the
domestic economy.

Confidencehas climbedpast the
nine-yearhigh recorded in2024.

Respondents to theHerald’s 2026
Moodof theBoardroomsurvey rated
their confidence in theNewZealand
economyat 3.37/5, ona scalewhere
1 represents “much lessoptimistic”
thanayear agoand5 represents
“muchmoreoptimistic”. That’s a
sharp rebound from lastyear’s 2.82/5
andabove the3.23/5 recorded in
2024.

More thanhalf (56%)of
respondents aremoreoptimistic than
theywereayearago, including 10%
whoaremuchmoreoptimistic. Just
22%are lessoptimistic.

The strongeroutlook reflects a
recovery thathas finally takenhold.
It has stayedoncoursedespite the
fuel crisis, conflict in theMiddleEast
anda loomingelection that remains
tooclose tocall.

“Thereare the right fundamental
signs for economicgrowth,” says
RheemNewZealandgeneral
managerMarkMcCutcheon. “2026so
farhasbeen solid,withoutbeing
spectacular, andavast improvement
on2024and2025.”

Port ofAucklandchief executive
RogerGray is seeing the recovery in
hisport’s volumes.

“We’re seeing strongvolumesof
imports, reflecting increaseddemand
andeconomicactivity.”

Simplicity founderSamStubbs
says theeconomyhasprovenmore
resilient thanmanyexpected.

“IfKiwishadbeen told 10years ago
thathousepriceswouldbedown20%
but theeconomywas still growing,
theywouldn’t havebelieved it. But
that’s exactlywhat’s happening,
pointing tobetter timesahead.”

Not everyone is convinced the
recoveryhas fully arrived.
“Conditionsgenerallydo feel like they
are improving, butnotyet at a level
suggesting sustainedgrowthhas
arrived,” says anenergy sector
director.

AucklandBusinessChamberchief
executiveSimonBridgesquestions
whether “okay” is enough.

“TheNewZealandeconomy is
okay, but the global economydoes
concernme.

“On thatbasis, is just an ‘okay’
economygoodenough? I’d arguewe
needsignificant reforms that enable
us toperformabove themean,not
at it.”

Abankingexecutive ismore
cautious. “Newandongoingglobal
geopolitical events, higher fuel prices,

rising interest rates andgeneral
electionuncertaintyhave introduced
morepessimismthanoptimism.”

The election factor
Formany, thisyear’s optimism
dependson theoutcomeof the
election. “Ifwehave theGovernment
re-elected, Iwill bemuchmore
optimistic,” saysPlatoCreative’s John
Plato.

Theheadof anentertainment
venue ismoredirect: “Optimism in
theNewZealandeconomy is subject
to therebeingnochange in
government inNovember.Achange
ingovernmentwouldchangemy
response to ‘much lessoptimistic’.”

War, oil and a global drag
CEOoptimismabout theglobal
economyhas slipped further, from
2.63/5 last year to2.52/5.More than
half (56%)of respondents are less
optimistic about theglobal economy
than theywereayearago, and just
15%aremoreoptimistic.

Where tariffs dominated last year’s
concerns, thisyear it’s conflict in the
MiddleEast and its effect onenergy
markets.

“Oil prices are theworryand they
underpin somuch,” saysGregGent,
chairmanof SeafoodNewZealand
andDairyHoldings.

“Thewar in theMiddleEast
continues tobeconcerning,withno
end in sight; andvolatility remains
with regards toUS tariffs,” saysa
governmentagency leader.

Anenergybosswarns that “the
global energybalance, drivenby the
situation in theMiddleEast, could
have significant implications for
global growthandmacroeconomic
stability”.

NewZealand International
BusinessForumexecutivedirector
FelicityRoxburgh saysexporters are
still findingaway through.
“Unprecedenteddisruptionoverseas
hasmeant the international trading
environment is tough, butourexports
areboomingdue toourgreatmarket
access throughFTAs, andourhigh-
qualitypremiumgoods,which
consumersareprepared topaymore
for. Plus commoditypricesarehigh
and thedollar isweak.”

Someseeanopportunity inglobal
uncertainty. “International
uncertaintyandvolatility is our
friend,makingNewZealand, as an
investmentdestination, evenmore
attractive.Weshouldexploit it as far
asweareable,” saysanenergyCEO.

Non-executivedirectorFraser
Whinerayagrees. “The fog lights are
on, butwecan’t afford to stop.When
the rest of theworldpauses incertain
areas, that is the time forpushing
forwardwithNewZealand’s
comparativeadvantagesand
structural reformfor the long term.”

CompanydirectorRobCampbell
providesameasuredview:
“Optimism isnot abusinessvirtue.
Neither is pessimism.Realism is.”

Moodof the Boardroompresentation

Nicola Willis Barbara Edmonds Murray Kirkness

FinanceMinisterNicolaWillis andher
keyopponent, Labour’s finance
spokespersonBarbaraEdmonds,will
gohead-to-head inawidelyanticipated
debateat aHeraldCEOsbreakfast co-
hostedwithBusinessNZ.

Thedebate,whichcomesas recent
polls point to ahighly contested
political environmentwhereboth
majorparties areunderpressure,will

bemoderatedbyNZMEEditor-in-Chief
MurrayKirkness.

Theeventkicksoff at 7.35amwhen
Moodof theBoardroomExecutive
EditorFranO’Sullivanpresents the
results of the2026CEOs survey.

It canbeviewedatnzherald.co.nz/
business andwill be replayed later that
morningathttps://www.nzherald.co.
nz/video/herald-now/

Global uncertainty,
climate, geopolitical

tensions and
economic volatility
remain significant

challenges.
Notwithstanding, I am
evenmore confident
than a year ago in our

ability to find
opportunities within
that complexity. We

seemany
opportunities to
succeed through

embracing the change,
investing in

technology and talent,
and having confidence
to take thoughtful risks
in pursuit of long-term

growth.

Amelia Linzey
Chief Executive
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Moodof the
Boardroom
survey

TheHerald’sMoodof the
Boardroom2026ElectionCEOs
Surveyattractedparticipation from
150 respondents.

This year, 130CEOs, 12 chairs
and theheadsof8business
organisationsparticipated.

The representedNZ’s biggest
companies: agribusiness, banking
and finance,manufacturing,
aviationand tourism, transport and
logistics, education, telecommuni-
cations, environmental services,
energy, insurance, professional
services, andmore.

The surveywas in the field from
September21-October 16.

Key results fromtheearlier
BusinessNZelection surveyareon
B41.

Ahuge thankyou toeveryone
whoparticipated.

FranO’Sullivan
ExecutiveEditor
Moodof theBoardroom



NZHERALDCEOs SURVEY

FIT TO GOVERN?

ThenextPrimeMinisterwill leadNZthroughchallengingtimes

LuxonHipkins
Politicalmanagement skills 3.23

Integrity 2.70

Trustworthiness 2.57

Ability to formaworking coalition 2.52

Courage tomake the right calls 2.42

Leadership 2.18

Has a vision and strategy forNZ 2.12

Ability to unite the country
behind anational ambition 2.01

Capacity to ensure firm
economicmanagement 1.86

Please rate themainparty leaders on their following attributes, out of 5.
es

Rating: 1 =Not impressive • 5 =Very impressive

Labour
Party
leader
Christopher
Hipkins

National
Party
leader
Christopher
Luxon

Integrity 3.64

Capacity to ensure firm
economicmanagement 3.50

Trustworthiness 3.49

Ability to formaworking coalition 3.29

Has a vision and strategy forNZ 3.16

Leadership 2.85

Courage tomake the right calls 2.85

Politicalmanagement skills 2.31

Ability to unite the country
behind anational ambition 2.12

Photos: TVNZ.HeraldMoodof the BoardroomCEOs Survey 2026 /HeraldNetwork graphic

Christopher Luxon
leads Chris Hipkins
on growth, but CEOs
see cracks in the
PrimeMinister’s
leadership, writes
Fran O’Sullivan
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Howconfident are you
that Christopher Luxon
would leadNational for
a full term if re-elected?
Rating out of 5.

Willhestay?

Q

ChristopherLuxonhas
called two caucus confidence
votes in his leadership in the
past year.
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I think the PM has done a good
job on thewholemanaging the
coalition, although sometimes

outflanked by his coalition
partners. It’s not an easy task and
he deserves credit for the job he
has done. As wemove towards

the election, decisions seem to be
more driven by political

expediency and populism than
what hemight truly see as being

in the country's interests.
Unfortunately, because he is not a
natural communicator, he hasn’t
united the country behind him.

Company director

Nicola Willis

I think Chris Hipkins is more
‘likeable’ to the public than the

PM. I think it’s being positive
that he has said theywon’t , if
elected, reverse everything
this Government has done.

Unfortunately, he is part of the
Jacinda Ardern Government

that many see as taking us
backwards economically and

were not truthful during
Covid. His potential coalition

partners scare the Bejesus out
of me andmany business

people.
Company chairperson

B usiness leadersback
ChristopherLuxonas the
PrimeMinisterbestplaced
todriveeconomicgrowth

after theelection, but their ratings
exposevulnerabilities inhispolitical
management.

FinanceMinisterNicolaWillis,
meanwhile, edgesaheadofLuxonas
the leader chief executives trustmost
to steerNewZealand through
another global economic shock.

Luxonhas acommanding lead
overHipkins in theboardroom’sview
overwhoshould leadNewZealand’s
nextphaseof economicgrowth.

But theHerald’s 2026Moodof the
BoardroomCEOs survey—which
attracted 150 respondents— reveals
amorenuancedverdict on the two
men’s leadershipandon the strengths
Labourcanbring toanelection fought
against abackdropofhouseholdcost
pressures.

Askedwhich leaderhad the
strongest capacity todrivegrowthas
PrimeMinister after theelection, 65%
of chief executivesandcompany
chairs backedLuxon, comparedwith
just 3% forHipkins.A further 13%
favouredsomeoneelse,while 19%
wereunsure.

The result givesNational’s leader
a substantial advantageamong
businessdecision-makers.

But the survey’sdetailed lead-
ership ratings suggest that thecontest
isnot simplyamatterof economic
credentials versuseconomic
inexperience.Hipkinshas strengths
ofhisown, particularly inpolitical
management,while theGovernment
faces the challengeof convincing
households that its economic
programme isdelivering tangible
improvements in living standards.

The leadershipcomparisonputs
LuxonaheadofHipkinson integrity,
trustworthiness, economicmanage-
ment, visionand strategy, and the
ability to formaworkingcoalition.
Luxonscores 3.6outof five for
integrity, comparedwithHipkins’ 2.7,
and3.49 for trustworthiness against
Hipkins’ 2.57.

Thebiggest gapcomeson thecapa-
city toensure soundeconomicmana-
gement,whereLuxon scores 3.5 com-
paredwithHipkins’ 1.86.Onhaving
avisionand strategy forNewZealand,
Luxonscores 3.16 againstHipkins’
2.12.Andon theability to forma

workingcoalition, theNational leader
rates 3.29, aheadofHipkinson2.52.

Those results indicateCEOshave
greater confidence inLuxon’s eco-
nomiccredentials andhis ability to
leadacoalitiongovernment. For a
business communityconcernedwith
investment, productivity, fiscal disci-
plineand the stabilityneeded to
make long-termdecisions, those
qualities carryconsiderableweight.

But thepicture isnot entirelyone-
sided.Hipkins scores 3.23 forpolitical
management skills, comfortably
aheadofLuxon’s 2.31.Oncourage to
make the right calls, Luxonscores
2.85againstHipkins’ 2.42—amuch
narrowergap than theeconomic
management ratings suggest.

Hipkins’ relative strength in
politicalmanagementoffersLabour
aplatformtoargue that leadership is
alsoabouthandlingcompeting inter-
ests,maintainingpublic confidence
andmakinggovernmentwork.A for-
merPrimeMinister, hecanpoint to
experience in the job, although that
also leaveshimaccountable for
Labour’s record ingovernment.

The cost-of-living test
Thecostof living remainsapotent
political issue,withhouseholdsunder
pressure fromessentials including
groceries, housing, fuel andelec-
tricity.

Labour is arguingeconomicperfo-
rmance shouldultimatelybe judged
bywhether families canafford their
bills,whetherwageskeeppacewith
costs andwhetherpeople feel secure
enough toplan for the future. It has
alsochallengedNational to showthat
its focusoneconomic recovery is
translating into sustained improve-
ments inhousehold living standards.

That argument carries risks for
Hipkins. Labourgoverned through
the inflation surge thatpreceded the
changeof government, andCEOs’ low
ratingofhis economic-management
capacity suggests hehas substantial
work todo to reassurebusiness.

Luxon faces adifferent test.
His leadoneconomicmanage-

ment giveshimaclear advantage

withbusiness, but it also raises
expectations.Nationalmust show its
policies candeliver strongerproduc-
tivity, investment and incomes,while
addressing the costpressures that
shapevoters’ daily lives.

TheCEOratings arenot ageneral-
election forecast, nor arebusiness
leaders aproxy for theelectorate.
Theymeasure the confidenceof a
particular groupwhosedecisions
influence investmentandemploy-
ment.

But thegapbetweenLuxonand
Hipkinsoneconomicmanagement is
striking, andLabourwill need to
address it directly.

Willis edges Luxon on crisis
leadership

Thesurvey’s separatequestionon
whichpolitician (orpoliticians)CEOs
would trustmost tomanage the
economythroughanother global
shockprovidesa further insight into
National’s economic leadership.

Williswasnominatedby60%of
respondents, narrowlyaheadof
Luxonon57%.Act leaderandDeputy
PrimeMinisterDavidSeymour
attracted33%, Labour finance
spokespersonBarbaraEdmonds30%,
andNZFirst leaderWinstonPeters,
a formerTreasurer, 15%.

Opportunity leaderQiulaeWong
andaspiringNZFirstMPCraig Stobo
werealso among thosenominated.

Willis’ result is notablebecauseher
standingwithbusinesshascome
underpressure.Yet shehasattracted
strongpraise forher leadershipof the
Government’s response to the fuel
crisis, suggestingCEOsdistinguish
between their broaderassessmentof
theFinanceMinister and their confi-
dence inher ability to respondwhen
economicconditionsdeteriorate
sharply.

Hernarrow leadoverLuxonalso
underscores the importanceof the
widereconomic team.ThePrime
Ministermaybe thecentral figure in
theelectioncontest, butbusiness
leaders areassessingwhocanmain-
tainconfidence,manage thepublic
financesand responddecisively
when international shocks threaten

NewZealand’s economic stability.
ForLabour, Edmonds’ 30%nomi-

nationprovidesameasureof recog-
nition, although it remainswell below
Willis’ result. It alsoputs the spotlight
onLabour’s ability tooffer a finance
teamthat can reassurebusinesswhile
addressinghouseholdpressures.

Thecombined findingspresent
Luxonwithbothanendorsementand
achallenge. CEOsoverwhelmingly
favourhimoverHipkinsas the leader
bestplaced todrivegrowth, and rate
himmorehighlyoneconomic
management, integrityandcoalition-
building.

But theygiveHipkinsaclear
advantageonpoliticalmanagement
skills,whileWillis has the strongest
showingon trust tomanageanother
global economic shock.

Can Luxon survive a full second
term?
Luxonhas survived two leadership
challenges, but the2026Moodof the
BoardroomSurveysuggestsmany
business leaders remain
unconvincedhecanhold the
National leadership for a full second
term.

Askedwhether theywere
confidentLuxonwould leadNational
for threeyears if thecoalitionwon
re-election, CEOsgavehiman
average ratingof just 2.27out of five.

Six in 10 (60%) rated their
confidenceatoneor two, including
34%whogavehimthe lowest
possible score. Just 16%awardedhim
fourout of fiveandonly 5%gavehim
fullmarks.

Luxoncalledaconfidencevote in
April as speculationabouthis future
intensifiedamidpoorpollingand
doubts abouthis political standing.He
survived, but the result failed to
silencehis critics.

Fourmonths later, he faceda sec-
ondconfidencevoteafter renewed
efforts to findanalternative leader.
Luxonagainprevailed, identifying
DefenceMinisterChris Penkas the
MPbehind thechallengeand
strippinghimofhisministerial
portfolios.

The repeatedchallenges, in the

run-up to theNovemberelection,
have reinforcedperceptions that
Luxon’sposition remainsvulnerable
despitehis formal caucusbacking.

Somebusiness leaders remained
firmly supportive.GregGent, chair of
DairyHoldings, saidLuxonhad
“courageandavision”,while another
describedhimas “a strongand
talented leaderandcertainly thebest
person to leadNewZealand for the
next threeyears”.

A foodandbeverage retailer took
amore resilient view: “Whatdoesn’t
kill himonlymakeshimstronger,”
predictingLuxonwouldemerge
moreeffective fromthechallenges.

Anagriculturalmanufacturer
suggestedanelectionvictorywould
giveLuxon the stability to servea full
term,unlessNational suffered
another significantpollingdecline.

An investmentbankerargued that
economic recoverywouldbecritical
toboth theelection result and
Luxon’spolitical future.

nzherald.co.nz | The New Zealand Herald | Thursday, October 22, 2026 B3



MOOD OF THE BOARDROOM2026

B4 nzherald.co.nz | The New Zealand Herald | Thursday, October 22, 2026

Chris against Chris — again
CEOs score Luxon poorly on political performance, while Hipkins needs to convince he is ready to govern

Bill Bennett analyses the CEO responses
regarding the party leaders in election year

C hristopherLuxonheads into the
November7electionhaving
survived two internal
confidencevotes in fourmonths

amid reportedcaucusdiscontent—an
extraordinaryposition for an incumbent
PrimeMinister.

Yet thebusiness community’s verdict
onhis leadership ismorenuanced: credit
fordeliveringon the international stage
andholding together anuneasycoalition,
but apointedassessmentofhispolitical
performanceandability toconnectwith
voters.

The2026Moodof theBoardroom
survey reveals a striking leadership
paradox.

Luxonscoreshighest forpromoting
NewZealandbusiness internationally,
with4.31 outof five, driven in largepart
by the landmarkNewZealand-India free
tradeagreement.

Asoneexecutiveputs it, hehasbeen
“exceptionally goodon theworld stage”.

But those strengthshave failed to
translate intobroadpolitical traction.
Luxonscores just 2.52outof five forhis
overall political performanceasPrime
Minister.

“Theamountof political rhetoric and
attackpoliticshasnotdoneChristopher
any favours.Nor the interference inNew
Zealandbusiness structures,” says
MainfreightCEODonBraid.

“It is disappointing andcynical.We
thoughthewouldhave focusedon the
keyobjectivesof aNational-led
Government. Populist policyoutside the
remit of goodGovernmenthas
disappointed.”

His scoresaremore respectable, if
hardly stellar, for leadingacohesive
Cabinet (2.66) andbuildingconfidence
withbusiness (2.86).

Business leaders giveLuxoncredit for
managementandcoalition survival, but
questionwhetherhehasmastered the
politicsof leadership.

His fiscal disciplineandpublic-sector
restructuringagendahavebeendifficult
to sell,while critics arguehehasceded
toomuchground tocoalitionpartners
NewZealandFirst andAct.

Theelectiondebateshavebrought
Luxon’s communicationdifficulties into
sharp focus.

At the first TVNZ leaders’ debate,
Luxon insistedNewZealandwas “turning
thecorner”, citingeconomicgrowth,
lower inflationand interest rates, anda
strongeroutlook for employment.

ButLabour leaderChrisHipkins
counteredwith thequestion that
continues tohaunt thePrimeMinister:
arehouseholdsactually betteroff than
theywere threeyears ago?

Thesecond leaders’ debate, hostedby
RyanBridge, sharpened thatdilemma.
Luxonacknowledgedaweakness inhis
owncommunication, saying: “Youdon’t
alwaysexpressyourself clearlyorwell

enough, andsometimesyoucando
better.”

Whenaskedwhetherhewould raise
theminimumwage in linewith inflation,
Luxon replied: “Yes, and that’swhat
we’vemoreor lessbeendoing.”

Hipkins immediately challenged the
claim,pointingout thatminimum-wage
increaseshad fallenbelow inflation in
eachof the coalition’s threeyears.

Luxon’s ability tokeepNewZealand’s
first three-party coalition togetherhas
earnedgenuine respect.

One respondent saysgetting the
arrangement througha full three-year
term“is anachievement in itself”.
Another sayshehasdone “avery
effective job inmaintainingcohesion
witha three-party coalitionand two
challengingpartners”.

But the surveysuggestshis
managerial competence ismore
apparent inside theBeehive thanbeyond
it.

Oneexecutivedescribeshimas
“competent andstrongmanagerially
withinhis caucusandwithincoalition”,
but sayshis individualdynamism is
“much lessvisible” to thewider
electorate.

OthersbelieveLuxon isbetter in
person thanhis public image suggests.
“Luxon is better inperson thanmost give
himcredit for,” saysone respondent,
describinghimas “outstanding in smaller
groupsettings” and “verygood in small
business settings”.

Anotheroffers a reminder that
political charisma isnot everything.

“He’snot a rock starof popularity—
but that’s notwhat thecountryneeds.”

“Chris’ tenureasPMhasbeen
shadowedby thenegativemovementon
prior gainsbyMāori, including the
strengthof theplaceof theTreaty in
legislation,” saysTainuiGroupHoldings
chairHinerangiRaumati.

“Thishas createda significantnegative
tone for threeyears.”

Onebusiness leaderoffers amore
sympathetic assessmentof theman
behind thepolitical performance: “I think
thePrimeMinister is adecenthuman
beingwhocares aboutNewZealand
enormouslyand iswellmotivated.

“Unfortunatelyhe is less experienced
politically thanhis coalitionpartners and
theyhavemade lifeverydifficult forhim.
He isnot agood listeneror
communicator to thepublic. Thismakes
himcomeacross as less effective to
business and thepublic.”

CEOsalso rated thePrimeMinister at
3.2/5where 1= less impressiveand5=
most impressive fordeliveringon the
Government’s economicplan;managing
relationshipswithcoalitionpartners
(3.14/5), settingaboldambition forNew
Zealandandselling it (2.96/5), and
administrationof theNational Security
and Intelligenceportfolio (2.55/5).

P olitical veteranChrisHipkins
has spentmuchof this
parliamentary termkeeping
Labourout of the spotlight,

allowing theCoalitionGovernment to
dominate thenewscyclewhilehe
concentratedonmaintainingdiscipline
withinhisownranks.

But as theNovember7election
approaches, theLabour leader ishaving
todomore thanholdhis party together.
Hemustpersuadevoters that Labour is
ready to governagain—and thathecan
assembleacredible coalitioncapableof
delivering stable government.

Thecampaignhasgivenvoters
glimpsesof amorecombativeHipkins.
AtLabour’s September launch, he
declared that theelectionwasabout the
cost of living, accusingChristopher
Luxon’sGovernmentofmaking
householdpressuresworse.His “Better
startsnow” sloganpromisedmore
affordablehealthcare, lowerhousehold
bills andbetter jobs.

Hehas alsobeenmorewilling to take
the fight directly toLuxon. In theOctober
6TVNZ leaders’ debate, the twoclashed
over thecost of living, economic
managementand trustworthiness.A
panel of undecidedvoters favoured
Hipkins,with49%sayinghehadwon
their vote against 24% forLuxon.Yet it
washardlyadecisivebreakthrough,with
more thanaquarterundecided.

Thecampaignhas alsoexposeda
tension inHipkins’ political style.Hehas
sought toproject greater energyand
impatiencewith theGovernment, but the
sharper rhetorichasnotnecessarily
translated intoa convincingpictureof
the teamandcoalitionhewould lead.

CEOs ratedChrisHipkins' perform-
anceasLabourLeaderat 2.14/5.One
transport leader giveshimcredit for the
workdonebehind the scenes. “Hipkins
managed tokeephis caucus tight and
unifiedwhile inopposition.”

Askedby theMoodof theBoardroom
surveywhetherHipkinshad forged
sufficient cross-party relationships to
present theOppositionasacohesive
alternativegovernment, just 12%of
business leaders saidyes.Adecisive67%
saidno,while 21%wereunsure.

That is a soberingverdict for a leader
seekinga secondchanceat theprime
ministership. It highlights thedifficultyof
anelection inwhich support is spread
acrossmoreparties, andsmallerplayers
couldagaindeterminewhooccupies the
Beehive.

Autilities chief executivebelieves
Hipkins canassembleaworkable
administrationbut questionswhowould
ultimatelycall the shots. “ChrisHipkins
canclearly formacohesivegovernment.
However, it appears as though the
minoritypartieswouldhold thepower.”

HaydenWilson, chairmanofDentons
NewZealand, givesHipkins credit forhis

political connections, but says the
Opposition falls short of looking likea
government ready to takeoffice. “Hehas
strongcross-party relations, but I donot
think theOppositionpresents asacohe-
sivegovernment-in-waiting at thispoint.”

Othersbelievepolitical necessitywill
force theparties together.An infrastruc-
tureboss says theywill be able to form
agovernment if thenumbers require it.

AminingCEOwarns that an
assumptionof eventual co-operation
couldproduce instability rather than
effectivegovernment. “There is an
assumption that the relationshipswill
formthemselves for lackof anybetter
option,which results inunpredictable
policy thatpicks fightson the fringe.”

Forone investmentbanker, the
distinction is fundamental: “Hehas the
relationshipsbut I amveryconcerned
about cohesion.”

Anotherbusiness leader ismore
damning, questioningboth thepotential
partners and thecapabilityof the team
theymightbring togovernment. “Hehas
notoneviableparty toworkwithand
noconvincingevidence thathehasbuilt
any level of a cohesivegovernment-in-
waiting that hasany remote level of skill”.

TePātiMāori addsanother layerof
complexity. In 2023, itwonsixof the
sevenMāori electorates, creatingan
overhang that enlargedParliament. Its
relationshipwithLabour ispolitically
sensitive, particularlyasHipkins seeks to
appeal tovoterswhomaybewaryof the
influence smaller parties couldexercise
inaLabour-ledadministration.

AnenergyCEOsaysHipkinsmust
navigate thepolitical risksofworking
withpotential partnerswithout
appearingbeholden to them. “Hehas
struggledwith thebrandingofhis likely
partners.Wecanall see the fine linehe
iswalkingwith theMāori seats,without
wanting tobe seen tohandTPMthe
overhangdue to their positioningwith
thepublic—adifficult job.”

Thewider campaignhasalsoput the
spotlightonLabour’s policychoices.
Hipkinshas emphasised immediate cost-
of-living relief, includingcheaperaccess
toGPsandpublic transport,while argu-
ing investment in technology, innovation
andskilled jobs is essential to rebuilding
theeconomy.Labourhasalsohad to
defend its fiscal credentials against
National’s attackson its spending record.

Thequestion for business leaders is
whether thosepromises addup toa
coherent economicprogramme—and
whether thepeople aroundHipkinshave
theexperience to implement it.

Hipkins’ challenge is therefore
twofold: to convincevoters that Labour
offers a credible alternative toLuxon’s
Government, and to reassurebusiness
that anyadministrationheassembles
wouldbemore thanamarriageof
political convenience.

2.52
/5
HowCEOs rated
Christopher Luxon's
political performance
as PM

2.14
/5
HowCEOs rated Chris
Hipkins' performance
as Labour Leader
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Education Minister is
still top of the class
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CabinetKPIs
CabinetMinisters rankedon
their performanceout of 5.
1 =Not impressive
5=Very impressive

National
New Zealand First

Act

4.38 in 2025

1
Erica
Stanford
Education

4.38

3.74 in 2025

2
Todd
McClay
Trade

4.12

3.16 in 2025

5
David
Seymour
Regulation

3.44

3.25 in 2025

6
Brooke
van
Velden
Workplace
Relations

3.40

3.80 in 2025

4
Chris
Bishop
Infra-
structure

3.71
3.66 in 2025

3
Mark
Mitchell
Police

4.00

3.11 in 2025

10
Louise
Upston
Social
Develop't

3.10
3.09 in 2025

9
Nicola
Willis
Finance

3.17

3.61 in 2025

8
Simeon
Brown
Health

3.34

3.82 in 2025

7
Winston
Peters
Foreign
A�airs

3.39

Erica Stanfordwins
the nod of approval
from CEOs
again, writes
Fran O’Sullivan

Erica Stanford has
delivered

meaningful positive
change in

education that will
benefit the youth of
New Zealand and

the country if
retained.

I give Prime
Minister Luxon and
ToddMcClay huge
credit for getting the
NZ-India FTA across

the line.
Nathan Guy

E ricaStanfordhasonce
againbeen rated the top
performingCabinet
Minister in theCoalition

Government’s thirdyear inoffice.
Herprowessas aCabinet

minister, administeringboth the
educationand immigration
portfolios,was acknowledgedby
chief executives.Her clarity, ability
todrive change in the faceofunion
oppositionandstayonmessageare
renowned.

In the2026Moodof the
Boardroomsurvey, 56%of
respondents ratedStanford’s
ministerial performanceas “very
impressive”—marginally aboveher
2025 rating.

OtherCabinetministerswhose
workwas rated “very impressive”
includeTradeMinisterTodd
McClay (38%)andPoliceMinister
MarkMitchell (34%). ForeignAffairs
MinisterWinstonPeters’ rating
slipped— just 13%ratedhiswork
as “very impressive”. In 2025 itwas
23%.

Stanforddid copa swipe from
a techboss. “Shewouldhave rated
a5, if shehadn’t beenso slow to
denyshewas implicated in the
secondattempt to roll Christopher
Luxon.”

Notably, ChrisPenk,who regist-
ered 10thplace in the2025 survey,
left Parliament after the failedcoup
against thePrimeMinisterwas
exposed.

Luxon sits outside theCabinet
Top 10againon this year’s survey.
But FinanceMinisterNicolaWillis
has returned inninthplace.

CEOsalso rated theCoalition
Government’s performance inkey
economic-relatedareas since the
2023electionona 1-5 scale,where
1 = “not impressive” and5= “very
impressive”.

Trade (including the IndiaFTA)
topped the listwith a scoreof 4.42/5
with53%rating it “very impressive”.
Other areas that ratedwell include
educationat 4.1/5 (43%— “very
impressive”); lawandorder (3.94/5),
foreignpolicy (3.82/5) and the
response to the fuel crisis (3.82/5).

“I givePrimeMinister Luxonand
ToddMcClayhugecredit for getting
theNZ-IndiaFTAacross the line, ”
said agricultureenvoyNathanGuy,
chairmanof theMeat Industry
Association.

FelicityRoxburgh,whoheads
theNZ InternationalBusiness
Forum, said: “WinstonPeters is right
toprioritise a strongdiplomatic
service.

“Asa small country,wecan’t
afford tobeabsentwhendecisions
affectingus aremade.Weneed
diplomats and tradenegotiators at
the table, protectingour interests.”

RoxburghnotedToddMcClay
“hasbrought energyandambition
toNewZealand’s tradeagenda”.

Themaintenanceof tight fiscal
settings—central toFinance
MinisterWillis’ policyagenda—was
scoredat 3.43/5. “I think the
Governmenthas triedveryhard to
be fiscallyprudent,” addeda
companychairperson.

“Thechanges theyhavemade to
theRMA (gone) andFast-track, plus
attracting investment inNew
Zealandwill— if sustained—help
address the infrastructuredeficit
and thehousing shortage.

“EricaStanfordhasdelivered
meaningful positive change in
education thatwill benefit the
youthofNewZealandand the
country if retained.The
Governmenthasmanaged the fuel
crisis verywell —muchbetter than
theAussies.”

InfrastructureMinisterChris
Bishop’sRMAreformscame inat
3.71/5.

“He’s done incrediblywell to
push throughmuch-neededRMA
butcouldhavedonemore to
demonstrateapredictablepipeline
of transport and infrastructure
projects,” saidautilitiesboss.

Executionmatters. Policy
sequencingattracted some
criticism.

“This coalition is starting tomake
goodsteps towardsNewZealand’s
energy securitybut left it too late
in this term toachieveany true
impact,” saidautilitiesboss.
“Cancelling someof the ill-planned
infrastructureprojects, fromthe
previousgovernment,mayhave
been the right call but it took this
coalition too long to replace those
projectswith somethingbetter.”

Another chairpersonadded “I
think that they rolledback too
muchof thepreviousgovernment
policies earlyon,whichmeant they
had toomuch todeliver andwere
spread too thin,working inareas
thatdidn’tmakea realdifference.”

Several observedNational and
Luxondeservedcredit for
managingadifficult three-party
coalitionandkeeping it functional,
but that it shouldnot beconfused
withoutstandingGovernment
performance.

“Coalition structurehasbeena
keyconstraint toprogress. In-
fightingandpoint-scoringhave
beendivisive,” saidonedirector.

Other ratings included:
infrastructure (3.14/5), consultation
withbusiness (3.11/5), regulatory
reforms (3.11/5), investment
incentives (3.04/5), coalition
cohesion (2.99/5), addressing the
housing shortage (2.96/5), energy
security (2.93/5), regional
development (2.9/5); addressing
transport constraints (2.84/5),
health (2.71/5), tax reform (2.70/5),
public sector reform (2.65/5),
addressingclimate change (2.42/5)
and supportingMāori andPasifika
aspirations (2.21/5).
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CEOs rank Ministers on a 1-5 scale

1
Erica Stanford (Education) 4.38/5

2
ToddMcClay (Trade) 4.12/5

3
MarkMitchell (Police) 4.00/5

4
Chris Bishop (Infrastructure) 3.71/5

5
David Seymour (Regulation) 3.44/5

6
Brooke van Velden (Workplace Relations)
3.40/5

7
Winston Peters (Foreign Affairs) 3.39/5

8
Simeon Brown (Health) 3.34/5

9
NicolaWillis (Finance) 3.17/5

10
Louise Upston (Social Development) 3.10/5

11
AndrewHoggard (Associate Agriculture)
3.04/5

12
SimonWatts (Climate) 2.94/5

13
Christopher Luxon (PrimeMinister) 2.93/5

14
JamesMeager (South Island) 2.91/5

15=
NicoleMcKee (Courts) 2.89/5

15=
Paul Goldsmith (Justice) 2.89/5

17
Shane Jones (Regional Development)
2.88/5

18
Cameron Brewer (Commerce) 2.86/5

19=
Casey Costello (Customs) 2.79/5

19=
Karen Chhour (Children) 2.79/5

19=
Nicola Grigg (Environment) 2.79/5

22
Tama Potaka (Māori Crown Relations)
2.75/5

23
Scott Simpson (ACC) 2.71/5

24=
Mark Patterson (Rural Communities) 2.62/5

24=
Mike Butterick (Land Information) 2.62/5

26
Matt Doocey (Mental Health) 2.58/5

27
Penny Simmonds (Tertiary Education)
2.57/5

How the
Executive
fared
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Australia continues to attract our skilled talent
Tim McCready The number of our

younger graduate
recruitments

moving offshore
has increased in the

past 12months.
Don Braid, Mainfreight

Business leaders are increasingly
worriedabout losing skilledNew
Zealanders across theTasman.

Askedhowconcerned theywere
about the loss of critical skilled
personnel toAustralia andother
overseasmarkets, respondents to this
year’sMoodof theBoardroomsurvey
gaveanaverage ratingof 3.52outof
5,where 1was “not at all concerned”
and5was ”veryconcerned”.

Just overhalf (52%) rate their
concernat 4or 5, including 21%who
say theyareveryconcerned. Just 2%
say theyaren’t concernedat all.

Thepull towardsAustraliahas
intensified in recentyears, drivenby
higherwages, a larger labourmarket
andstrongdemand for skills.

StatsNZ figures show47,500
peopledeparted forAustralia in the
year toDecember 2025,while 19,000
moved in theotherdirection—anet
lossof 28,500people—only slightly
down from31,100ayearearlier.

Under theTrans-TasmanTravel
Arrangement,NewZealandcitizens

can liveandwork inAustralia
indefinitely. Since July2023,New
Zealanderswhohave lived in
Australia for fouryears alsohavea
directpathway toAustralian
citizenship.

A recurring concernamongchief
executives is the lossofyoungNew
Zealanderswhocannot seeenough
opportunityat home. “NewZealand
needs tobeacountrywhere talented
people seeopportunities,” saysan
engineeringCEO. “There are justno
jobs for themand theyare leaving
to findopportunities andpotentially
won’t comeback.”

MainfreightGroup’smanaging
director,DonBraid, is seeing the trend
first-hand: “Thenumberofour
younger graduate recruitments
movingoffshorehas increased in the
past 12months.”

A state-ownedenterprise chief
reports the samepattern: “Weare
seeingan increased lossofyouth
around23 to 30 leavingNewZealand
withno intentionof returning.”

Aprofessional servicesdirector is
particularly concernedaboutyoung

men. “It seemsharderandharder for
ouryoungmale graduates to secure
roles ina really tight labourmarket,”
they say.

Forothers, thepressure is
concentrated in industries competing
directlywithAustralianemployers.

Aconstructionbosspoints to the
“lossof key talent to increased
opportunities inQueensland”, as the

state rampsup infrastructure invest-
ment aheadof the2032Brisbane
Olympics. Their answer is to “get jobs
outASAPandstick to theplan”.

Ahealthcare executive says the
countryneeds to “stopNewZealand
doctors andnurses leaving the
country” bymaking itmoreattractive
to stay.

It isn’t just frontline skills. “Weare
anet exporter of leadership talent,”
saysanotherprofessional services
leader.

Could the tide be turning?
Despite theconcern, some think the
tide is about to turn. Economist
CameronBagrie is relatively relaxed.
“Australia isheaded intoadownturn
andwith thatwewill see a lot of
people come toNewZealand.”

A real estate chief says theyare
alreadyseeing it happen.

“Weare seeingmanyNew
Zealanders returningandbuyingor
rentinghereagain.”

Theyattribute that partly to recent
changes inAustralia, saying the
propertymarkethas cooledand left
manypeople “with lessmoney in
theirhands”.

Whether themigrationcycle turns
on its ownornot, the concern running
throughmanyof the responses is that
NewZealandcannot relyon
returningexpats to solve its skills
problem. It alsohas togive talented
people—particularlyyoungerNew
Zealanders—enough reason to stay.

AnenergyCEOputs it plainly: “We
need these skills back for the
potential economicboom in frontof
us.”

Election tops boardroom worries
‘Compounding concerns’ and political extremism figure among top issues for business writes Tim McCready

Top domestic
concerns

Election policy uncertainties 7.62

Fuel costs 7.52

Cyber attacks 7.22

Infrastructure constraints 7.08

Cost of living pressures 7.07

Electricity price increases 6.75

Inflation 6.66

Security of energy supply 6.63

Labour productivity 6.60

Weak consumer demand 6.35

Top
10

Herald Mood of the Boardroom CEOs Survey 2026 /
Herald Network graphic

1 = No concern
10 = Extremely concerned

Q What impact do you feel
the following domestic
concerns have on business
confidence in NZ?

Government spending level 6.29

Government debt levels 6.29

Rates increases 5.97

Interest rate hikes 5.94

Resource management/
land use uncertainties 5.46

Exchange rate settings 5.19

Reserve Bank settings 5.03

Corporate tax
competitiveness 5.03

Housing unaffordability 4.89

Crime, law and order 4.85

Immigration settings 4.78

Emissions reduction policies 4.49

Economic
issues

Cost of capital 5.90

Skills and labour shortages 5.66

Supply chain problems 5.62

Wage increases 5.27

Unemployment levels 5.14

Dairy prices slump 4.39

Business
issues

E achyear theMoodof the
BoardroomasksCEOs to
assess their level of concern
about a rangeofdomestic

issues. Thisyear, boardroom
anxietieshave shiftedaway from
electricityand towardspolitics and
thepriceof fuel.

Electionpolicyuncertainties
rankedas themostpressingdomestic
concernat 7.62/10, ona scalewhere
1means “noconcern” and 10means
“extremelyconcerned”.

Fuel costs followedat 7.52/10, then
cyberattacks (7.22/10), infrastructure
constraints (7.08/10) andcostof living
pressures (7.07/10).

InstituteofDirectors chief
executiveKirstenPattersonsays the
concernscan’t beviewed in isolation.
“It’s hard to sayanyof theseare ‘not
a concern’ because they’re so
interconnected.Cost, capability,
confidence, infrastructureand
regulationall compoundeachother.
Thechallenge is toavoid treating
themas separateproblemswhen
business experiences themall at
once.”

Cyber security is a growingworry.
A logisticsbossnames stayingon top
of “thecyber security risk, especially
with theadditionofAI-related
threats” as abusinesspriority,while
an investment firm leaderwantsNew
Zealand to “joinAustralia’smore
extensivecybersecurity
arrangements,whilebuildingour
ownover time”.

Energy worries shift to fuel
Electricityprice increases scored
6.75/10, down from7.41/10 last year.
Securityof energy supply fell from
7.26/10 to6.63/10.

Somerespondents sayconcerns
about energyhaveshifted towards
fuel andgas rather thanelectricity.

“My ratingon securityof energy
supply relates topetroleum-based
fuel security,” says anenergy sector
director. “I ama lot less concerned
about securityof supply in the
electricity sector, and indeedoverall
energy security and total energy
costswould improve ifwehadmore
energy independence— largely
electricity-driven.”

Another respondent singlesout
“gasavailability andprice”.

Policy risk
With theelectionapproaching,many
respondentsworryaboutwhat a
changeof government couldmean
forbusiness settings.

“Employment legislation—and the
prospectofwholesale changesunder
anewGovernment—makes it
difficult forbusiness toevolve their
internal capability,” saysEMAchief
executive JohnFraser-Mackenzie.

Aprofessionaldirector is
concerned “about anewGovernment
becomingmore interventionist in the
economyand increasingdebt. That
justmakesNewZealand less efficient
andattractive todobusiness in.”

An insuranceCEOpoints to
“extremepolitical viewson taxand
thebelief that success shouldnotbe
celebrated.This leadsus to
mediocrity.”

Others cite “sovereign risk” and
“poorqualitypoliticians” among their
domestic concerns.

AnenergyCEOwarnsagainst
derailingwhat they seeasahealthier
recovery.

“Theeconomy is experiencinga
real recovery rather thananartificial
consumerdemand-drivenone.

“Weneed to takecarenot to tip
it upsidedownwith ill-thought-out
policy settings that punish those in
primary industries andenergywho
aredriving the recovery.”

Concernabout labourproductivity
remainshighat6.60/10.

“The real issue isproductivity, not
simplygrowth,” saysArup’sNew
Zealandcountry leaderMayurie
Gunatilaka.

At theother endof the scale, the
dairyprice slump (4.39/10), emissions
reductionpolicies (4.49/10) and
immigration settings (4.78/10)were
the least concerningdomestic issues
forNewZealandexecutives.

Simplicity founderSamStubbs
says theconcerns shouldbekept in
perspective.

“NewZealand iswell placed
internationally.Domesticdoomand
gloomneeds tobeput intocontext.
It isworse inmostotherOECD
countries,” he says.

Mixed fortunes across industries
Despite thoseconcerns, optimism
about conditionswithinexecutives’
own industrieshas liftedoverall. On
a scalewhere 1means ‘much less
optimistic’ thanayearagoand5
means ‘muchmoreoptimistic’,
respondents rated thebusiness
situation in their own industryat
3.42/5. This compares to2.47/5 in the
last electionyear.

Some57%of respondents aremore
optimistic thanayearago, including
11%whoaremuchmoreoptimistic.
Just 20%are lessoptimistic.

Thebiggest turnaround is in
energy.Utilities andenergy
respondents rated their industryat
3.93/5, up from2.40/5 last year,when
theywerenear thebottomof the
table.

Manufacturing, and transport and

logistics (both4.00/5)were themost
upbeat sectors, followedby foodand
beverage (3.75/5), technology (3.71/5)
and financial services (3.64/5, up from
3.47/5).

“Hospitalityhas started to recover,
as evidencedby tourist numbers,”
saysa fooddistributionboss.

ChinaTravel Service’s LisaLi is
“generallymoreoptimistic about the
tourismand travel industry than I
wasayear ago.Despiteuncertainties
aroundoil prices, exchange rates and
thewider global environment,New
Zealand’s inbound tourismcontinues
togrow inbothvolumeandvalue.”

Last year’s leadershave lost
ground.Agricultureandagribusiness
optimismslipped from3.80/5 to
3.54/5,while real estate fell further,
from3.80/5 to3.20/5.

“Political leadershipat a local level
isnot there,” saysanagribusiness
leader. “Far toomuchpopulism
drivingvery short-termdecision
making.”

Professional services isnowthe
least optimisticof themajor sectors,
at 2.85/5, down from3.47/5 last year.

Entertainmentand leisurehas
recovered fromthebottomof last
year’s table, rising from2.20/5 to
3.20/5, thoughchallenges remain.
Onevenuechief executivecites “the
current constraintsof attracting
major entertainment content toNew
Zealand”.
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Fuel shock tops global risk listGeopolitics to the
fore as the war in
Iran impacts fuel
prices and causes
headaches for
planning, writes
Tim McCready

The dead hand of
‘America first’ is a
blight on all our

houses.
Survey respondent
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Fuel crisis 7.86

Oil Prices 7.59

Geopolitical volatility 7.23

Cyber attacks 7.19

Protectionism 6.97

Global recession 6.95

AI -majordisruption 6.91

US tariffs 6.49

Risingnationalism 6.41

US-China tensions 6.39

Rising freight costs 6.37

Supply chain issues 6.36

Chineseeconomic
slowdown 5.63

Unfavourable currency
realignments 5.62

Access to foreigndirect
investment 5.61

Majorweather events 5.47

Availabilityofwell-priced
insurance 5.47

Natural disasters 5.38

USdebt levels 5.27

Sharp fall in asset prices 5.27

Russia-Ukrainewar 5.26

Climate change imperative 4.99

Foodsecurity 4.5

Topinternational risks
What impact doyou feel the
following international
risks have onbusiness
confidence inNZ today?

1 =Noconcern
10=Extremelyconcerned

Q

A yearago, tariffs andgreat-
power rivalrydominated
boardroomconcerns. This
year, the fuel crisis andoil

priceshave takenover.
Asked to rate international risks to

business confidence, respondents to
thisyear’sMoodof theBoardroom
surveyput the fuel crisis at the top
of the list,witha scoreof 7.86/10, on
a scalewhere 1 represents “no
concern” and 10 represents
“extremelyconcerned”.

“WhileNewZealandhasa large
moat around it,we remainhighly
exposed to global events and
movements in globalmarkets,” says
abankingexecutive. Linked to this,
oil prices followedat 7.59/10, up
sharply from6.45/10 last year.

Geopolitical volatility, last year’s
topconcern, nowranks third. Its
scorehas slippedslightly, from
7.28/10 to7.23/10, and it hasbeen
overtakenby theenergy shock stem-
ming fromconflict in theMiddleEast.

For some, the conflictshavemade
planningalmost impossible. “The
wars in IranandUkrainemake
forecastingverydifficult,” saysone
chief executive.

“Geopolitical riskhasgone
backwards since the last survey,” says
one investment firmdirector.

InstituteofDirectors chief
executiveKirstenPattersonsays the
shift is showingup in theboardroom.

“Cyber securityhasbeen theglobal
issuekeepingdirectors awake for
years, but geopoliticshasnow
overtaken it.”

Tariffs fade, protectionism
remains
CompanychairpersonSarahOttrey
says “realwars, soaringenergycosts,
tradewarsand tradeposturing” are
“negatively impacting rules-based
systemsandhaveundonedecades
of goodworkonmultilateralism, and
wecannot assume that these systems
will return to theprevious.

“Increasing tariffs andnon-tariff
barriersbringadditional cost intokey
sectors like foodproductionat a time
when foodsecurity around theworld
is a rumblingvolcano.”

US tariffs have slipped fromthird
place last year (6.95/10) toeighth
(6.49/10). Political tensionsbetween
theUSandChina, rated6.99/10 last
year, have fallen to6.39/10. But
concernabout thebroader retreat
fromopen trade remainshigh. Protec-
tionism is rated6.97/10,while rising
nationalismhaseasedonly slightly,
from6.54/10 last year to6.41/10.

“Increased tariffs andprotect-
ionismarea concern for a small
tradingnationat thebottomof the
world,” says aprofessionaldirector.

Synlait actingCEOLeonFung
names the “global trendof
nationalism,protectionismand
geopolitical tensions” among the top
issues facing thenation.

Another respondent is blunt: “The
deadhandof ‘America first’ is ablight
onall ourhouses.”

NewZealand International
BusinessForum’sFelicityRoxburgh
warns: “Conflict inourownregion
wouldbe severelydamaging for

exporters andour access toglobal
supplychains.”

Supplychain issueshave risen to
6.36/10, from5.75/10,while rising
freight costshaveclimbed to6.37/10,
from5.68/10, ashigherenergyprices
feed through the system.

FoodstuffsNorth Islandchief
executiveChrisQuin says those
pressures flowstraight through to
shoppers. “NewZealand relies
heavilyon international foodsupply
chains, sowhathappens to the
exchange rate, aswell as
international supplyandshipping
costs, ultimately flows through to
whatNewZealanderspay formany
products.”

Concernabout access to foreign
direct investmenthas alsocreptup,
from5.34/10 to5.61/10.

Oneprofessional servicesCEO
says the shift is alreadyvisible: “Our
global parenthadbeenvery

enthusiastic aboutNewZealand, but
nowtheappetite is very limited.”

Anagritech investment leader
says: “There is somuchgeopolitical
andmarketuncertainty it is
challenging to take risk given
uncertainty. It needs ahigher risk
appetite thanusual.”

Some global risks recede
Someriskshaveeased.RisingUnited
Statesnationaldebt fell from6.21/10
to5.27/10.Majorweather events
dropped from6.18/10 to5.47/10, and
theRussia-Ukrainewar from5.92/10
to5.26/10.

Arup’sNewZealandcountry
leaderMayurieGunatilakaargues
thatourbestdefence is at home. “New
Zealandneeds strongereconomic
resilience: diversifiedexportmarkets,
reliable energy, efficient infrastruc-
ture, sound fiscal settingsandstable
policy that givesbusiness confidence
to investdespite avolatile global
environment.”

Simplicity founderSamStubbs
sees constantvigilanceaspart of the
job. “If as a leaderyouaren’t perma-
nentlya little concernedabout the
stateof theworld, youaren’t doing
your job.”

Deloitte chief executiveMike
Hornecalls for “amoreactiveupand
outwardsapproach to theworld.We
arean islandnation, but can’t bean
islandas tohowweapproach the
global economy, technologyand
connectedness.”

Ottrey sees anupside. “Negative
global impactshighlight the
competitiveadvantage that is
AotearoaNewZealand—astunning,
safedestination for travel and the
world-classproducerofhigh-quality,
trustedprotein andother food.”
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Corporate NZ is ready to spend again
CEOs expectations over the next 12 months
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62%
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Capital expenditure IT expenditure Revenue growth? Pro�t growth? Sta�

N ewZealandchief
executivesarepreparing
for growthby increasing
investment, particularly in

technologyandcapital projects.
However, they remainunconvinced
that stronger revenueswill
necessarily translate intohigher
profits, reflecting lingeringconcerns
about costs, consumerdemandand
theunevennatureof the recovery.

According to theHerald’sMoodof
theBoardroomsurvey, 75%ofCEOs
expect their businesses to record
revenuegrowth in thecomingyear,
up from73% this time last year, and
abig lift on the55%reported in
October 2023—at the timeof the last
general election. Just 5%are
expecting less revenuegrowth in
their businesses in theyearahead.

Despite this, the surveyshows
companyprofit expectationshave
stayedstill,with62% forecasting
increasedprofits over thenext 12
months, compared to61% this time
last year and44% inOctober 2023.

Hiring intentions remain subdued.
Just 32%of respondentsplan to
increase staff numbers,while 22%
expect adecreaseand44%expect
tokeep the statusquo.This time last
year 31%said theyplanned to inc-
rease staff numbers, 34%expecteda
decreaseand34%expected to stay
the same. It is ameaningful improve-
menton the2023electionyear,
whenonly25%of respondents said
they intendedhiringmore staff.

The standout finding is businesses

appearwilling to spendagain. There
hasbeenanupwardshift amongchief
executiveswhen it comes tocapital
expenditure.Half of those surveyed
(50%) said theywereplanning to
investmore, up from43%this time
last year. Just 13%said theyexpected
tocutbackoncapital expenditure,
compared to21% last year,with37%
expecting to spend the same—up
slightlyon the34%reported last year.
IT spending intentionsare increas-
inglybuoyant,with62%expecting to
increase investment, compared to
59% last year and46% in2023.

The results reflect a somewhat fra-
gile anduneveneconomic recovery,
whichNZIERsaidwashighlightedby
improvingbusiness confidenceyet
weakhouseholddemand, profitabi-
lity andunderlyingactivity. Exports
andconstructionareproviding some
support, but inflationand the riskof
renewedoil price increases leave the
nextGovernment facing tight fiscal
andeconomicpolicy trade-offs,
NZIERsaid in its Insight report.

Longer term,NZIERsays stronger
productivitywill require greater
business investment,wider adoption
of technologyandcarefully targeted
infrastructure spending.

Theexport sectorhasbeenboos-
tedbystrongdairypricepayouts and
Fonterra’s capital return to farmer
suppliers. Fonterra’s cash return
almost topped$20b thisyearwhen
thepayout, dividendand return from
its consumerbrands salewere tallied.

Across thewider corporate scene,
NewZealand listedcompanies
delivereda surprisingly strong
August 2026 reporting season.

Earnings growthoutperformed
expectationswhile corporate
outlookswerenoticeablymore
positivedespite lingeringconcerns
abouthigh fuel costs andapre-
election slowdown.

Following its analysis of the results,
ForsythBarrdetermined that a
patchyeconomic recoveryappeared
tobegaining traction, even if
companies remainedcautiousabout
thepaceof improvement.

Among31 companies that reported
inAugust andSeptember, 15beat
earningsexpectations, sevenmet
expectationsandninemissed.
Mediannormalisedearningsper
share (EPS) growthwas21%,well
aheadof the 15.6% forecast,marking
the secondconsecutivemajor
reporting season, inwhichearnings

growthwasbothdouble-digit and
aboveexpectations.

Evenexcluding theelectricity
generators,whichbenefited from
exceptionally strongconditions, EPS
growthstill came inat ahealthy 12%
comparedwithan8% forecast,
ForsythBarrnoted in its report.

Thebroking firmdescribed the
seasonas “particularlyhealthy” and
noted itwas the secondconsecutive
reportingperiod inwhichbeats
outnumberedmisses across themain
earningsmeasures.

The strongest signal for theyear
aheadwasmanagement
commentary. ForsythBarr found 13
companiesdeliveredmorepositive
outlook statements, comparedwith
only five that becamemorenegative.

Outlookupgradeswere the single
biggest contributor to its reporting
seasonscorecardand representeda
significant improvement fromthe
Mayreportingperiod.

Thebroker said this improvement
“bodeswell for the (somewhat
uneven) economic recovery” and
reflects amoreoptimistic tone than
wasevident threemonthsearlier.

Companieswith themost impro-
vedoutlooks includedContactEner-

gy, Channel Infrastructure,Mercury,
Summerset, Freightways,Heartland,
Scales, Skellerup, SkyTV, Spark,
Vector,VistaGroupandVulcan.

ForsythBarr recorded 12upgrades
toFY27dividend forecasts against
only fourdowngrades, describing the
dividend trendas “a reasonable
signal of economic recovery
optimism”.

Like theMoodof theBoardroom
survey, theoutlookwasnot
universallypositive. ForsythBarr
highlightedhigher fuel costs,weak
housingactivity, a 5.6%unemploy-
ment rate andongoingmacroeco-
nomicuncertainty askey risks.

Companieswithnotablyweaker
outlooks includedAirNewZealand,
Steel&Tube, and thea2Milk
Company.

However, in general, thepositives
outweighed thenegatives.

“Despite a seemingly fragile
domesticbackdrop, elevated fuel
costs, and the inevitablepre-election
slowdown,outlookcommentary
appearsmorepositively skewed than
threemonthsago,” ForsythBarr said.

● DuncanBridgeman isNZME
ManagingEditor—Business

Moodof the
Boardroom
Duncan
Bridgeman
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‘A four-way coalition is
next-level complexity’

Lobby group BusinessNZ produced an extensive wishlist for the
next Government well before the election, writes Graham Skellern

The three-way
coalition has
workedwell.

There’s been some
robust discussions
and debates, and
that’s the way it

should be. MMP has
come of age.

Katherine Rich, BusinessNZ chief
executive

B usinessNZchief executive
KatherineRich is “cautiously
optimistic” that 2027will be
abetter year for the

economyandbusinessperformance.
“I sense there is an increase in

business confidencewithgrowth
figures starting tobepositive. It’s early
daysbut at leastweareheading in
the rightdirection.

“It’s clear thathouseholdsare
beingcautious . . . until there is a
majorboost to consumerconfidence
toget people spendingmore.

“Surveysare still reporting that
householdsare feeling financially
worseoff, and that’s the reason the
election is being foughton thecost
of living.”

ButwhatRich, a formerNational
PartyListMP, is feelingnervousabout
is theoutcomeof theelection.

“The three-waycoalitionhas
workedwell. There’s beensome
robustdiscussions anddebates, and
that’s theway it shouldbe.

“MMPhas comeof age.
“But going from three toa four-way

coalition is anext-level complexity.
Thatwouldbe fascinating.

“TheOpportunityParty leader
[QiulaeWong]hasperformedwell but
therehasn’t beenmuchscrutinyof
the sixor sevenMPsshecouldbring
withher intoParliament.”

Rich says thepresent coalitionhas
beena reforminggovernmentand
thepolicychangesneed time tobed
in. Businesswantspolicycertainty.

“Businesswantsdurable,
predictable settings toencourage
investment. The last thing itwants is
for thenextGovernment,whatever
themake-up, toundowhathasbeen
done in the last threeyears— that
wouldbeadisaster.”

She says the flip-flops in
policymakingdon’twork inNew
Zealand.The reformof theResource
ManagementAct and ineducation,
foreigndirect investmentand
employment lawhaveall been
throughaproperprocess.

“Someof the changesarenot
instant fixesand someare starting to
be felt, and theyshouldn’t beundone.
Weare seekingabipartisanapproach
onmajor reforms, suchaswhat’s
beenhappeningwith the
infrastructurediscussion.”

BusinessNZproducedamanifesto
intendedasapractical resource for
thenextGovernmentandmembers
of the55thParliament.Here’s a
snapshotof thepolicydemands:
● Remove the statutoryobligation to
concludeacollectiveagreement,
keepingbargainingvoluntary, and

allowemployers tooptoutofmulti-
employer collectivebargaining
where it doesnot suit their
operations.
● Reduce thecorporate tax rateand
lowerbarriers to investment—New
Zealand’s corporate tax rate sits
above theOECDaverageof 24.1%, and
a staged reduction from28%,
alongsidecontinuedOverseas
InvestmentAct reform,will
strengthenNewZealand’s ability to
attract and retaincapital.
● Fiscal drag is pushingworkers into
higher taxbandswithout any
deliberatepolicychoice. Index
thresholds toCPI orwagegrowth to
preventbracket creep.
● Increase theResearchand

DevelopmentTax Incentive rate toat
least 25%— thecurrent 15% rate is
internationallyuncompetitive,
makingNewZealanda relatively
unattractive location forR&D
activities comparedwith the likesof
Australia, IrelandandSingapore.
● Education: Stay thecourseon
curriculumandqualification reforms,
including theFoundational Skills
Awardandnewupper-secondary
certificates. Foundational literacy
andnumeracyhavedeclined, and too
many learners leave schoolwithout
work-readyskills.Qualificationsand
vocationalpathwaysarenot
consistentlyalignedwithemployer
needs.
● Increase the rateof
ApprenticeshipBoost for first-year
school leavers coming through
vocationalpathways to support
transitions intowork.
● RetainSkilledMigrantCategory
reforms, newresidencypathways,
seasonalvisas, andActive Investor
Plus settings. Businesses facedelays
anduncertaintydue to slow
processingby ImmigrationNew
Zealand.
● Export and InternationalTrade:
ReaffirmNewZealand’s leadership in
the rules-based trading systemand
pushbackagainst protectionism, and
acceleratehigh-quality trade
agreements andeconomic
partnerships that deliver realmarket
access gains andcreate greater
choiceand resilience for allNew
Zealandexporters, including the
Māori economy.
● Energy:Developa forward-looking
nationaldevelopmentmapand long-
termnetworkblueprint tobetter co-
ordinate transmission, distribution,
generationandmajordemand
planning.
● Updateelectricity security
standards to reflect current and
expected renewable generation,
hydrobehaviour, demandgrowth,
gasavailability, thermalplant
availability, storageanddemand-side
flexibility.
● Thereareongoingconcernswith
increasingandcumulativecost
recovery fromregulators, so the
Ministry forRegulation should
undertakea reviewofall levies to
ensure theyare consistentwith the
principlesof good regulatory
practicesoutlined in sectionnineof
theRegulatoryStandardsAct.

● TheGovernmentmustundertake
acomprehensive reviewof the long-
termsustainabilityofNZ
Superannuationandhealthcare
funding in lightofdemographic
change.
● KiwiSaver should remain
voluntaryunless compelling
evidencedemonstrates that the
benefits of compulsorycontributions
outweigh theeconomicandsocial
costs.
● Local government:Greater
incentives forhousingand
infrastructuregrowth, including
considerationofGST-sharing
arrangementswithcouncils.
● Health:A sustainablehealth
systemrequires greater investment
inprevention, timely treatmentand
medicines that reducedemandon
the rest of the system.NewZealand
allocates just 4.9%ofpublichealth
expenditure topharmaceuticals,
comparedwith 13.3%across
comparableOECDcountries.

Rich saysBusinessNZ isoptimistic
about thecountry’s future.

“Webelieveourbestyears lie
ahead ifwehave theconfidence to
back thepeoplewhocreate
opportunity, jobsandprosperity
everyday—NewZealand’s
businesses.

“Wearea small countrywithan
extraordinary recordof innovation,
entrepreneurshipand international
success. Fromsmall and family
businesses,Māori enterprises and
manufacturers toexporters, farmers,
technologycompanies andglobal
firmsheadquarteredhere,New
Zealandbusinesseshave repeatedly
shown theycancompetewith the
verybest in theworld,” she says.

Rich saysbusinessesdonot expect
theGovernment tocreate success,
however, theydoexpect it toprovide
theconditions inwhichenterprise
cansucceed.

Theseareclear anddurablepolicy,
sensible regulation, competitive tax
and investment settings, reliable
infrastructure, secureandaffordable
energy, access to skilledpeopleand
openmarkets, and theconfidence to
invest for the long term.

BusinessNZ is a sponsor of the
Herald’sMoodof theBoardroom
report

Our ambition should extend beyond schools
Scott St John

Forgenerations,NewZealand’s
distancewasdescribedasa tyranny
—acost forbusinesses trying to reach
markets, attract capital orbring ideas
home.

Thedigitalworldchanges that.
Knowledge, software, researchand
servicesare largelyweightless, and
education is the infrastructure that
enables anation tocreateandexport
them.

Education ismore thansocial
policyorahand-up.Donewell, it
drivesemployment, earnings,
productivityand innovation.

Everypolitical party says
educationmatters, but the real test
iswhetherwecanbuildabroad
systemambitiousenough to lift both
peopleand theeconomy.

Better attendance, strong
foundations in reading,writingand
mathematics, a knowledge-rich

curriculum, excellent teachers and
reliable assessment iswhat is
required tocreateworldclass schools
inNewZealand.

Wealsoneeda sustainedpublic
conversationaboutwhat children
learnandhowwell the system
prepares themfor life andwork.

Butour ambitionmust extend
beyondschools.

In encouragingmoreyoung
people intouniversity,NewZealand
allowedvocational education—
tradesand industry training— to
becomea second-tier option, despite
persistent skills shortagesandstrong
opportunities forqualified
tradespeople.

TheNewZealand Initiative’s 2025
TradeRoutes report notes that 11%of
16-to-19-year-olds arenot in
employment, educationor training,
whileonly6per centparticipate in
workplace-based learning. It argues
that “tradesacademies” and

“Gateway”programmes remain
fragmentedadd-ons, rather thana
coherentpathway fromschool to
work.

Weshouldestablishaclear
vocational routealongside the
university track,with stronger
industry leadership anda recognised
qualificationof equal status.

Germanyshowswhat ispossible:
89per cent ofvocationalupper-
secondary students combine
classroomandworkplace learning,
and94per centofvocational
graduates are employedwithin two
years.

Adapting thatmodelwould
requireWellington to let go.
Employerswouldhelpdefine
standards, schoolswouldprovide the
foundations, andyoungpeople
wouldmovesmoothly into
apprenticeshipsandwork.Academic
andvocational excellencewould
becomepartners.

Universities andpolytechnics are
equally important.

Weshouldaskwhat itwould take
tomove, say, theUniversityof
Auckland fromtheworld’s top 100
into the top50, and to turnour
agricultural educationand research
intoagenuinelyworld-leading
platform.

Tertiary institutions should lead
applied research in fields critical to
societyandour futureeconomy.But
researchalsoneeds stronger links to
entrepreneurs, venturecapital and
globalmarkets.

Government canhelpby
rewardingbusinesses thathost
researchers, test intellectual property
and incubate sciencealongside their
operations.

Fisher&PaykelHealthcare shows
theenduringvaluecreatedwhen
engineering, scienceandcommercial
disciplinemeet.

Government cannotdeliver this

agendaalone, though.
Employersmust invest in training

andopenworkplaces to learners.
Universities andpolytechnicsmust
rewardcollaborationand
commercial impact, schoolsmust
present tradesanddegreesasequally
seriouschoicesandparentsmust let
goof the idea that successhasonly
oneeducational shape.

Fundingwill alwaysbe
constrainedbut thatmakesaclear
nationaldebate aboutprioritiesmore
important, not less.

NewZealandwill neverwin
throughscale, butwecanwin
through talent, knowledgeand the
speedwithwhichwe turn ideas into
value.

Becominganeducation-lednation
is anambitioncapableof changing
our future.

● Scott St John is theChair ofMercury
EnergyandANZBankNewZealand

Top issues
facing
the nation

Bryan Thomson
Harcourts Group

● Ournumberone issue is the
qualityof leadershipat political
level.
Weneed leaderswhocanset a
visionandcommunicate it in a
manner that givesourpopulation
theconfidence tobepositive and
“haveago”. This is sadly lacking
across thepolitical spectrumright
now.

● Weneeda long-termvision for
NewZealandandcross-party
support fordelivering.
Currentlywehavea three-year
cycleof political partiesmaking
announcements anddecisions
designed toget elected rather than
beingdesigned for the long-term
successofus all as anation.
Weare thegreatest little country
in theworld.Weneed togetout
of our ownwayandget on the front
foot.

● Wehavea segmentof our
societywhohavebeen left behind.
Weseemanyof them livingon the
streets.
Wehavea failingwelfare system
andservices for thedisabled that
are far from fit for purpose. These
areas are staffedbypeople trying
todo their bestwithdeepcarebut
they simplydon’t have the
resources.
Weneed to reset our systemto
provideahands-upplatform to
alloweveryone theopportunity to
succeed, andawelfare systemthat
ensures thoseof uswhosimplyare
unable to support ourselveshave
the safety net any successful
communitywouldexpect.
Tohavechildrenandadults unable
to feedor house themselves in
2026 inNewZealand shouldbe
simplyunacceptable tousall.
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Top issues facing the nation
— CEOs have their say

Anoop Singh
Awanui Labs
● Lack of adequate focus on the

primary healthcare and
diagnostics sector, placing an
uneven burden on hospitals
and resulting in a sub-optimal
use of the health dollar.
Expand primary care capacity;
shift suitable treatment from
hospitals into community care;
purchase private capacity
where it is demonstrably cost-
effective; and put considerably
greater emphasis on
prevention (through screening
programmes) and early
intervention.

● Employment law.Make it
unusually easy to start, hire,
invest, expand, restructure
and close a business in New
Zealandwhile specifying a
relatively small number of
strongworker protections that
are simple, balanced and
predictable.

● Global capital investment.We
need to increase the
attractiveness of overseas
funds andHNW individuals
wanting to invest in
infrastructure and direct
investments

Mike Horne
Deloitte
● Energy abundance, security

and pricing is a risk — but also
represents an enormous
opportunity for the country. It
requires certainty on
regulation and settings to
underpin investment. This is
similar with infrastructure
more broadly.

● Policy and certainty of
settings. To drive investment
and actionwe need a stable
sense of long-term direction
and policy settings, alongwith
amature longer-term
discussion on the key issues
driving debt and affordability.

● Ambition. Look through
uncertainty, and be prepared
to take some risk and amore
active up and outwards
approach to theworld —we
are an island nation but can’t
be an island as to howwe
approach the global economy,
technology, and
connectedness.

Mayurie Gunatilaka
Arup New Zealand
● Weare not generating enough

productive growth to lift
wages, fund public services
and improve living standards.
To address this issue, we need
a stable cross-party
productivity and investment
agenda, lift the business
investment in technology,
automation and R&D, and
make energy, transport, water
and digital infrastructuremore
reliable.

● Wehave under-invested in
infrastructure that supports
housing, growth, productivity
and resilience. To address this
we need an agreed long term
pipeline, disciplined
prioritisation and a focus on
execution.

● Inflation and cost of living.
Keep driving the reductions in
administrative costs, increase
competition, and stable policy
settings.

Craig Bonnor
Cordis Hotel
● Continued low productivity

growthwell behind the OECD
averageweighs heavily.While
we can’t fix scale and
geographic isolation
challengeswe can impact
productivity. NZIER argues
regulatory settings and
investment incentives can
lead to better capital
allocation, business
investment and faster
technology diffusion. The right
climate for investing in
innovation and skills
developmentwill help too.

● Cost of living. Sustained
productivity improvements
are needed to deliver real
income growth. Considering
the construction sector alone,
productivity improvements
that delivermore affordable
housingwould deliver a better
standard of living to Kiwis
everywhere.

● Energy cost and supply. A
multi-pronged approach
including everything from
solar, pumped hydro and coal
to reduction targets for
industry.

Susan Peterson
Kiwibank
● Maintain trust in our

institutions.Wewould ideally
haveminimum standards of
political alignment on key
issues including the approach
to superannuation, KiwiSaver,
major infrastructure
investment, our education
system and public healthcare.

● Inequality, affordable housing
and the cost of living. Address
inflation by transferring
unproductive public spending
into productive capital
investment.

● Pressure onHealth Services.
Public/private partnerships to
shorten thewait list, lift public
health systemproductivity
and reducewasted costs.

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

Blair Turnbull
Milford Asset Management
●Confidence in thegoverningand
economicenvironment. This couldbe
resolved throughbipartisan
consensusonwhat is best for our
futureprosperity.
●Lackof investment in infrastructure.
Resolved throughbipartisan support
for appropriate, long-term fundingof
keyprojects.
●Poor savings culturewith
unsustainable Super settings.
Resolved, again, throughbipartisan
support of sensible reform.

John Fraser Mckenzie, EMA
●Stability andcertainty in key
business settings: increasebi-partisan
approachand long-termplanning.
Allowpolicies tobe implementedand
assessedbefore changing. The
National InfrastructurePlan is agood
exampleof this approach.
●Reliable and resilient energy: a
formal 30-year EnergyPlan that
coversgenerationanddistribution.
Well communicated so local and
international business canhave
confidenceof supply.
●Developan integratedworkforce
andskills strategy in consultationwith
business—alignedwith immigration
andeducation settings.

Doug Paulin, Sealord
●Fuel pricing.
●Political uncertainty.
●Populist policies fromall parties.

Roger Gray, Port of Auckland
●Reduceboth central and local
governmentdebt. Cut spendingat all
levels of government and return to
surplus.
●Reduce thewasteat both levels of
government, reduce thenumberof
non-coreprograms thatdon’t deliver
for thepeople.Weneed to radically
cut local andcentral government

public sector staff levels.
●Build the infrastructureweneed for
thenext 100years.

John Plato, Plato Creative
● I think the left blocgovernment is
nutswith their taxpolicies, thiswill kill
growthand innovation.
●Bipartisanagreementson
infrastructureprogrammesand
10-yearplanning to stopwaste.
●Risingcost of livingand low
productivityputs pressureonwage
growthandcost pressuresof business.

Matthew Cockram
Cooper and Company
●Productivity: invest inproductive
infrastructure.
●Commonpurpose: stronger, legible
coherent leadershipnarrative.

John McWhirter
Wools of New Zealand
●Poor leadershipandco-governance.
●Highcosts aremakingNZglobally
uncompetitive.
●Lackof capital, investment and
business acumen.

Leonard Sampson
Port of Tauranga
●Address thecritical infrastructure
deficit througha30-yearbipartisan
infrastructurepipeline, supportedby
enabling regulatory settings, including
RMAreform.
●Liftingproductivity andeconomic
growth.Weakproductivitygrowth
constrainswages, competitiveness
and living standards. Sustained
economicgrowth requiresgreater
investment in innovation, skills,
infrastructureandcapital formation
● International competitiveness and
resilience—NewZealand’s prosperity
dependsheavily onglobal trade.
Global tensions, tradedisruptions,
changingenergyprices andshifts in
supply chains createongoing

uncertainty.NewZealandneeds to
remain competitive, expand intomore
markets, strengthen its resilienceand
attract investment asglobal tradeand
shippingcontinue to change.

Kim Ballinger, AsureQuality
●Clear vision for thecountry,what
NewZealandwill andwill not be— i.
e.whatwewill be famous for.
●Productivity, useofAI and
technology for bothefficiencies and
growth.
●Health system—requires total
overhaul and transformation
consideringall 12 elements in
McKinseyoperatingmodel, but in
particular process andsystem
architectureandbuildingblocks.

Lisa Li
China Travel Service (NZ)
●Drive sustainablegrowthacross
both inboundandoutbound travel,
with a stronger focusonvalue rather
thanvolumealone.
●Strengthenproduct innovationand
customerexperience, responding to
changing traveller expectations for
morepersonalised, authentic and
high-quality experiences.
●Build resilienceandcapability
throughstrongerpartnerships, digital
development and investment inour
people,whilenavigatingglobal
economicandgeopolitical
uncertainties.

Sam Stubbs, Simplicity
●Governancemindset towards
growth.
●Toomany lobbyists andeasyaccess
to influence inWellington.
●Theongoing impostof bankand
otherduopolyoligopoly cartels.

Mark McCutcheon
Rheem New Zealand
●National debt levels, theneed to
reducedebt, and the impact this has

onour ability to fundgrowth.
●HowNZ thrives through thenext
technology revolution.
●Anorderly electrification transition
andhowweplan for this through
changingpolicies between threeyear
elections,while investment
timeframesaremuch longer than this.

Justin Watson
Christchurch International Airport
●MakeNewZealandeasier to invest
in anddobusinesswith.
●Cost of infrastructureand
compliance: reform to create a system
that canget thingsdonequicker and
cheaper.
●Weneed toearnmore fromthe rest
of theworldbyaccelerating
agricultureand tourismexports.

Don Braid, Mainfreight
● Investment in infrastructure.
●Governmentperformance.
●Economic confidence.

Leon Fung, Synlait
●Unstablegovernment and
inconsistentgovernancepolicy/
directions.
●Global trendofnationalism,
protectionsandgeopolitical tensions.
● Increasingenergyand labour costs.

Craig Davidson, Aecom
●Our inability toengage in thehard
conversationsaroundprioritisation.
Soaringhealthcare costs, funding
retirement, climate change/
retrenchment are all exampleswhere
hardchoices areneeded. Elect—and,
importantly, support— individuals
whohave the courage toengageand
debate topics that need tobe
addressed.
●Leadership capability:weareanet
exporter of leadership talent.Weneed
toconsolidatepublic sector entities to
ensurewearenot spreadingour
limited leadershipdepth too thin.

●Minorparties arehavinga
disproportionate impactonpolicies.
Voters arenot gettingwhat they
thought theyvoted for.Ultimately,
MMP isnot delivering its promises.

Michelle Palmer
Retirement Villages Association
●Costof livingandaffordability: focus
onproductivity, housing supply and
reducingcost pressureson
households andbusinesses.
●Constant reformand regulatory
change: consolidate, simplify and
allowbusinesses andcommunities
time toabsorb and implement change
before launching furthermajor reform.
●Pressureon thehealth system:
prioritise access,workforce capacity
andpractical improvements that
deliverbetter frontlineoutcomes.

Cameron Bagrie
Bagrie Economics
● I see a lot of talk of a cost-of-living
crisis,which ismasking the real crisis:
an incomecrisis. You fix the latter via
productivity.
●Fixingeducation requires
addressinga lot of societal evils that
haveentered the classroom, suchas
poverty.
● Infrastructure:webuild stuff and
mismanage it.WeneedaNZSuper
Fund-styleorganisation thatmanages
Crownphysical assets.

Mike Hearn, Amcham
●Costof living:weneedstrong
policies togrow theeconomy. Easing
financial strainbyadjusting income tax
thresholds, reducing regulatory costs
onbusinesses to lower consumer
prices, andboostingnational
productivity.
●Stronggovernmentpolicies to
encourageandsupport businesses.
●Healthcare: significant increase in
funding is needed to support the
sector.
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Businesses must invest for growth
Westpac CEOwarns
election policy
uncertainty is
holding back
investment, writes
Andrea Fox

It’s a real opportunity to stand up as a
country, as a bit of a shining light of sanity
in a world that’s feeling less predictable.

CatherineMcGrath

P utting investmentonhold
basedon theassumptionour
uncertainworldwill oneday
return to “normal” no longer

feels like the rightdecision, says
WestpacNZchief executive
CatherineMcGrath.

“Howtheworld isoperatinghas
definitely changed fromwhere itwas
fiveor sixyears ago, so I think this
regularityof shocksanduncertainty
we’vebeendealingwith for a long
periodof time is thenorm.”

Businesses that have longdeferred
investmentare starting to see this and
determining theyneed to invest to
drive their growth, irrespectiveof
global events, she says.

WestpacNZplans to increase
capital and IT spendingdespite
expecting flat revenue, profit decline
andstaff numbers to fall.

“Weexpect theeconomyto start
to get better. Economists are telling
usweshouldexpect about 3%growth
nextyear. But competition is really
fierce in the financial servicesand
banking sectors, so that’swhat’s
driving the revenue flat despite the
factwe’re seeingabit of growth in
theeconomy.

“Cyber-spend is anarea that’s
definitely goingup for thebank to

makesurewecontinue toprotect our
customers reallywell but also to
ensure tools areused in the rightway
to freeupour teamsabitmore so
theycanspendevenmore time
talking tocustomers.”

McGrath identifies regulation,
infrastructureandgovernment
policyuncertainty as the three
biggest constraintsoneconomic
growth. “The thing that’smost
challenging is thechoppingand
changingofpolicyand regulationand
therefore,what’s happeningwith
infrastructure.”

SheurgesNewZealand to
recognise that in theworld’snew
operating “norm”, predictability is an
asset and that thecountryhasa
stellar reputation internationallyasa
stableeconomy, a goodplace todo
business anda safeharbour for
capital fromoverseas.

“Weneed tomakesure those
assets and thewaywe’re seen
continue tobe strengthenedas
opposed toeroded.

“It’s a real opportunity forus to
continue to standupasa country, as
abit of a shining lightof sanity ina

world that’s feeling lesspredictable.
Sousbeingpredictable,withavery
strongdemocracy, averycohesive
societyand therefore agreatplace to
both live and invest is, I think, really
important.”

As towhat infrastructuredecision
thenext government couldmake that
wouldmostboostproductivity,
McGrath says it’s not aboutwholesale
change.

“It’s about stayingon thepath in
termsofdecisions alreadymadeand
lettingbusinessesandoffshore
investors see there is abipartisan
agreementabouthow infrastructure
isdoneanddelivered inNew
Zealand.”

McGrath ishighlyconcerned
about the impact of electionpolicy
uncertainty,while acknowledging it’s
an “inevitable consequence”of an
electoral systemthatproduces
coalitiongovernments.

“What’s becoming increasingly
clear, if itwasn’t before, is thatyou
mightvote forPartyAand they then
need todoacoalitionagreementwith
acoupleofotherparties.

“Therefore, thepolicies youendup
withbydefinitionandby the
constructof the systemare
compromised inoneway, shapeor
form.Thishas itsupsidesbut it also
hasdownsides—and that is
uncertainty.”

Asked if political volatility is
becominganeconomic
competitiveness issue,McGrath says
oncoreareas like infrastructure, the
countryneeds tohavemore thana
three-yearviewandbipartisan
support is really important.

“It doesn’tmatterwhether it’s big
bits of infrastructure like roadingor
whether it’s overhauling the
education system, thereare things

thatwesimply can’t afford tochange
every threeyears.”

McGrath says forNewZealand to
becomegenuinelycompetitive for
international capital, “it’s about
overseas investorsbeingable tohave
real confidence in thewayour
Government looks at business, the
waywemake longer-termdecisions
andnot chopandchangeevery three
years.

“Continuing tohaveanamazingly
stabledemocracyandavery
cohesivecommunityare all things I
think reallyhelpusbecompetitive
for investmenton theworld stage.”

Shedoublesdownonherview that
the time forKiwibusinesses tohope
for a return toplain sailingwithno
economicuncertainty isover. “That
meansbusinessesneed tomakesure
they’re future-fit,whichmeans
investing for growth, better customer
service, productivity,whatever is
most important to them.

“The fundamentalswecanseeare
heading in the rightdirectionandour
economists arecurrentlypredicting
3%GDPgrowth, so for investing in
things like cyberprotectionor
whateveryouneed tomakeyour
business fit for the future, nowfeels
likea really good time.”

Driving the improvedoutlook is
theexpectation that the rewards from
strongagri-sectorperformancewill
start flowing fromrural regions to
citiesnext year, andconservative-
spendingconsumers adjusting toan
uncertainworld.

“We’re all gettingused to the
uncertainty that is ournewnorm.”

Westpac is a sponsor of theHerald’s
Moodof theBoardroomreport
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Who is up to the
CEOs like theway
Barbara Edmonds
engages with
business but
wonder whether
the numbers stack
up, writes
Graham Skellern

While opinions will
differ on Labour’s
economic policies,
she has generally

presented herself as
a considered and
pragmatic voice
within the party.

Chris Quin, Foodstuffs North Island

Labour is
committed to

restoring full pay
equity, a bill

Treasury once put
at around $13 billion,

and her plan does
not put a cost on it.

Anne Gaze, founder of
Gaze Foundation

I n the lead-up to theelection,
BarbaraEdmondshasmore
thanheldherown in thedebates
on theeconomy.The

parliamentary two-termerhasalso
beenmore forceful.

Whenchallenged, shequickly
pointsout that she’s beena tax lawyer
formore than 10years, she’s beenan
analyst for taxpolicydevelopment
andshe’s beenanadviser forboth
National andLabourministers in
government. “I knowwhat I’m talking
about.”

At theASBGreatDebate in
Queenstown,Edmondswasted little
time inacknowledgingAct leader
DavidSeymour’s remark, even if it
wasaquip, that she’s “oneof the
smartest people in theLabourParty.”

Theboardroomis still not quite
sureabout theLabourParty finance
andeconomyspokesperson’s
credentials andvision.

Thebusiness leaderswereasked:
HasEdmonds (theMP forMana)
presentedherself as acredible
Ministerof Finance?The response
was: 55%saidyes, 30%noand 15%
wereunsure. Thishardlychanged
from lastyear’sMoodof theBoard-
roomsurveywhen53%saidyes, 26%
wereunconvincedand21%
undecided.

Thebusiness leaderswantedmore
detail onEdmonds’ approachand
plans. Labour’s fiscal strategyand
economicand taxpolicies areout.

An investmentbanker said
Edmondswascredible, engaging,
caringandsmart but shewill get
eatenupbyherpolitical colleagues,
though.

Willingness to engage
DonBraid, groupmanagingdirector
ofMainfreight, said therewasan
elementof capability but “weareyet
to see that flourishamongst the
election rhetorics.”

Anenergychief executive said: “I
don’t agreewith all herpositions,
howeverherunderstandingof the
issuesandwillingness toengagewith
businesshasbeen impressive.”

Edmonds laidouthervision
during theQueenstownGreatDebate:
“Iwant aNewZealandwhereyour
friends, childrenand familycanmake
a futurehere. Inorder todo that,we
needaneconomy thatworks for
everyone, not just a few.

“Weneed toensurewesupport job
creationandbackourbusiness,
especially the97% inNewZealand
that are small businesses, andwe
need todealwith thecost of living.

“When I goupanddown the
country, and righthere in
Queenstownwhereanumberofyour
workers are struggling, they say the
cost of living is thenumberone issue.

“Labourhasaplan to tackleall
threekeyareas, and I’mgoing tobe
thenextMinister of Finance, not
ChloeSwarbrick, notNicolaWillis. I’m
here toensurewehaveaneconomy
foreveryone.”

Later, Edmonds said “thenumber
one thingyoungpeoplewant from
usadults is to figureouthowthey
keep their future.

“Theyneed tohave jobswhen they
comeoutof theeducation system.
Weneed to support thebusinesses
tocreate the jobs, andwecansupport

those jobs staying inNewZealand.
“AI is going tobeanopportunity

aswell as adisruptor.Howdoyou
thinkabout the futureofwork forour
youngpeople?Are they learning the
skills atuniversity, polytechnic,
secondaryandprimary schools to
lead themto the futureofwork?

“Part of ourAI strategy ishaving
the leadershipwith theDepartment
ofPrimeMinister andCabinet.AI is
alreadyhere.Howdowesafeguard
thekids?Howdoweprotect copy-
right, data sovereignty, privacy? It
needs strong leadership and right at
the top, under thePrimeMinister.”

Fiscal plan
Labour’s fiscal plan seesa return to
surplusby2029/30using theoriginal
operatingbalancebeforegainsand
losses (Obegal) includingACC;
reducingnetdebt to20%of gross
domesticproduct (GDP); andcore

Crownexpenditure and revenueheld
at 33%ofGDPwhen thecapital gains
tax is fully implemented.

AnewParliamentaryBudget
Officewouldbeestablished to
independentlyanalyse thebooksand
everyparty’s spendingcommitment.
TheReserveBankwouldhaveadual
mandate: price stability (tackling
inflation) andmaximumsustainable
employment.

Twobusiness leadersprovided
interestingperspectives to the
economicand fiscal plan.

ChrisQuin, chief executiveof
FoodstuffsNorth Island, said
Edmondshasdemonstrateda
willingness toengageandheara
rangeof perspectivesoneconomic
issues,which is an importantpart of
the role.

“Whileopinionswill differ on
Labour’s economicpolicies, shehas
generallypresentedherself as a
consideredandpragmaticvoice
within theparty.

“Whether she is consideredasa
credible futureMinisterof Finance
will ultimatelydependonvoters’
confidence inLabour’s broader
economicprogrammeand its ability
to support growth, investmentand
fiscal stability.”

AnneGaze, founderofGaze
FoundationandCampusLink, says
Edmondscannotmakeherparty’s
numbersaddup…a taxbackground
isnot economic leadership.

“Labour is committed to restoring
full payequity, abill Treasuryonce
put at around$13billion, andherplan
doesnotput acost on it.

“The three-year fuel tax freezehas

no line inher costings table.
“Three freeGPvisits for everyone

are tobepaid forout ofmoney
alreadyset aside for existinghealth
pressures.Her capital gains tax raises
$2.8bagainst $24.5bof spending, and
even thatdependsonpropertyprices
rising in amarket that is going the
otherway.

“Ayear ago, shewouldnot sayhow
shewould fix the structural deficit.
She still hasnot. That is not a growth
agenda. It is a spending listwith the
awkward items left off thepage.

“I have seennoeconomic
leadership, no fiscal disciplineand
nothing to suggest sheunderstands
what it takes togrowaneconomy.”

HaydenWilson, chair ofDentons
NewZealand, identifiedEdmondsas
thepoliticianhewould trustmost
throughanother global economic
shock, ratingher 4/5as frontbench
performerandacredibleFinance
Minister.

Labour’s best MP?
Aresearchchief executivewent
further. “Edmonds is perhaps thebest
MP inLabour’s ranks. Sheclearly
understands the issuesyet seemed
unable tobringherparty to a rational
positionon taxandspending.”

Anagrimanufacturer said
Edmondshas shownadmirable
willingness toengagewithand listen
tobusinessbuthe’snot surewhether
shewill beable topushbackagainst
themore left-leaningpolicies
advocatedbyothers inopposition.

ManyCEOsagree shehas the
ability—sheneedsmoreclearly
articulatedpositioning.

Labour isproposing aNewZealand
FutureFundbypoolingdividends
fromState-ownedenterprises and
CrownAssets. Itwould repeal the
InvestmentBoost tax incentiveand
expand theElevateventurecapital
fundby redirectingup to$50mayear
fromthegovernment contribution to
theNZSuperFund.

Itwould raise theGST threshold
to$80,000,makebigbusinessespay
small supplierswithin 15days, back
30,000apprenticeswithan
expandedapprenticeshipboost, and
guaranteeeveryeligible graduate
nursea job.

Labourhaspledged itwill restore
payequity legislationwithin the first
100daysofbeing inpower and itwill
givea$4anhourpay rise to65,000
careand supportworkers from
January 1nextyear.

Taxing issues
Oneof thepricklypolicies is the28%
capital gains taxonprofits from
commercial and residential
investmentproperties soldafter July
1nextyear.

Edmonds told theQueenstown
audience: “Labour isproposinga
simple, targetedcapital gains tax
whichnineoutof 10NewZealanders
won’t pay— it doesnot affect themain
home.

“If youare a real property investor,
there is a section in the IncomeTax
Actwhere the incomeyoumake from
buyingandsellingproperty is already
covered.Wewantpeople investing in
productiveassets— thishelps the
allocativeefficiency,whereyougo
looking to invest in landorbusiness.
By takingaway the taxadvantageof
going intoproperty,wewant toeven
thatplaying field.

“The targeted taxwill not taxyou
onpaper gains— there is amedian
rulewhich Ihelpeddevelopwith the
taxworkinggroup in2019.Youwill
have fiveyears fromJuly 1, 2027 to
provideeither amarketvalueor
rateablevalue, or a standarddefault
methodby the IRD if youdon’t elect
it. Under themedian rule, you take
thehighest of those two thingsand
youminus thedisposal cost— that’s
the ruleof the taxworkinggroup.”

Onsplitting the supermarket
duopoly, Edmonds saidLabour’s
policy is tobreakup thewholesale
and retail armsof the largerplayers.
“Why?Thewholesale arm is theprice
given to the smaller independent
firms— the independentbutchers and
greengrocers.

“Weback themtogetbetterprices
at thewholesaler so theycanbe
competitive.Weareproposing
greater teeth for theCommerce
Commission.”

Thecentral question is: Can
EdmondspersuadeCEOs thatLabour
hasacoherent, fully costedeconomic
strategy thatwill encourage
investment, improveproductivity
anddeliver betterpublic services
withoutundermining fiscal
discipline?

DoesEdmondsoffer a genuinely
different andcredible route to
growth, or is Labour still developing
theeconomicplanbusinesswants to
see?

Onesuspects there is stillmore
work todo.

Does Barbara Edmonds present as a credible Finance Minister?

55%
YES

30%
NO

15%
UNSURE
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fiscal challenge?
NicolaWillis wins
the business
credibility test — but
the growth
dividend remains
elusive, writes
Fran O’Sullivan

Beating up on the
banks, gentailers,
Foodstuffs and

other successful
New Zealand

businesses is cheap
politics and not in

the country’s
interests.

Chairperson

N icolaWillis heads to
electiondaywitha solid
endorsement fromthe
business community—but

alsoawarning that credibility as
FinanceMinister is not the sameas
delivering theeconomic
transformationNewZealandneeds.

TheHerald’sMoodof the
Boardroomsurvey found74%of chief
executivesandchairs considered
Willis a credibleMinisterof Finance
(One in five (20%)disagreed,while
6%wereunsure.

That is a respectable result for a
ministerwho inheritedadifficult
fiscal position fromLabour’sGrant
Robertsonandhashad tonavigate
a sluggish recoveryand international
economic shocks.

But thecomments reveal amore
qualifiedverdict.Willis receives
credit for restoring spending
discipline, pursuingapathback to
surplusand introducing incentives
forbusiness investment. Yet critics
questionwhether shehasdone
enough to tackledebt, lift
productivityandcreate the
conditions for sustainedgrowth.

DonBraid, chief executiveof
Mainfreight, captured theuncertainty
surrounding the fiscal outlook: “Yet to
decide if it is allwaffleor it has the
ability todeliver a surplus thatweall
understand.”

EconomistCameronBagrie argued
that three successiveexpansionary
Budgetshadadded to fiscal pressures
rather thanaddressed them.Greg
GentofDairyHoldingswasmore
blunt: “Debt continues to increase,
that alone takes awayher credibility.”

ForWillis, the challenge is to
persuadevoters that the
Government’s economicprogramme
isbeginning todeliver—while
convincingbusiness leaders that
fiscal repairwill translate into
stronger investmentand
productivity.

Fiscal discipline, but an unfinished
job
Willis’ supporters acknowledge that
she inheritedadifficult set of books
andhasbrought greater focus to
Government spending.Her case rests
onaprojected return to surplus in
2028/29, tax relief theGovernment
says is fully funded, the Investment
Boost incentiveand regulatory
reform intended toencourage
economicactivity.

AnneGazegaveWillis qualified
credit forholdingnewspending to
$2.1 billion in the latest Budget and
settingout apath froman$11.9b
deficit to a forecast $2.6b surplus. She
alsowelcomed InvestmentBoost,
describing it as the first serious
incentive for business investment in
years. ButGazearguedWillis had
stopped thedeteriorationwithout
undertaking thedeeper reform
required.Thecorepublic service
remainedaround63,000people,
while theCrown’s annualwagebill
had risenbymore than45%since
2017. Core spending remainedabove
32%of theeconomy, againstWillis’
own targetof 30%.

Herverdictwas thatWillis had
stopped thebleedingbuthadnot
operated.

Other respondentsquestioned
whether theGovernmenthaddone
enough to restrain spendingand

confront the long-termcostsof an
ageingpopulation.Oneargued that
the2024 tax cuts camebefore the
deficit hadbeen fixed, offsetting
muchof thebenefit of spending
restraint.

Theconcern is that anear-term
surpluswill not resolve the structural
pressuresbuildingon thepublic
finances.

Inadiscussionwith theHerald,
Willis identifiedKiwiSaver reform,
implementationof thenational
infrastructureplan, achievinga
surplusandexamining future
productivity-focused tax reformas
priorities if returnedasFinance
Minister. Superannuation is another
loomingchallenge,withbusiness
leaders arguing that changes require
advancenoticeandcross-party
agreement.

Thedistinctionemerging fromthe

survey is between fiscal stewardship
andeconomic leadership.Willis is
creditedwith trying to restoreorder
to theGovernment’s accounts, but
businesswants greater ambition for
growth.

Oneutilities chief executive
describedheras a “goodstewardof
theFinanceportfolio” but said that as
Minister forGrowth, shehadbeen
“completely lacking”.

Investment Boost
Theelectioncampaignhas
sharpened thedebateoverwhether
National’s economicpolicies are
delivering sufficient results.

At theOctober 14ASBGreatDebate
inQueenstown,Willis defended
InvestmentBoost,National’s flagship
incentive forbusiness investment,
against Labour’s alternative
approach.

Herargument is that tax incentives
canencourage firms to invest innew
equipment, expandoperationsand
improveproductivity. Shehascited
businesses tellingher that thepolicy
helped themproceedwithplanned
investments.

In anearlier campaign finance
debate,Willis said theaverageasset
claimedunder InvestmentBoostwas
worth just over $60,000, basedon the
tax returns receivedat thatpoint.

Sheargued thatLabour’s proposed
$10,000assetwrite-offwouldbe too
limited for businesseswithbigger
ambitions, suchas abakeryopening
anotheroutlet or acompany
investing inmachinery.

“Ourpolicycreates certainty in the
taxenvironment,”Willis said,

claiming thatLabour’s alternative
would imposeanadditional $5billion
in tax.

Theexchangecaptures the
competingeconomicnarratives
facingvoters.Willis is pitching
continuity, investment incentives
and fiscal restraint as the route to
recovery. Labour’s BarbaraEdmonds
argues for adifferent approach,
includingmore targeted support for
smaller businesses.

Willis has also indicated that
further tax reformcouldbe
considered if the fiscal position
permits it,with anemphasison
puttingmoremoney inworkers’
pockets andencouragingbusinesses
to innovateand invest.

Forbusiness leaders, however, the
test isnot simplywhether thepolicies
soundattractive. It iswhether they
generatemeasurable improvements
in investment, productivityand
economicperformance.

Foodstuffs controversy
Oneof themostdamagingcriticisms
in the surveyconcernsWillis’
proposedstructural separationof
Foodstuffs,whichhasexposed
tensionsbetweenNational’s pro-
businessmessageand itswillingness
to intervene inestablished
companies.

Somerespondents accept that
competitionproblems in super-
markets andbankingneedaddre-
ssing.Others believeWillis has
pursuedpolitically attractive targets
at theexpenseof investor confidence.

Acompanychairpersonacknow-
ledgedWillis hadhandled the fuel

crisiswell, restoringcredibility
throughher response. But thechair-
personargued that she toooften
pursued thepolitics of an issue rather
thanwhatwaseconomically right.

“Beatingupon thebanks, gentai-
lers, Foodstuffs andother successful
NewZealandbusinesses is cheap
politics andnot in thecountry’s
interests,” thechairpersonsaid.

Another respondentquestioned
what aNationalMinisterof Finance
wasdoing leadingattackson the
business community, citing the
Fonterrabutter controversyand the
supermarketproposal.

Theconcern is that businesses
contemplating long-term
investmentsmaybegin towonder
whether the ruleswill changeafter
theyhavecommittedcapital.

TheFoodstuffsproposal is
particularly contentiousbecause the
Government’s own inquiry into
barriers to supermarket competition
identified issues suchas zoning, slow
consentingand regulation. Critics
questionwhether restructuringan
establishedNewZealand-owned
cooperativeaddresses those
underlyingobstacles.

At theASBdebate,Willis defended
theprospectof breakingup the super-
marketduopoly,with reportsof the
debate indicating shearguedprices
could fall by 3-4%.Act leaderDavid
Seymourpushedback,warning that
interventioncouldcreateuncerta-
intyandarguing thatbarriers tonew
entrants shouldbe thepriority.

Thedisagreementhighlights the
difficulty forWillis: shemust
demonstrate that competition reform
candeliver betteroutcomes for
consumerswithoutundermining the
investment confidenceNational says
is essential to growth.

An election-year liability?
Willis’ prominencemakesher
economic recordcentral toNational’s
campaign.AsFinanceMinister and
deputyNational leader, she isoneof
themostvisible facesof the
Government’s case for re-election.

Herposition isnotwithout
strengths. The surveyshows that
mostbusiness leaders still regardher
as credible, andherhandlingof fuel-
securitypressureshasattracted
positivecomment. Supporters also
point to InvestmentBoost, trade
agreements and regulatory reformas
measures intended to improve the
economy’smedium-termprospects.

Butherpolitical exposure is
increasingas thecampaign forces
National todefend thegapbetween
its economicpromisesand the
recoveryexperiencedbyhouseholds
andbusinesses.

Willis occupies theNo. 2 spoton
National’s 2026party list, behind
PrimeMinisterChristopherLuxon.
On the faceof it, her formal list rank-
ing shouldnot bevulnerable.Herpoli-
tical standing, however, is tied toNati-
onal’s electoral performanceand
whether thepartycanpersuade
voters its economicprogramme is
working.

The survey suggests that business
leadershavenotdismissedher.
Rather, someof thosewhoaccepther
stewardshipareunconvincedshe
hasdeliveredenoughongrowthand
productivity.

TheoverallMoodof the
Boardroomverdict is thatWillis has
retainedsubstantial credibility, but it
is conditional. The74%endorsement
givesheraplatform; the20%who
disagree, togetherwith the reserva-
tionsexpressedbysomesupporters,
showhowmuch remains tobedone.

Herultimate test isnot simply
whether shecandeliver a forecast
surplus. It iswhether shecan turn
fiscalmanagement into sustained
growth, higherproductivityand
greaterbusiness confidence—and
convincevoters thatNational
deservesanother term to finish the
job.

Is Nicola Willis a credible Finance Minister?

74%
YES

20%
NO

6%
UNSURE
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Opportunity Party’s rise
reshapes the election

Business leaders say Opportunity has changed the landscape, but questionwhether its
centrist appeal can survive scrutiny of its policies — andwhether National can afford to
shut the door on a potential coalition partner, write Fran O’Sullivan and Bill Bennett

National might have
to swallow this rat.

Energy CEO

HasQiulae Wong
positionedOpportunity
as a credible Coalition
partner?

Photo:MarkMitchell. HeraldMoodof the Boardroom
CEOs Survey 2026 /HeraldNetwork graphic

Q
Yes

No

Unsure

HasNationalmade the
right call to rule out
Opportunity?Q
Yes

No

Unsure

46%

35%

19%

41%

40%

19%

T heHerald’sMoodof the
BoardroomElection2026
surveyofbusiness leaders
reveals a sharpdivideover

both theOpportunityParty’s
prospects andPrimeMinister
ChristopherLuxon’s decision to rule
outworkingwith it. Chief executives
aredividedonwhether leaderQiulae
WonghaspositionedOpportunityas
acredibleCoalitionpartner: 41%of
respondents agree; 40%don’t anda
further 19%areunsure.

SomeCEOsseeOpportunityasa
freshpolitical voicecapableof
attractingvotersdisillusionedwith
establishedparties andpotentially
offeringamoreworkable coalition
partner thansomeof theexisting
alternatives.Others regard its taxand
redistributionpolicies as
fundamentally incompatiblewith the
investment-ledgrowthNewZealand
needs.

But evenamong those sceptical of
its policies, there is recognition that
Opportunity’s risehas createdanew
dynamic in theelectioncontest.

Wonghasbeen thewildcardat the
2026election.

“Shehas transformed the
landscape for this election—well
done,” oneenergyCEOsaid.

The38-year-oldex-business
consultantwasparachuted into the
leadershipof theOpportunityParty
after getting the jobbyansweringan
advertisementonSeek.

Prominent listmembers include
deputy leaderDaniel Eb,who runsa
communicationsagency,Wellington
public servant JessicaHammondand
environmental policy specialistDr
KaylaKingdon-Bebb.

“Bizarre really that a jobad for a
leaderhasworked sowell,” said
SimonBennett ofMetroPerformance
Glass.

Opportunity, formerlyTOP,has
failed three times to reachParliament.

But theparty registered8%
support on the latest 1NewsVerian
poll translating into 10 seats in
Parliament. IfOpportunity’s support
holdsat a similar level at the
November7election, itwouldbe in
thekingmakerposition tochoose
between the right and left blocs.

Theparty’s headlinepolicies are
anannual land-value taxonurban
propertyandauniversal basic
incomepaid to everyadult, alongside
compulsoryKiwiSaver, climate
actionanda$30,000caponpolitical
donations.

There’s an ironywith that last
policy:Opportunityhasaccepted six
gifts above that thisyear,worthmore
than$400,000.At the timeofwriting,
that ismore in largedonations than
Labourhas received.Wongconcedes
theoptics are awkwardbut says the
partymust “play thegame” to get into
Parliament.

Manybusiness leaders are
impressedbyWongand
Opportunity’s performancebut
unconvincedbypolicy.

Thisview is summedupwell by
theCEOof a researchbusiness:
“Opportunitypresents asunitedand
media-savvy.Yet their policiesdonot
addup fiscally.”

AnneGaze, founder andCEOof
CampusLinkFoundation says:
“Wongwillwinvotesat this election,
andnot forherpolicies. She isyoung,
articulate, quickonher feet and
always smiling, and that isnowwhat
winselections.”

However,Gaze ismorecritical of
Opportunity’s policies.

CommentingonOpportunity’s
proposed land taxand$19,400
“citizen’s income” she says: “Her
economic thinking is backward, and
itwould gut theproductive,
investment-ledeconomyNew
Zealandneeds.”

Anotherexecutivedescribed the

positioningof a centrist partycapable
ofworkingacross thepolitical divide
aspolitically astute, despite
questioningwhether its policieswere
economically credible.

TheemergenceofOpportunityhas
also raisedquestionsabout the
importanceofpolitical presentation
inanelection increasingly shapedby
mediaexposureandvoter
dissatisfactionwithestablished
parties.Oneagribusinessboss said
Wonghad led thepartywell and
appearedamorecredible coalition
partneron the left thanTePātiMāori
or theGreens.

AutilitiesCEOagreed that the idea
of a centrist partywasattractive, but
warned thatOpportunity’s identity
remainedunclear.

“WhileQiulae is a strong
communicator, she strugglesonce
conversationgoesbeyond the
preparedscript,” theexecutive said.

OtherCEOsweremoredismissive,
questioningwhether thepartyhada
coherentpolicyplatformbeyond its
slogans.

“Whatdo they stand for except
slogans?” askedRogerGray, chief
executiveof Port ofAuckland.

Anenvironmental services
executive similarly criticisedwhat
theysawasa lackof policies,while
anenergyCEOdescribed theparty
as still comingacross as “thedoctor’s
party”—withananswer for
everythinganda request for consi-
derablymoremoney todeliver it.

Tax and redistribution at the heart
of concerns
Themost contentiousaspectof
Opportunity’s programme is its
proposed restructuringof the taxand
welfare system.

Theyhavenot been included in
Wong’s fivebottom-linepolicies for
anypost-electionnegotiations.
“Takingkeypolicies off the tableas
non-negotiableundermines
credibility and smacksofpolitical
opportunism,” saysanagribusiness
manufacturer.

Theparty’s proposal for anannual
land-value taxof 1.75%onurban land
and0.5%on rural land, alongsidea
$19,400annual payment toevery
adult, including those receivingNew
ZealandSuperannuation, hasdrawn
particularly strongcriticism from
business respondents.

These twoproposalswereamong
the least impressiveof thepolicy
optionsassessedby respondents. The
annual land-value taxattracteda
weightedaverage scoreof just 1.31,
with79%of respondents giving it the

lowest ratingofone.Only2%gave it
thehighest ratingof five.

Theproposal to replacemain
benefits, includingNZSuper,witha
$19,400annual payment toevery
adult scoredonly 1.47. Some63%gave

it the lowest rating,while just 1% rated
it five.

An investmentbankerdescribed
thepolicies as “loopy”, although the
executiveacknowledged that
Opportunity’s positioningasaparty
potentially able toworkwithboth
sideswaspolitically astute.

A researchCEOalsoquestioned
whether theparty’s policies addedup
fiscally, despite its unitedandmedia-
savvypresentation.

The resultswerenotuniformly
negative.Aproposal toestablisha
renewableenergycapacity invest-
ment scheme,withgovernment
dividend revenue ring-fenced,
receivedaweightedaverageof 2.46.

Simplifying income tax to three
brackets scored2.45,while capping
political donations at $30,000per
donorperpartyperelectoral cycle
scored2.35.

National’s decision: tactical
success or strategic mistake?
National leaderChristopherLuxon’s

decision to ruleout acoalition
arrangementwithOpportunityhas
generated its owndebateamong
CEOs.

Luxonhas repeatedly ruledout a
deal.He sayshewon’t dobusiness
withaparty thatwants to taxmore
andspendmore.Wongcalls that
prematureand says shewill
approach the leaderof the largest
party first ifOpportunityholds the
balanceofpower.

A researchCEOdescribed it as the
right tacticalmove to stopNational
bleeding support toOpportunity,
while acknowledging thatNational
mighthave to revisit thequestion
after theelection.

A technologyexecutivecalled the
decisionanobvious strategic
blunder.

A transport boss argued that ruling
outOpportunity reducedNational’s
options,while autilities chief
executive suggested that amore
productive relationshipwith
Opportunitymight bepossible than
withNewZealandFirst.

“There is a reasonableargument
that rulingout theOpportunityParty
soearlywasa short-sighteddecision,”
saidChrisQuin, chief executiveof
FoodstuffsNorth Island.

Heargued that, underMMP,
pragmatismand flexibility couldbe
important in forming stable
governments, and that keeping
optionsopencouldprovidegreater
leverageandmorepathways to
implementingapolicyprogramme.

By rulingout thepartybefore
votershaddelivered their verdict,
Quin saidNational hadnarrowed its
coalitionoptions inan increasingly
fragmentedpolitical environment.

Other executives suggested the
decisioncouldbe reversed if the final
results leftNationalneeding
additional support. “Everythingcan
benegotiated,” one infrastructure
CEOsaid.

AnenergyCEOwasblunter:
“Nationalmighthave to swallow this
rat.”

CameronBagrieofBagrie
Economics sawaclearpolitical
strategybehind thePrimeMinister’s
position, arguing that itwasdesigned
toprotectNational’s partyvote. But
headded thatNationalwouldalmost
certainlypickup thephone if
Opportunity’s support became
necessary.

“It’s all hearsayuntil thecoalition
negotiationsget underway,” said
Mainfreight chief executiveDon
Braid.

Labour leaderChrisHipkinshas
alsowarnedvoters that supporting
theOpportunityParty risks “giving
their voteaway” andcouldultimately
helpNational stay inpower.

Hipkins stated thatvotersbacking
theOpportunityPartyare letting
someoneelsedecidewho forms the
Government, arguing that anyone
wantinga changeof government
shouldvotedirectly for aLabour-led
government.

A new home for protest votes?
Somebusiness leadersbelievevoters
are looking for alternatives to the
majorparties and that a freshpolitical
voicecanattract support frompeople
dissatisfiedwith theexistingchoices.

Thechallenge forWongwill be to
turn that appetiteor a freshvoice into
durable support bydemonstrating
thatOpportunityhasacredible
economicprogramme, rather than

relyingon its leadershipprofile and
positioningbetween theestablished
political blocs.

SomeCEOssee theparty’s ability
topresent itself as apotential bridge
between left and right as its greatest
political asset.Otherswarn that its
willingness toposition itself as a
centrist alternativedoesnot resolve
the tensionsbetween itspolicy
ambitionsand thepracticalitiesof
economicmanagement.

Thebottom line is 62%of survey
respondentsbelieve therewouldbe
anegative impactonbusiness
confidence ifOpportunityholds the
balanceofpower after theelection.

Clearly,Wonghaswork todo.
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A coalitionminefield looms as
minor parties jockey for power

The minor players line up to debate: the next government will likely include more parties than the current coalition.

Politics in New
Zealand is now a

hydra-headed
monster, and

managing that
fragmentationwill

be the biggest
challenge the next

PrimeMinister
faces.

W hichever sidewins this
electionwillwalk
straight intoa
governmental and

constitutionalminefield. Thatwill be
because thevote for small parties is
sohighand thevote for the twomain
parties is relatively low.

Oncurrent polling,National and
Labourwouldget somewhere in the
high50s to60%of thevote.

Bothcould faceup tohalf their
Cabinet coming fromsupportparties.

Australianpolitical consultant and
commentatorKosmosSamaras told
a recent conference inWellingtonwe
live inanageof fragmentation.

Heput this down to theover-reach
by thepolitical classduring theCovid
crisis,with thedisillusionmentofGen
Xersnowrealising theywouldnever
enjoy theprosperity theBabyBoom-
ersdo.Add to this the realisationby
manyMillennials andGenZer’s that
they faceexistential threats ranging
fromthedemographic toAI and
environmental change.

Thehistoric geographyofpolitics
thatpitted thewealthyagainst the
poorhasgone. Politics inNewZea-
land isnowahydra-headedmonster,
andmanaging that fragmentationwill
be thebiggest challenge thenext
PrimeMinister faces. Thecurrentone
is clearlynot enthused.

National couldeasily lose itsmajo-
rity inCabinet toacombinedAct-New
ZealandFirst set ofministers. Though
leaderChristopherLuxonhaskept
bothNewZealandFirst andAct inside
thecentre-right tent over thepast
threeyears, it hasplainlygot tohim.

“I donotwant tohave tobedealing
withministers fromotherminorpar-
ties that endup inacoalitiongovern-
ment,” he said aweekago.

There is a similar thoughnotquite
asabsoluteview fromLabour. Cam-
paignchairmanKieranMcAnulty last
weeksaidhispartywas “on theverge
ofbeingable to formacoalitionwith
just theGreens andOpportunity. So
that’smy focus andmyrole.”

He said thepartywas trying to
formagovernmentwith the least
possiblenumberof coalitionpartners.

Whenasked if hewould rather
workwithOpportunity thanTePāti
Māori, he said: “Iwould, yeahsure,
but at theendof theday, youdeal
with thecardsyouaredealt.”

In fact, Labourwouldbehighly
unlikely to includeTePātiMāori in
acoalitionbut ratherhave themas
aconfidenceandsupplypartner,
much like theGreenswereduring the
ArdernGovernment.

Thatpreference forOpportunity is
alsoevidenton thecentre-rightof
politics, thoughLuxonhas ruledout
including them inGovernment.

Act leaderDavidSeymour sayshe
couldbeopen toa “four-headed
beast” coalitionwithOpportunity to
stopa left-wingcoalition taking
power. Butprivately,Act insiders are
not soenthusiastic about a “four-
headedbeast”. Their ideal position
wouldbe ifNewZealandFirstwas
excluded fromgovernmentand it
was justNational,Act and
Opportunity.

That gets to theheart of theprob-
lem—particularly,Act’s antipathy to
NewZealandFirst.Nationalministers
havebeenable toworkwith
ministers frombothpartiesbut the
twocoalitionpartnershaveoftennot
beenable toworkwitheachother.

Act’sAssociateAgricultureMini-
ster,AndrewHoggard, for example,
has reallybeen theAgricultureMini-
ster,with thenominalminister, Todd
McClay, preoccupiedwithhis trade
portfolio. InfrastructureMinister
ChrisBishophasbeenable towork
closelywithNewZealandFirst’s
RegionalDevelopmentMinister,
ShaneJones, implementing theFast
Track legislationandgetting infra-
structureprojects off theground.

But therehavealsobeenserious
clashes. The latest hasbeenForeign
MinisterWinstonPeters’man-alone

determination to ignoreNational on
foreignpolicy.

“I’ll say it slowly. Theperson in
chargeof foreignpolicy is theForeign
Minister. That’sme, not thePrime
Minister,” he toldParliament inMay.

Act’sTreatyPrinciplesBill sawa
bizarreaccommodationwithin the
Government.National supported it
through to the select committeebut
thenvotedagainst it. Luxonbrushes
off criticismsof thisdecision, saying
itwasa consequenceofMMP.

“I’d just say toyouwe live inan
MMPenvironment,” he toldapost-
Cabinetpress conference in2024.

“We’re in amultipartycoalition
government. It’s nodifferent from
whathappens inGermanyorwhat
happens in theNetherlandsorany
otherpart ofWesternEurope thathas
anMMPsystem.

“It requires compromise, and this
is oneof those things that bothparties
would sayup frontwe’ve
compromisedon.”

Act andNationalmighthave
compromisedon it, butNewZealand
First’s Peters promptlyannouncedhe
would seek its repeal.

Thepersonaldynamicsbetween
thecoalitionparty leadershavenot
beengood.

Petershasbeenclear thathehas
little time for Seymour.Hehas
indicatedhewouldcampaignon

repealingAct’s showpiece
RegulatoryStandardsAct. Seymour
reciprocates theanimosity.

ThePrimeMinister has tended to
dealwithhis twopartners eitherby
makingconcessions to them, ashe
didwithSeymourover theTreaty
PrinciplesBill, or by ignoringa
defianceof theconstitutional con-
ventionofCabinet collective
responsibility.

Thus,wheneverhewasques-
tionedabout theTreatyPrinciples
legislation, hewould say itwasa
productofMMP.

Labour leaderChrisHipkins faces
amorechallengingpartnershipwith
theGreens. Becauseof that, Labour
hasbeenquietly talking to theGreens
all year aboutpolicies and, in turn,
theGreens’ appointmentof their
formerMP (andone-timeYoung
National)KevinHagueaschief of staff
hasbrought adegreeoforder to the
way theygoabout things.

However, the recentpicturesof
someof theirMPswith theMongrel
Mobshowtheir potential tomakeany
relationshipwith themawild ride.

There remains thequestionof the
OpportunityParty.Heavily influ-
encedby the formerGreensco-leader
whoachievedbipartisanconsensus
onzero-carbon legislation, theyhave
bipartisanagreementat the topof
their list of political priorities.

“It’s time to stop thepolicy flip-
flopsandblock thepolitical
extremes,” they sayon theirwebsite.

“WewillworkwithbothNational
andLabour for long-termaction that
sticksacross electioncycles.”

Labourwouldalmost certainly
contain thembynot going intocoa-
litionwith them,having themonly
asaconfidence-and-supplypartner.

What all this indicates is that the
nextPrimeMinisterwill have tobe
muchmoreof adealmaker than
Luxonhasbeen.

Whatever thenextGovernment is,
itwill likely faceaminefield as small
parties—withmore inCabinet than
thecurrent coalition— jockey for
position.Decision-makingwill slow
downandcompromisewill become
theorderof theday.

● RichardHarman is a respected
political commentator andauthorof
thePolitik newsletter
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CEOs want practical reform, not culture wars
Has David Seymour’s
leadership of Act helped
to make the Government
more business-friendly?
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David Seymour’s economic credentials win CEO backing — but
Treaty politics cloud Act’s pitch, writes Fran O’SullivanD avidSeymourhashelped

deliver someof theCoa-
litionGovernment’smost
consequential deregulatory

reforms. ButhisTreatycrusade
threatens toovershadowthe
economicagenda that givesAct its
strongest claim to influence.

TheHerald’sMoodof the
Boardroom2026 survey found59%
ofbusiness leadersbelieveSeymour
hashelpedmake theGovernment
morebusiness-friendly; 30%disagree
and 11%areunsure.

For Seymour, theendorsement
reflects a tangible record: establishing
theMinistry forRegulation, restoring
90-day trials for all employers, rein-
stating interest deductibility for resi-
dential property andscrapping the
ute taxandAucklandRegional Fuel
Tax.Acthasalsohelpeddrive the rep-
lacementof theResourceManage-
mentAct,withnewplanninganden-
vironmental legislationpassed in
September.

The reforms reflectAct’s coreargu-
ment that excessive regulation, com-
pliancecosts andanoversized state
areholdingNewZealandback.The
RMAreplacement isparticularly
significant, promisingamore
property-rights-basedplanning
systemand faster approvals for

developmentand infrastructure. The
economicgains, however,will
dependon implementation.

Yet Seymour’s economiccreden-
tials are complicatedbyhispursuit
of theTreatyPrinciplesBill and the
culture-warpolitics surrounding it.

“Act is clear andconsistentwith
their policyas it pertains tomaking
it easier todobusiness inNew
Zealand,” oneutilities chief said.

AnexecutivepraisedSeymour for
challengingbureaucracyandmaking
theGovernmentmoreaccountable.
“What I respectmost is that hegets
hammeredpersonallyandpolitically
andstill doesn’t backdown.He takes
theattacks, holdshis lineandkeeps
going. That takesbackbone.NewZea-
landneedsmoreof this.”

An investmentbankerdescribed
Act as “thebest inGovernmenton
economicmatters”, andsuggested
Seymour shouldbe thenextMinister
of Finance.

Butother business leadersbelieve
hehas squanderedpolitical capital.

“Act’s diversion intoTreaty rheto-

richasdistracted it from its contri-
bution to theGovernment,” said
HaydenWilsonofDentonsNZ.

A local government chief execu-
tivewarned: “I don’t see thepursuit
ofdistractingculturewarsasbeing
business-friendly in the long term.We
havebeen focusedon thewrong
things.”

Anenergychief alsocautioned
thatAct’s Treatypositioning risked
affecting investmentdecisionsby
major commercialMāori entities.

CEOs back practical reform
Aneducation sector leaderdescribed
Act’s electionplatformas the
strongest of anyparty, arguing that
whileotherpartiesdebatehowto
distributepublicmoney,Act asks
whygovernment costs somuch.

The survey’s policy ratings suggest
business leaders favourpractical
improvementsover someofAct’s
morecontentiousproposals.

Expanding theconditionsphar-
macists can treat, includingordering
blood tests, scored4.01outof five.

Consolidating43governmentdep-
artments into 19 scored3.98,while
increasingpharmaceutical spending
byonepercentagepointof thehealth
budget annuallyuntil reachingparity
withAustralia received3.93.

Buildinga$2billioncancer centre
withAucklandandChristchurch
campuses scored3.78.

Bycontrast, addingparliamentary
sovereignty, the ruleof lawand
equalitybefore the lawasprinciples
in theConstitutionAct scored3.15.
Limiting tikanga in courtdecisions to
casesexpresslypermittedby
Parliament scored2.99,while
repealingMāori employmentand
engagement requirements in the
public service scored just 2.72.

Introducingnoise cameras to fine
vehicles exceedingadecibel limit
was theweakest-ratedproposal, at
2.49.

Themessage is thatCEOsarenot
givingAct ablankcheque.Theywant
measurable improvements in
productivity, governmentefficiency
andbusiness confidence.
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A final run
at the top job?

If New Zealand First
holds the balance of power
after the election, should
the coalition give
WinstonPeters a period
as prime minister?
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W instonPeters is
campaigningonexper-
ience, economicnatio-
nalismandapromise to

putNewZealanders first. But as the
veteran leader seeks to strengthen
NewZealandFirst’s handat the
election, theMoodof theBoardroom
surveyexposes reservationsamong
business leaders aboutwhat some
seeashis ambition tobecomeprime
minister—andhisparty’s
interventionist economicpolicies.

Petershas spentdecadesmaking
himself indispensable toNewZea-
landpolitics.Hehas servedasdeputy
primeminister and foreignminister,
negotiatedcoalitionarrangements
withbothLabour andNational, and
repeatedlydemonstratedhis ability
toextract concessions from larger
political partners.

Now, at 81, hewants another
opportunity to shape thenext
government.Newsmediahave run
stories sayingPeterswants tobe
primeminister. ForCEOs this raises
questionsabout leadership,
successionandwhetherNew
ZealandFirst’s economic
prescriptionswoulddeliver the
stability andgrowth theywant.

TheCEOs’ comments reveal
uneaseabout aPeterspremiership.
One respondent said the leader
shouldcome fromthe largest party
inacoalition.Another saidPetershad
doneagood jobasdeputyprime
minister and foreignministerbut
questionedwhetherhe should lead
thegovernment.

“Winston isnow in theTrump-
Biden twilight zone.Heneeds to
gracefully stepaside,”wroteone
respondent.

Anotherexpressedconcernabout
Peters’ emotional control,while a
further comment suggestedhis
premiershipmight be the “bottom
line” forNewZealandFirst.

A party built around its founder
Peters remainsNewZealandFirst’s
dominant figure.His senior team
includesShane Jones, aprominent
advocate for regionaldevelopment
and resources, andCaseyCostello,
whobringsministerial experience.

Theparty’swiderparliamentary
bench includesMarkPatterson,

representing its regional andagri-
cultural constituency, andcandidates
withbackgrounds inbusiness, broad-
casting, local governmentandpublic
administration.

FormerNationalministerAlfred
Ngaro, broadcaster and formerMP
Michael Laws, formerNationalMP
HareteHipango-Brownlie and
financial-services figureCraig Stobo
areamongnamesaddingbreadth to
theparty’s 2026 list. FormerAll Black
TaineRandell and formerWellington
mayorAndyFoster alsobringprofiles
beyond traditional partypolitics.

Economic intervention faces a test
NewZealandFirst’s economic
programmecombines regional advo-
cacy, nationalismand intervention in
marketsdominatedby large
businesses.

Its proposal tobreakupelectricity

gentailers into separate generation
and retail companies recordedan
average scoreof 2.35outof 5byCEO
respondents to thisyear’s survey.

SplittingFoodstuffs into twonatio-
nal co-operatives tocompetewith
Woolworths scored 1.76,whilebuying
backBNZandmerging itwithKiwi-
bank tocreate aCrown-ownedbank
scored just 1.42.

Electricityprices, supermarket
competitionandaccess tobanking
are legitimateeconomicconcerns.
Thequestion for business leaders is
whetherbreak-ups andstateowner-
shipwould improvecompetition, inv-
estmentandproductivity—or intro-
duce freshcosts anduncertainty.

Otherpolicies also receivedmixed
assessments.A$1billionnational
surveyof energy, geothermal and
carbon-storage sites,witha frame-
work todevelop them, averaged2.74.

Leaving theParisAgreementon
climatechange scored2.10.

Theproposal toholda referendum
on theMāori electorates recorded
2.67,whiledisestablishingAuckland
Council’s IndependentMāori
StatutoryBoard scored2.79.

Tax cuts and KiwiSaver find more
favour
NotallNewZealandFirst policies
faredpoorly. CompulsoryKiwiSaver
frombirth,with akick-start payment,
receivedanaverageof 3.54/5 the
party’shighest score in the survey.

Returning50%ofmining royalties
to the regionswhereminingoccurs,
for infrastructurealso figured.

The kingmaker’s next move
Peters’ supporters canpoint tohis
diplomatic experienceandmastery
of coalitionpolitics asvaluable inan
unsettled international environment.
Criticswill askwhether that experi-
ence ismatchedbya forward-looking
economicprogrammecapableof lift-
ingproductivityandattracting
investment.

Forbusiness, the central issue is
not simplywhetherPeters can
negotiatehiswayback intopower.
It iswhathewoulddowith it—and
whetherNewZealandFirst can turn
itspromise toputNewZealanders
first intopolicies thatdeliver lasting
economicgains. — FranO’Sullivan

HaveDebbieNgarewa-
Packer andRawiri
Waititi’s leadership of
Te Pāti Māori positioned
it to be a credible coalition
partner in a Labour-led
government?
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CEOs deliver damning
verdict on Te Pāti Māori

It’s hard to see them
working well with others
when they cannot even
work together as a party.

A utilities boss

Internalwarfare, parliamentary
suspensionsandacourt defeat
compoundbusiness leaders’ doubts
aboutDebbieNgarewa-Packer and

RawiriWaititi.
TePātiMāori faces a steepcredibility

hurdlewithbusiness leaders, 93%of
chief executives saying its co-leaders
have failed toposition theparty as a
credible coalitionpartner in aLabour-led
government.

The finding in theNZHerald’sMood
of theBoardroom2026survey reflects
concernabout aparliamentary term
markedbypublic confrontations,
internalwarfare andallegations that
have spilled into the courts.

Notone respondent answeredyes
whenaskedwhetherNgarewa-Packer
andWaititi hadestablished theparty’s
coalition credentials. The remaining7%
wereunsure. “Toomany issues—
internal andexternal— that suggest poor
leadership andunderminecredibility
within thewiderNewZealand,” one
respondent said.

Theparty’s controversieshave
included theNovember2024haka
protest against theTreatyPrinciplesBill,
which led toNgarewa-Packer andWaititi
being suspended fromParliament for 21
days andHana-RāwhitiMaipi-Clarke for
sevendays in 2025. This becameamajor
flashpoint in thedebateover
parliamentary conduct andMāori rights.

Thepartywasengulfedbybitter
internal conflict involvingMPMaria-
menoKapa-Kingi andparty leadership.
After shewasexpelled, theHighCourt
ruled thedecisionunlawful andordered
her reinstatement, finding thepartyhad
failed to follow its ownconstitutional
processes. Thedisputeexposed serious
fractureswithin aparty that had incre-
ased its parliamentary representation
fromtwoMPs to six at the2023election.

“TePātiMāori hashada shocking
termwith conflict anddisagreement
within their ownparty. It’s hard to see
themworkingwellwithotherswhen
theycannot evenwork together as a
party,” said autilities boss.

AnenergyCEOcountered, “Tobe fair,
theyare taking thebait fromAct, but
leadership and risingabove itwould
possiblybeabetter strategy.”

Thecontroversieshaveovershad-
owed theparty’s policy agenda. Business
leadersgave lowweighted-average
ratings to itsmajor taxproposals, using
a scaleof one to five.

Making the first $30,000of income
tax-freewas thehighest-ratedpolicy, at
2.26. Taxingprofits transferredoffshore
scored2.01,while abanonseabed
mining received 1.86. Aproposed

company tax increase to33%scored 1.33.
Awealth taxonnet assets above$2
millionaveraged 1.28,while new top
income tax ratesof 39%, 42%and48%
received the lowest rating, at 1.23.

EntrenchingTeTiriti oWaitangi and
prohibitingCabinet decisions that

breach it scored 1.43,while aproposed
TeTiriti commission toenforceTreaty
obligations averaged 1.36.One
respondentwarned theprogramme
riskeddriving investment, employers
andcapital offshore, describing it as “too
much tax, toomuchstate, toomuch
constitutional engineering”.

The results suggest TePātiMāori has
yet topersuadebusiness leaders that its
economicandconstitutional ambitions
can translate intoworkablepolicy and
stablepolitical partnerships.

HaveChlöeSwarbrick
andMaramaDavidson’s
leadership of the Greens
positioned it to be a
credible coalition partner
in a Labour-led
government?
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Greens fail to convince as coalition partners

T heGreensare fast gaining
tractionon thepolitical left,
butNewZealand’s business
leaders aredeliveringa

bluntverdict on their readiness to
govern: theyarenot convinced.

TheHerald’sMoodof the
Boardroom2026 survey found66%
of chief executivesandchairs
surveyeddidnotbelieveco-leaders
Chlöe SwarbrickandMarama
Davidsonhadpositioned theGreens
asacredible coalitionpartner ina
Labour-ledgovernment. Just 26%
said theyhad,with8%unsure.

The result exposes thechallenge
facingSwarbrick, inparticularwho
hasaspirations tobeFinance
Minister, as sheattempts to turn the
Greens’ politicalmomentuminto
governingcredibility. Thoughsome
business leaders acknowledgeher
debating skills andgrowingprofile,
manyseeaparty increasingly
detached fromtheeconomic realities
facingNewZealand.

Onecompanychairpersonargued
that since formerco-leader James
Shaw left politics, theGreenshad
becomemore focusedona “grabbag”
of issuesmotivating their base than
onpresenting themselvesasa
credible coalitionpartner focusedon
climateand theenvironment.

Adairy chief executivewas
unequivocal: theydidnot regard the
Greensas credible anddidnot expect
themtobeacoalitionpartner.An
energy-sector executive said they
weremoreconfusedabout theparty’s
values thanat thepreviouselection.

Autilities chief executivewarned
that their growing support on the left
meant aLabour-ledgovernment
couldbe forced tocedeconsiderable
power to them.

An investmentbanker tookamore
pragmaticview, arguing thatdespite
policies theyconsideredunrealistic,
theGreenscould still beacredible
partner forLabour.

Swarbrick leads, but the bar is low
Swarbrickemergesas the strongerof
theco-leaders in the survey’s asses-
smentof opposition leadershipper-
formanceover thepast threeyears.

Ona scaleofone to five, she scored
aweightedaverageof 2.18, aheadof
Davidsonon 1.69.

One local governmentCEOsaid
Swarbrickwasunderestimated.After
hearingher speakat abusiness
breakfast, the executiveandother
attendeeswere surprisedbyher
graspof issues, opennessand
effectiveness indebate.

Davidson facesaparallel

challenge:maintaining theparty’s
focuson inequality andsocial justice
whilehelpingestablish its credentials
oneconomicmanagementand
coalitiondiscipline.

Wealth tax and state ownership
TheGreens’ economicpolicies are the
biggest obstacle towinning
boardroomconfidence.

Their proposed2.5%annual taxon
netwealthabove$10millionwas
singledoutby theNewZealand
Initiative’s chairman,RogerPartridge,
whoquestionedwhether the revenue
couldbecollected reliably, citing risks
fromcapital flight, taxavoidanceand
thedifficultyofvaluingassets.

Otherbusiness leaderswarned
that theparty’swider economic
programmecouldundermine
investmentandweaken theprivate
sectoronwhichpublic services
depend.

Theproposedgovernment-owned
supermarket chain,KiwiMart, also
drewcriticism,with respondents
questioningwhether stateownership
woulddeliver cheaper groceries.

On the survey’s five-point scale,
zero-interest loans forhousehold
solar installations scoredaweighted
averageof 2.65,whileprotectingat
least 30%ofNewZealand’smarine

area scored2.82.Aproposed5%with-
holding taxonprofits large tech
companies sendoffshore scored2.40.

Social policies farednobetter.
Restoring the school lunchprog-
rammeandexpanding it to another
400schools scored 1.99,while legis-
lating for a right tohealthy foodand
creatinganational foodstrategy
scored just 1.94.

Climate identity at risk
TheGreensare also facingcriticism
fromexecutiveswhobelieve the
partyhas lost sightof its
environmental foundations.

A tech-sector respondent comp-
lained that therewas toomuch
emphasisonsocial issuesandnot
enoughonclimatepolicy.Others
questionedwhether thepartyhad
moved too far from its traditional
brand.

For Swarbrick,whoholds the
financeandclimatechangeport-
folios, rebuildingconfidencewill
requiredemonstrating that environ-
mental ambitioncanbe reconciled
witheconomicgrowth, investment
andexport competitiveness.

If LabourneedsGreensupport
after theelection, thepartycould
wield significant influence regardless
of its standing in theboardroom.
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Labour's frontbenchrated
Performance rating: 1 =Not impressive • 5=Very impressive

1

MeganWoods
Energy and
Resources,
Manufacturing
and Industry,
Assoc. Finance

2.36

3

Kieran
McAnulty
Housing,
Infrastructure
&Public
Investment

3.31

2

DrAyesha
Verrall
Health,
Wellington
Issues

2.33

4

Chris
Hipkins
Leader,
National
Security
& Intelligence

2.25

5 Carmel
Sepuloni
Deputy Leader,
Auckland Issues,
Paci�c Peoples,
Women

2.21

6

Vanushi
Walters
Foreign
A�airs

2.00

7
Willie
Jackson
Māori-Crown
Relations

1.79

8

Willow-Jean
Prime
Social
Development
&Employment

1.73

9 Cushla
Tangaere-
Manuel
Māori Economy,
Forestry,
Emergency Mgmt

1.72

10

Barbara
Edmonds
Finance and
Economy,
Savings and
Investment

3.39

Front bench fails to convince
Business leaders question depth, visibility and economic credentials
of Hipkins’ would-be government, writes Fran O’Sullivan

A government-in-waiting
needsmore thana leaderand
acollectionofpolicy
promises. It needsa front

bench thatbusiness can identify, trust
andenvisage running thecountry.

On that test, Labourhaswork todo.
TheHerald’s 2026Moodof the

Boardroomsurvey findschief execu-
tives struggling to identifyaconvincing
alternativegovernment inLabour’s
senior ranks.WhileFinance
spokeswomanBarbaraEdmondsand
Infrastructure spokesmanKieran
McAnultyemergeas the strongest
performers, thewider teamattracts
criticism for its lackofvisibilitywith
business, capability andadistinctive
economicvision.

OneexecutivedescribedLabour’s
frontbenchas “deeplyunderwhel-
ming”, arguing it represented toomuch
of the thinking thathaddamagedNew
Zealand’s economicperformance.
Another saidLabourhadbeen largely
silent formuchof theparliamentary
term,describing its approachasa “Ming
vase strategy”.

Edmonds and McAnulty set the pace
Edmonds tops theLabour frontbench
rankingswithanaverage ratingof 3.39
outof five, followedbyMcAnultyon
3.31. Some50%ofCEOs ratehereither
a4 (37%)or a5 (13%)ona scaleof 1-5
where 1= “not impressive” and5= “very
impressive”.MeganWoods scores 2.36,
DrAyeshaVerrall receives2.33.Hipkins
is rated2.25, followedbydeputy leader
Carmel Sepuloni on2.21.Vanushi
Walterson2.00,Willie Jackson 1.79,
Willow-JeanPrime 1.73andCushla
Tangaere-Manuel 1.72.

One investmentexecutivedescribed
Edmondsas smart andengaging, sug-
gesting shecouldbecomeakeyplayer,
butwarnedshewould face thechall-
engeofworkingwith less capable
colleagues. That assessment capturesa
broader concern: individual talent isnot
enough if the collective teamcannot
demonstrate theexperienceandcohes-
ionneeded to governacross complex
portfolios.

Where is Labour’s wider team?
Areal estateexecutivecontrasted
Hipkins’ approachwithPrimeMinister
ChristopherLuxon’s delegationof resp-
onsibilities toministers, arguingLab-
our’s leaderappeared tobe theparty’s
principal public voice. Theyquestioned
howmanyof Labour’s other seniorMPs
werewell knownandsaid theycould
not recall Sepuloni speakingpublicly.

Thevisibility issuematters.Agovern-
ment-in-waitingmust givevoters and
business confidence that its prospective
ministersunderstand their portfolios,
canexplain their priorities andare
ready tomakedecisions.

Hipkins receives credit for keeping
Labour’s caucus together.Adairy sector
chief executive thoughthehad led the
partyadequately,while anotherexecu-
tivenotedhehadmaintainedacommit-
tedcaucuswithout openchallenges to
his leadership.

OneCEOsaidHipkinshadspent too
much time trying toget re-electedand
not enoughdemonstratinghowhe
would takeNewZealand forward.
Another arguedLabourhad left its
policydisclosures too late toestablish
itself as a credible alternative,waiting
for theGovernment tomakemistakes

rather thanactivelychallenging it.

Policies expose economic divide
Labour’s policy ratingsoffer someclues
towhere its frontbench is connecting
withbusiness—andwhere it is not.

Targeted small-businessmeasures
fare comparativelywell. Raising the
compulsoryGSTregistration threshold
to$80,000scores 3.29outof five,while
allowing small businesses to immedia-
telywrite off up to$10,000ofnew
equipment scores 3.37.

Theparty’s commitment to return to
surplusby2029/30and reducenetdebt
toabout 20%ofGDPscores 3.08.

Several prominent employment, tax
and regulatoryproposals attractmuch
weaker ratings. ReinstatingFair Pay
Agreements scores 1.71, removing the
20% InvestmentBoostdeduction for
newbusiness assets 1.78, and reversing
thecoalition’s pay-equity changes 1.84.

Labour’s proposed28%capital gains
taxon residential andcommercial
property, excluding specifiedassets
suchas the familyhome, scores 2.38.

Themessage forLabour’s
prospectiveministers is thatpolicy
ambitionneeds tobeaccompaniedby
acredible explanationof costs,
incentivesandeconomic
consequences.

One leisure industryexecutive
questionedwhetherLabourcould
deliver its commitmentswithout
materially affectingdebt levels, adding
that therewasnoclear explanationof
howsome initiativeswouldbe funded.

AnotherCEOargued that
governmentexpenditureof 33%ofGDP
couldbeacceptable if taxpayers
receivedvalue formoney.
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The prescription for a brighter future
Roger Partridge lives and breathes public policy. The chair and
senior fellow at the New Zealand Initiative business think tank
gives his perspective on the three top issues facing the nation

andwhat he thinks is necessary for a prosperous future.

1 Productivity
The issue:Realwagegrowth
dependsonproductivity
growth, yetproductivityhas

been flat for adecadeandweak for
nearly three.

Theoutcome is thatwesit in the
bottomhalf of theOECD for income
perperson.Wehave fallen from
second in theOECD for regulatory
quality in 1998 to twentieth, andnow
rank last for administrativeburden.

Onlyabouthalf of regulatory
impact statementsmeet the
Government’s ownquality standard,
andagencies facenoconsequence
forkeepingunnecessary rulesonce
theyaremade.

Remedy:Every regulation, new
andexisting, shouldhave to show
benefits toNewZealanders that
exceed its costs,withperiodic
reassessment soaccumulationdoes
not resume themomentpolitical
attentionmoveson.TheRegulatory
StandardsAct is a start, but it is amild
measure that doesnot force
compliance.

Tworeformsalsoneed finishing.
Overseas investment screening
should rest onnational security
groundsalone, and foreigncapital
shouldotherwisebe treated like

domestic capital.
And the school reformsare the

best long-run investment in
productivitywehave.Wewill never
haveahighlyproductiveworkforce
ifwedon’t haveawell-educatedone.
TheGovernment’s education reforms
are showingpromise. The shareof
newentrantsmeeting thephonics
standard rose from36%to58% ina
singleyear. Childrenwhodonot learn
to read in their first years seldom
catchup. The lastwrong turn inour
classrooms ran from2007until last
yearbeforeanyoneactedon the
results. Governmentmusthold the
courseonEducationMinisterErica
Stanford’s reforms.

2 Thepublic finances, and
superannuationaboveall
The issue:Successive
governmentshave spent

more than theyhave raisedevery
year since thepandemic, andabout
half thecurrentdeficit is structural
rather thancyclical.

Agovernmentelected in2023 to
repair thebookswill haveborrowed
some$34billionover threeyears,
close to60%of thecountry’s entire
netdebt before thepandemic.
Treasuryprojectsdebt reaching
200%ofGDPby2065oncurrent
settings.

Thedriver is no secret: seven
working-ageNewZealanders
supportedevery retiree in the 1960s,
fourdo today, and twowill by2065.

Remedy:Link the superannuation
age tohow longwe live—automatic,
gradual andsignalledadecadeahead
—andestablishaParliamentary
BudgetOffice.National has set fiscal
targets andproposednobody
independent to test them.Labourhas

proposed theoffice, andpromises
thatwill need testing. Bothhalvesare
necessary.Government forecasts and
partypromisesalike shouldbe tested
bysomebodyother than thepeople
whomake them.

3 Public serviceperformance
andaccountability
The issue:NewZealand runs
43departments andmore

than80ministerial portfolios,when
comparable countriesmanagewith
abouthalf thedepartments anda
thirdof theportfolios.Ministers can
neither appointnor remove thechief
executivesof their owndepartments.
Acompany’s biggest dayof theyear
is its results announcement.
Government’s biggest day isBudget
day,which is aboutwhatwill be
spent. There isnoday forwhat the
spendingachieved.

Remedy:Publisheachagency’s
outcomesbeside itsmoneyevery
year— literacy rates,waiting lists,
beneficiaries intowork—makea

department chief executive’s
tenuredependondelivering them,
thin themachine so theaddress for
failure is easy to find, andput the lot
in statute so it survivesa changeof
government.

The top 10 issues facingNewZealand
Themessage frombusiness leaders
responding to theNZHerald’sMood
of theBoardroomsurvey is thatNew
Zealand’s problemsare inter-
connected:weakproductivity, inade-
quate infrastructure, political uncer-
tainty anddecliningconfidenceare
holdingbackgrowth,whilemounting
pressuresonhealth, housingand
retirement threaten thecountry’s
longer-termprosperity.

CEOsarenot simply asking formore
government spendingor less
regulation. Theywant a credible long-
termeconomicdirection, consistent
policy, better public-sector
performanceandcross-party
agreementon issues that cannotbe
solvedwithin a three-year electoral
cycle.

The top 10 issues — and what CEOs
say should be done

1
Productivity and economic
growth
CEOsseepersistentlyweak

productivity as theunderlying
problembehindpoorwagegrowth,
declining living standardsandNew
Zealand's lossof competitiveness.
Respondentspoint to inadequate
innovation, low technologyadoption,
insufficient investment anda failure to
turn the country's natural advantages
intogreaterprosperity.
How they would solve it:
● Makeproductivity and innovation
national priorities,withgreater
investment in researchand
development.
● Accelerate adoptionofAI, digital
technologyandautomation.
● Improveeducation, vocational
trainingandworkforce skills.
● Encouragebusiness investment
throughstablepolicies, stronger
competitionandsimpler regulation.
● Developa clearnational growth
strategy,with targeted investment.
The central message:NewZealand
needs togrow theeconomicpie, not
simply redistribute it.

2
Political uncertainty and
short-term policymaking
Political instability, policy rever-

sals and ideological swingsare
underminingbusiness confidence.
CEOsworrygovernments repeatedly
changedirectionbefore reformshave
time towork,while coalition
bargainingandpopulismmake long-
termdecisionsmoredifficult.
How they would solve it:
● Establishbipartisanagreementon
major long-termpriorities.

● Providegreater stability and
certainty in regulatoryandeconomic
settings.
● Allowpolicies tobe implemented
andevaluatedbefore changing them.
● Adopt amoreconsistent, outward-
lookingapproach to tradeand
international relationships.
● Encouragepolitical leaders to
prioritisenational prosperityover
electoral advantage.
The central message:Businesses
needpredictable rules anda
government focusedonsolutions, not
perpetual policy churn.

3
The infrastructure deficit
CEOshighlight inadequate
investment, highconstruction

costs, slowdelivery, consentingdelays
and thewaste createdwhenprojects
are repeatedlypostponedor
reprioritised.
How they would solve it:
● Deliver a long-termnational
infrastructureprogramme that
survives changesofgovernment.
● Securebipartisan support for
priorityprojects andsustainable
funding.
● Improveproject selection,
planning, procurement anddelivery.
● Speedupconsentingandaddress
regulatorybarriers.
● Welcomeprivate andoverseas
capital onappropriate commercial
terms.
● Improvemanagementof existing
public assets, not just constructionof
newones.
The central message:Agreeonwhat
thecountryneeds, fund it properly and
get it built.

4
Cost of living and declining
affordability
Thecost of living is a recurring

concern, encompassinghousing, food,
fuel, energyand thepressureon
householdswhen incomes fail to keep
pacewith costs. Several CEOsargue
that thedeeper problem is an income
andproductivity crisis, rather than
prices alone.
How they would solve it:
● Lift productivity to support higher
realwagesand incomes.
● Reduceunnecessary compliance
andoperating costs forbusinesses.
● Increasehousing supply and
improve infrastructureprovision.
● Consider targeted tax relief and
adjustments to income tax thresholds.
● Improvecompetition in
concentratedmarkets, including
groceries, bankingandenergy.
● Maintain credible fiscal policy to

help contain inflationarypressures.
The central message:Sustainable
affordability dependsonstronger
incomesandamoreproductive
economy, alongsidemeasures that
reduce structural costs.

5
Government debt, spending
and public-sector
performance

CEOsare concernedabout the
sustainability of public financesand
whether taxpayers are receivingvalue
formoney. Someseeexcessive
bureaucracy, duplication, poor
accountability and spending that fails
todelivermeasurable results.
How they would solve it:
● Reducewasteandnon-essential
spendingacross central and local
government.
● Set clear performance targets and
measureoutcomes.
● Streamlinegovernment agencies
and reduceunnecessary layersof
management.
● Improveaccountability forpublic-
sector leadership andservicedelivery.
● Address long-term fiscal pressures,
particularly superannuation.
● Consider amoredisciplined
approach to local-government
spendingand rates.
Viewsdiffer on the scaleof cuts
required, but the commondemand is
forgreater efficiencyand
demonstrable results frompublic
spending.

6
Energy security, affordability
and resilience
Reliable, affordable energy is

seenasaprerequisite for economic
growthand industrial investment.
CEOs identify fuel-priceexposure,
electricity supply andpricing,
dependenceon fossil fuels and
uncertaintyover energypolicy as
major risks.
How they would solve it:
● Developa long-term, 30-year
national energy strategycovering
generationanddistribution.
● Provide stable regulatory settings
toencourage investment innew
supply.
● Accelerate the transition to reliable,
domestically producedcleanenergy.
● Treat energy security as critical
economic infrastructure.
● Improve supply-chain resilience
andacknowledge the roleof private
investment in theenergy transition.
The central message:Energypolicy
needs todeliver security, competitive
prices and loweremissionswithout
underminingeconomicperformance.

7
Health-system sustainability
and access
CEOshighlightpressureon

hospitals,workforce shortages,
inadequateprimary care, risingcosts
andconcerns about access to
treatment andmedicines.
How theywould solve it:
● Developa long-termhealth
investment and reformstrategy.
● Strengthenprimary care,
diagnostics, preventionandearly
intervention.
● Improveworkforce capacity and
retaindoctors andnurses.
● Reducebureaucracyand improve
operational performance.
● Makegreateruseofdigital health,
technologyand innovativemedicines
where these improveoutcomesor
reduce longer-termcosts.
● Establishbipartisanagreementon
thehealth system's future structure
and funding.
The central message:Reformshould
improve frontline access andhealth
outcomes, rather thanconcentrate
solelyon short-termcost containment.

8
Skills shortages, education
and the loss of talent
CEOsworryweakeducational

outcomes, gaps invocational training
and thedepartureof skilledNew
Zealanders areundermining future
productivity. They identifybarriers to
attracting international talent.
How they would solve it:
● Improve foundational education
andmaintain consistentdirection for
school reforms.
● Alignvocational trainingand
tertiary educationwithbusiness
needs.
● Developan integratedworkforce
strategy linkingeducation,
immigrationandskills shortages.
● Reduceunnecessarybarriers to
recruitingqualifiedmigrants.
● Invest in innovationandcreate
attractive, high-value jobs to retain
youngpeople.
● Improve linksbetweenuniversities,
research institutionsand industry.
The central message:NewZealand
needs todevelop the skills it requires,
attract talentwherenecessaryand
createopportunities that persuade
people to stay.

9
Ageing population,
superannuation and
retirement funding

CEOsare concernedabout the
growing fiscal cost of anageing
population, the sustainability of
superannuationand theadequacyof

national savings. They see this as an
issue successivegovernmentshave
avoidedbecause thenecessary
decisionsarepolitically difficult.
How they would solve it:
● Build cross-party agreementon
long-termretirement-incomesettings.
● Gradually raise the ageof eligibility
for superannuation,with a fair
transition, as suggestedby several
respondents.
● StrengthenKiwiSaver and the
country's savings culture.
● Improve long-term fiscal planning
andassess costs of current settings.
● Addresshealth andaged-care
fundingpressures throughprevention
and improvedworkforceproductivity.
The central message:Thecountry
needs to confront thedemographic
arithmetic now, rather thanpass an
increasingly expensiveproblemto
youngergenerations.

10
Social cohesion,
inequality and declining
national ambition

SomeCEOswarnpolitical polarisation,
populismandwidening social divisi-
ons areweakening thecountry's ability
tomakedifficult decisions.Others
point topoverty, youthunemploy-
ment, disadvantagedchildrenand
communities left behindbyeconomic
change.
How they would solve it:
● Promoteconstructivepolitical
debateand reducedivisive, short-term
electioneering.
● Establish a clear national vision that
businesses, communities and
government canwork towards.
● Addresspoverty and inequality
througheffectiveeducation, health
andsocial services.
● Improvepathways intoemploy-
ment for youngpeople and
disadvantagedgroups.
● Balanceenvironmental sustaina-
bilitywith theneed toearnexport
incomeandexpand theeconomy.
● Encourage leaders to focuson
sharednational interests and long-
termopportunity.
The central message:Economic
growthneeds social trust, a senseof
directionandconfidence thatpeople
canparticipate in thecountry's future.

● TheHeraldusedAI to summarise
150 individual views fromCEOswho
wereasked to identify the top three
issues facing thenationandhowthey
would solve them. Individual viewsare
sprinkled throughout theMoodof the
Boardroomreport togivea flavourof
“themood”.
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Plan for growth — not just efficiency
Vector group chief
executive officer
Chris Blenkiron
wants the
Government to play
amore
interventionist role
in the economy,
writes Bill Bennett I don’t believe that

there is a free
market in a strategic
industry anywhere

in theworld.
Chris Blenkiron

V ector groupchief executive
officerChrisBlenkiron
wants theGovernment to
playamore interventionist

role in theeconomy.
“Theageofneoliberalism,open

markets and freemarkets servedus
verywell through theKeyand
EnglishGovernments aswell as the
governmentsbefore andafter,” says
Blenkiron. “Butnow theworld is a
differentplace. I don’t believe that
there is a freemarket in a strategic
industryanywhere in theworld.”

Blenkironargues that the
Governmenthas focusedon finding
efficienciesbuthasdone little to set
out aplan for economicgrowth.A
more strategic approachwould see
governmentandbusinesswork
together to identify industrieswhere
NewZealandcanbuildanadvantage
anddecidewhich sectors to
encourage.

When it comes to theenergy
sector, hebelieves thediscussion
needs tomovebeyondsettingyet
anotherenergy strategy.WhatNew
Zealandneeds, he says, is longer-term
planningaround its abundant
renewableelectricity.

“What’s never really that clear is
oncewehave thosegreenelectrons
ofvarious size andmagnitude,what
dowewant touse themfor? I think
that is farmore interestingand far
morevaluable,” he says.

Cloudcomputing,AI anddata
centres represent apotentially
lucrativeuseofour renewable
electricity.

“Data centresprovidean
enormouseconomicopportunity for
this country, but theyshouldcome
with someclear settings.”

Blenkiron saysdata centres should
bring their ownenergywith them.
“Theyshouldhave strong

environmental credentials thatwe
hold themtoaccount for.Weshould
makesure that they’re contributing
overall to thenational good in this
country.”

At the same time,he thinkswe
can’t simply leavedecisionsabout
buildingdata centres tomarket
forces.Government intervention in
this area is increasingly important as
governments in theeconomieswe
competewith takeamore strategic
approach.

NewZealandhasa strong
competitiveadvantage in renewable
energy,whichputs thenation inan
enviableposition.

“Theworldover, countries are
desperate to transformtheir
electricity sectors into80%to90%
renewables.Wehave that asour
startingpoint.”

There is someurgency tomake
useof this advantage; hedoesn’t
think thiswill bearound forever.

Vector is alsoplanning for the
growth indemand frommore
datacentres. “We’ve got ahealthy
electricitynetwork that is growing,
butwecontinuallyneed to invest in
thatnetwork tomakesure that it’s
ready fornot just today, but also
tomorrow.”

The lines companyplans to invest
$5.4billionbetween2026and2036.

WhileBlenkiron says the
company’s investmentappetite is
greater than 12monthsago, he fears
“continuedpolitical interference”

couldderail thoseplans.
Energy security remainsa

significant concern forNewZealand.
WhileBlenkiron is fullybehind the

electrificationof theeconomy, that
doesnotmeanabandoninggas.

“Whenwesayelectrify everything,
I think that’s thegoal.

“However, the timelines that
attach to thatwill bedifferent for
varyingprocesses.

“For those that canelectrify,we
shouldelectrify themasmuchand
asquickly aspossible to freeup the
gas for those that reallydoneed it.
Wewill needmore firmingback-up,
which largelywill come fromcoalor
gas.”

Blenkironwants theGovernment
tobeclear aboutwhat itwantsNew
Zealand’s renewable electricity tobe
used for.Hedescribes theenergy
transitionasanopportunity.

“Havingeverybodyaligned to
whatwecanuse this energy for and
thenmovingasquicklyaspossible
towards it, not debatingevery setting
anddebatingeverythingaround it, I
think is critical.”

Vector is a sponsor of the Herald’s
Mood of the Boardroom report.

Kiwi business needs animal spirits
TheMood of the Boardroom survey finds
more than half of CEOs are unconvinced
business is taking the risks needed to
drive growth, writes Fran O’Sullivan

We can lead New
Zealand out of this
funk, we just have

to believe as
business leaders
and get on and

invest.
Roger Gray, Port of Auckland
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AreNZbusiness leaders
displaying enough
‘animalspirits’—
willingness to invest,
innovate and take
calculated risks—
todrive thenext phase
of economic growth?

N ewZealandbusiness
leaders arenot short of
ambition. Butwhen it
comes toputtingcapital

behind it, toomanyare still playing
defence.

That is theverdict fromthe
Herald’s 2026Moodof theBoardroom
survey—only 3%saybusiness
leadersdefinitelyhave theappetite
to invest, innovateand take
calculated risks,while 39%believe
theymostlydo.

But 58%of respondents say
business leaders arenot really—or
definitelynot—displayingenough
“animal spirits” todrive thenext
phaseof economicgrowth.

The findings givePrimeMinister
ChristopherLuxon’s controversial
Rotorua speech— inwhichhe
challengedbusiness to getonwith
business— somebacking,while
highlighting the conditionsCEOs say
areholding themback.

“There’s plentyof ambition inNew
Zealandbusiness, but toomuch
energy is still going intomanaging
uncertainty rather thanbacking
growth,” saysKirstenPatterson from
the InstituteofDirectors. “SomeNew
Zealandboardsareverygoodat
askingwhat could gowrong;weneed
togetmuchbetter at askingwhat
couldgo right. If the risk register
dominates theboardroomand the
opportunity register ismissing,we
shouldn’t be surprisedwhen
investment, innovationandgrowth
staycautious.”

It is a sharpcritiqueof corporate
decision-making—anda reminder
that the investmentdeficit cannotbe
blamedentirelyonWellington.

Yet the surveyalsodelivers a
strongmessage topoliticians:
businessesmaking long-term
investmentdecisionsneed
confidence that the ruleswill not
changeevery threeyears.

CompanychairpersonSarah
Ottrey,whose sectors include food
and fast-moving consumergoodsand
aviation infrastructure, says
companies incapital-intensive
industriesplanover longhorizons,
makingNewZealand’s short political
cycle a significant impediment.

A strongbalance sheet can
withstandpolicy shifts, she says, but
confidence to increase investment,
innovate, outperformandgrowthe
workforce requires a longer-term
NewZealand Incapproach.

Autilities chief executive says

businesses investingon30-to-50-year
horizonscannot afford to stopevery
timeanelectionapproaches.
“Business leadersneed to stopwaiting
for theGovernmentor election
cycles,” theCEOsays.

“Wehavea three-year election
cycle, andwe justhave to getonwith
things.”

The price of caution
There is a growingconcern that
defensivemanagementhasbecome

embedded incorporate culture.
AneducationCEOdeliversoneof

the survey’smost cuttingassess-
ments: “Toomanyboardsare running
a retirementvillage for capital.We
haveagenerationofdirectorswhose
boldestmove this yearwasappro-
vingaconsultant’s report onAI.”

Thechallenge isnot simply
whether companies are spending
enough, butwhetherboardsare
prepared tobacknewtechnology,
developmarkets andmakedecisions
thatmaynotdeliver immediate
returns.

BecaCEOAmelia LinzeysaysNew
Zealandbusinesseshave spent recent
yearsbuilding resilience. Thenext
phaseneeds tobeabout ambition.
“Wewill not outperformourway to
prosperity solelybybecomingmore
efficient.Wealsoneed tobemore
ambitious,more innovativeandmore
willing topurposefully invest in the
futurewewant.”

FoodstuffsNorthernCEOChris
Quin,meanwhile, backs the
underlyingmessageofLuxon’s
Rotorua remarks: businessneeds to

getonwithbusiness,while the
Government gets the settings right.

Companies arenot asking for
subsidies, protectionor special
treatment, he says. Theywant stable,
predictable conditions that give them
confidence to invest andcompete.

“Themoregovernments attempt
toprescribebehaviour through
regulation, penalties and
intervention, theharder it becomes
tocreate the confidenceandanimal
spirits thatdrivegrowth.”

A national fear of failure?
Somerespondents seeadeeper
cultural problem.

Tower’s Paul JohnstonsaysNew
Zealandcould learn from
internationalmarkets that aremore
unapologetic about growth.

“Asacountry,weget tooworried
about failure, getting itwrongor
disappointingpeople.Growing
means takingcalculated risks,
backinggood ideas, andaccepting

thatyouwon’t pleaseeveryoneall the
time.”

HinerangiRaumati ofTainui
GroupHoldings is equallyblunt: “New
Zealandbusiness seemsparticularly
depressed. Business leadersneed to
leadandstopwaiting for someone
else toprovide the solution.”

AucklandBusinessChamber’s
SimonBridgesacknowledges that
therearepockets of animal spirits, but
saysmore is needed—and that
Governmenthasa role inenabling it.

“While itwouldbegreat to see
moreanimal spirit fromKiwi
businesses, thereareoddpocketsof
it and, in fairness, it requires the right
enabling settings fromGovernment
toallow for it.

“This is still verymuchawork in
progress.”

Thecaution is notuniversal.A
companychairpersonsays the
businesses theyoverseeare
accelerating investment ingrowth,
innovationandproductivity.A
technologyboss reports thatmost
business leaders theyspeakwith
havegrowthambitions andwant to
keep improving.

Otherspoint to smaller enterprises
asmorewilling tomove.

But thebroaderpicture is compli-
catedbyweakdomestic conditions,
constrainedmargins, global
geopolitical volatility anduncertainty
over futurepolicy settings.

Abanker says international
volatility anda sluggisheconomyare
keepingmanybusinesses cautious,
while anentertainmentexecutive
expects 2027 tobea recoveryyear
but says short-termmarginpressure
is affecting investment sentiment.

For somecompanies, survival
remains thepriority.Haumaru
HousingchairpersonAdrienne
Young-Cooper saysbusinesses facing
loweractivitymayneed tocut costs
ordivest to survive,while retaining
thecapability to growquicklywhen
conditions improve.That is amore
nuancedpicture thansimply
accusingbusinessof lackingcourage.

MainfreightCEODonBraid says
there is enoughconfidence, but asks:
“Couldweall domore?That answer
has tobeyes.”

Thechallengenow is to turn that
confidence intoaction.

AsRogerGray, chief executiveof
Port ofAuckland says, “Wecan lead
NZoutof this funk,we justhave to
believeasbusiness leaders andget
onand invest.”
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‘Access does not equal benefit’
DatacomCEOGreg
Davidsonwarns
that AI adoption
does notmean
business progress,
writes Bill Bennett

What’s the
difference between
a rogue spreadsheet

and a rogue
AI agent?

The spreadsheet
waited until you

pressed enter.
Greg Davidson, Datacom CEOD atacomCEOGregDavidson

warnsagainst confusing
adoptionofAIwith
progress.

“Accessdoesnot equal benefit,”
Davidsonsays. “There isn’t a
correlationbetweengiving
everybodyaccess toAI andgetting
economicbenefit toyour
organisation; or evenmomentum.”

The reason is thatwhenAI looks
likeplainEnglish andeveryonecan
haveago, organisations skip thehard
part: judgingwhether it’s doing the job
well enough. “Not enough
organisationsareunderstanding it or
going to theeffort to invest in that,”
headds.

AI isnearuniversal among larger
NewZealandbusinesses.Datacom’s
2026StateofAI Index found91%of
surveyedorganisationsuse the
technology.That’s up from66%two
years ago.

AlthoughAIuse isnow
mainstream, inpracticemost
organisations surveyedbyDatacom
are still in theearly stagesofmaturity.
Only4%said it has transformed their
coreoperations,while81%remained

in theexploratoryphaseoroperate
at adepartmental level.

AI’s riskprofile shiftsdramatically
asorganisationsmove frompassive
chatbots to autonomousAIagents
thatperformwork.With
conversational chat, ahumansees
andverifies everyanswer.Withan
agent,Davidsonnotes, businesses
must eitherprove the system
outperformsahumanormaintain
humanoversight.

“What’s thedifferencebetweena
rogue spreadsheet anda rogueAI
agent?” heasks. “The spreadsheet
waiteduntil youpressedenter.”

Becauseagentsoperate
autonomously, they require rigorous
pre-deployment testingusing
evaluation frameworksknownas
“evals.”Davidsonalso recommends
trackinghowoften staff overrideAI
outputs. “If they’reneveroverriding
it, thenwe fullydelegate it.”

Datacom’s Indexdata shows few
NewZealandorganisationshave

established these controls.Only38%
mandateahuman-in-the-loop forAI-
assisteddecisions, 29%conduct
regular systemaudits. Just 22%report
onAI governance to theexecutive
teamorboard.

Davidsonsays that thisdiscipline
isn’t hard toput inplace.

Knowingwherenot touseAI is
equallyvital. Davidsonpointsout that
coredeterministic tasks, suchas
payroll calculations, should remain
built onproven, traditional software
code rather thanprobabilistic
models. Traditional code is faster,
cheaperandexact. AI addsvalue
when interpretingcomplexpayroll
policyagainst official documentation;
providedclear boundaries are set.

“It’s important tobe really clearon
whatyou’reokaywithanagentdoing
anddecidingandwhereyouaren’t
willing to trust ordelegate that
activity,”Davidsonsays.

Governanceaccountability
remainsuncommon.Only22%of

NewZealandenterpriseshavea
dedicatedAI executive,while 26%
have tacked the responsibilityonto
anexistingC-suite role.

Cost is still anoperationalhurdle
inAI adoption.AI infrastructure
companiesbill userson their
consumptionof tokens. Costs can
balloon rapidly.

AtDatacom, internal token
consumption spikedsixfoldbetween
JanuaryandSeptember. Tomanage
costs,Datacom implementedevals to
systematically routeheavyusers
fromtop-tiermodels to lower-cost
modelswithoutdegradingquality.

Unmonitored, fast-actingagents
present anevengreater cost risk.
Davidsonsayswhen theyoperateat
speed, organisations canquickly rack
upbigbills.While 79%ofenterprises
expanded theirAI budgets thisyear,
15% reportedunexpectedcost
overruns. Twentyper centhaveyet
to institute formal costmanagement
protocols.

Beyondoperational controls and
tokeneconomics,Davidsonsays
external vendordependency
represents the single largest strategic
vulnerabilityboardrooms face.

Datacom’s research reveals that
45%of business leaders are
concernedaboutover-relyingona
singleAIprovider. That riskbecame
concrete thisyearwhenaccess to
Anthropic’s flagshipFableand
Mythosmodelswas temporarily
suspended followingoffshore
jurisdictional rulings.

Then there is thebroader issueof
data sovereignty.Davidsondismisses
superficial definitionsof sovereignty,
urgingdirectors toconsider three

practical tests:
● OperationalResilience:Wheredo
yourprimarydataand identity
management systemsphysically
reside?Howquickly canyou recover
if that region fails?
● JurisdictionalReach:Which
foreigngovernments can lawfully
compel access toyourcompany’s
assets?
● EconomicValue:Whichnational
economyultimatelycaptures the
financial upsideof the technology?
Thismakesdigital infrastructurea
matterof national resilienceand
strategic importance.

WhileNewZealandhasconsented
twomajorAI-scaledata centres
exceeding 100megawatts,Davidson
argues these facilitiesmustbebuilt
andoperationalised locally rather
than treatedas speculative real estate
assets.

Hecalls formulti-region
redundancies (planning) outside
Aucklandandopportunities for
domestic capital investment.

Ultimately,Davidson’sprimary
concern returns topeople, tohuman
capability.He says generativeAI is
proving tobeadouble-edgedsword
forworkforcedevelopment.

While it is “vastly improving” the
immediateoutputof junior staff, he
warns it risks “destroying their oppor-
tunityatmastery.” Byautomating
early-career tasks, organisations risk
removing the foundational learning
curves that build senior expertise.

Datacom is a sponsor of theHerald’s
Moodof theBoardroomreport

The AI Reckoning
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Artificial
intelligence has
quickly become a
topic NZ’s chief
executives cannot
ignore, writes
Tim McCready

continued on B22

A sked tonameup to three
issuesmost likely tokeep
themawakeatnight, 34%
of respondents to this

year’sMoodof theBoardroomsurvey
chose “adoptingAIeffectively”.

Thatputs it aheadof sourcing
skilled staff (22%), cyber security
(22%) andachieving revenuegrowth
(28%).Only the impactofpolicy
uncertainty (39%) rankedhigher.

AI isnow firmlyembedded inNew
Zealand’s boardrooms, but theharder
workof redesigningbusinessesand
jobsaround it hasonly just begun.

“AI andcyber threats areat a
wholenew level of concern,” says
Simplicity founderSamStubbs. “If it
isn’t a top threeconcern for
executives, it shouldbe.”

AI moves into the mainstream
Askedwhich investments their
companiesplan tomake in thenext
12months, almost every respondent
is either alreadygiving staff
generativeAI toolsor considering
doing so.

Some75%say theyhavealready
rolledout generativeAI tools, and
another 24%areconsidering it.

Thepattern is similar for
automatingprocessesandsystems:
69%arealreadydoing it and28%are
considering it.

AI agents— software that cancarry
out entireworkflows rather than
assistingwith individual tasks—are
movingquickly intobusiness. Just

overhalf (55%)of respondents say
theyarealreadyusing them, anda
further 38%are consideringdoing so.

Governancepolicies arekeeping
pacewithadoption. Some75%
alreadyhaveanAI governanceand
riskpolicy inplace, and24%are
consideringone.

The harder work starts now
Only40%of respondents say they
have redesigned roles aroundAI—
less thanhalf theproportionalready
giving staffAI tools.

It is also theareawith the largest

groupstill undecided: 41%are
considering redesigning roles anda
further 15%havenoplans to.

PredictiveAI,whichusesdata to
forecastdemand, riskor customer
behaviour, hasa similarprofile: 45%
arealreadyusing it and41%are
considering it.

AsureQuality,whichwon this
year’s Best ICTTeamCulture&
InclusionAward,wasoneof the few
respondents tohavealreadymade
everyAI investmenton the survey’s
list, including redesigning roles
aroundAI.Yet it expectsnomaterial

change inheadcount asa result.
Chief executiveKimBallinger says

thecompanydidn’t treatAI asa
technologyproject. Instead it built a
“movement”, linkingcommunitiesof
practice, strategicplanningand
modernwaysofworking.

“Successful digital transformations
startwithpeople,” she says. The result
is “an inclusive, frontline-connected
workforceequipped toembrace
digital, technologyandAIchange
withconfidence”.

Othershavemade the leap too.
“Wehavedoubledourprofit by re-
engineeringourbusinessmodel to
adapt tochangeswithAI,” saysPlato
Creativemanagingdirector John
Plato.

Anon-profit chief says their best
achievementof theyearwas “using
AI tocompletely transformall our
businessprocesses”.

Becagroupchief executiveAmelia
Linzeysays the firmhas “broadened
theconversation frombusiness
performance to focuson innovation,
AI as a tool for improvedproductivity
andeffectiveness indelivery,
ownershipculture, positive impact
and long-termresilience”.

Deloitte chief executiveMike
Hornedescribes thechallengeas
“buildingourworkforceof the future
— the skills, capability and fungibility
required for an integratedhumanand
AI-enabledworkforce.

“This is a skills, confidenceand
enablementexercise.”

A financial services leader credits
“rapid training, adoptionand
implementationofAI alongsidea
permissive risk culture to support the
useof these tools”.

AI as a cost-cutting tool
Asbusinessesbrace for economic
uncertainty,AIhasbecomeoneof
theirmain tools for cuttingcosts.

Askedwhat actions theyare taking
or contemplating to safeguardagainst
economicchallengesover thenext 12
months, 54%say theyarealready
usingAI to reducecosts.

A further 39%areconsidering it.

Just 6%havenoplans to.
Onlygeneral operatingcost

reductions (57%) aremore
widespread. Bycomparison, just 25%
say theyare reducing their
workforce, 15%have imposedhiring
freezesand 15%are slowing
investment.

Fewer jobs or different jobs?
Askedwhat effectAIwill haveon
their company’s total headcountover
thenext threeyears, 41%of
respondents expect adecrease.A

AI is amajor opportunity,
but it needs disciplined
focus. The challenge for

leaders is to be ambitious
without being distracted by

every new tool or
expensive solution. For us,
the priority is making sure

AI delivers real benefits, not
only through efficiency,

which is easier tomeasure,
but through growth,

innovation and better
outcomes for customers.

The risk is that New
Zealand talks itself into a

negative economic
mindset and loses

momentum on innovation,
investment and

opportunities for growth.
Paul Johnston, Tower
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An AI reckoning that CEOs can’t ignore
continued from B21

further49%expectnomaterial
change, and just 7%expectAI to
increase theirheadcount. The
companies furthestdown theAIpath
are themost likely toexpect fewer
staff. Among respondents expecting
a lowerheadcount, 62%arealready
usingAI agents, comparedwith40%
of thoseexpectingnochange.

Evenso,most expect thechange
tobemodest. Abankingexecutive
expectsAI to cutheadcount “around

theedges, butnotdramatically”.An
infrastructure servicesbossalso
expects adecrease, butonlya
“marginal” one. Forothers, thenature
of theworkforce limits the impact.A
fooddistributionbosspoints to the
company’s “largeblue-collar
workforce”.

Several leaders stress thatAI is
meant toaugment staff, not replace
them. “Wedon’t seeAI replacingour
workforce.Wesee it enhancingour
people’s skills andcapabilities,” says
anengineeringCEO. “Wewill still

need thehuman-to-humanand
critical thinkingelement.”

A real estate chiefwhohas rolled
outAI tools for salespeopleandprop-
ertymanagers says: “Wherewesave
throughAI,wewant tomove those
people intoother areas tokeep them
inemployment if theyhave the skills.”

Investment inpeople is keeping
pace. Some68%of respondents are
alreadyupskilling theirworkforce in
priorityareas, and24%areconsid-
ering it. TheminorityexpectingAI to
growtheirworkforce see it as an

engineof growth rather thanacost-
cutting tool. “It’s anopportunity that
weshouldgrabwithbothhands,”
saysanenergyCEO.

NZ’s productivity opportunity
Executives say the stakesarehigher
forNewZealand thananyone
company’s bottom line.

Many respondents seeAIasone
of the few levers that couldmakea
meaningfuldifference to the
country’s long-runningproductivity
problem.

But somesee scale asabarrier.
“The sizeof theNewZealandmarket
limits the returnon investment for
larger capital automationprojects,
ultimatelyplacingNewZealandat a
GDPper capitadisadvantage,” says
RheemNewZealandgeneral
managerMarkMcCutcheon.

Anenergy sectordirector seesAI
asapotential “gamechanger in terms
ofhealth, educationandproductivity
benefits”, butwarns thatNewZealand
“shouldgrasp theopportunityor risk
being left behind”.

Why AI is demanding attention
Fran O’Sullivan talked to Dame ThereseWalsh about how boards of directors should govern for artificial intelligence

Themost
underestimated risk
with AI is not moving

fast enough on
enterprise

transformation. It is a
bit like buying a tractor

to plow the fields
faster, and thenwe

harness the cattle to
the tractor so they can

both pull it only to
slow things down.

Dame ThereseWalsh

D
ameThereseWalsh is
currently chairwomanofAir
NewZealandandASBBank,
givingheravaluable

perspectiveacross aviation, banking,
technology, customerdataand risk.
Notably,AirNewZealand’s board
specifically identifies technologyand
digital innovation, including
oversightofdigital transformation
andcyber risks, as aboardcapability.

Herald: Has AI now become a
boardroom issue rather than a
technology issue? What’s
changed?
Walsh:Yesabsolutely. That is
becauseboards are registering the
speed, breadthandpotential impact
ofAI, and importantly that it could
impact trustwhich is an
organisation’smost important asset.
Somerisks and issuesareconsidered
byboards in committees.AI isnow
sobroad reachingasbotha riskand
anopportunity that it is nowbeing
considered regularly at themain
board tables I sit at.
Fromagovernanceperspective,

this isn’t solely a technology issue. It
touches strategy, customerand
employeeexperiences, operating
models, capital allocationand the list
goeson. Boardrooms, frommy
experience, arepivotingquickly to
treatingAI as akeystrategic issue
demandingmuchattention.

What evidence do you need to see
before you believe an AI
investment is genuinely
delivering a return?
Weare increasinglymovingbeyond
broadorganisationaluplift in
capability and reviewingusecases to
looking for evidenceat the
boardroomofa genuine return to the
business. So there is a call from
boardrooms toexecutive teams to
proveanuplift in customer
experience, quickermoreefficient
processes, andeconomicvalue
delivered. For exampleAirNZ isnow
developingAI tools to takedozensof
piecesof informationand
recommendoptimaldecisions in
severeweather impacts toallow
normaloperations to restartmore
quickly.Nosinglehumanor team
couldoptimise across the same
numberofvariables.
Fromabankingperspective,

external fraudand financial crimeare
on the increase andAI ishighly
effectiveat identifyingpatterns,
anomalies andemerging threats in
largedata sets so it is, andwill
increasinglybe, a formidable tool to
useagainst an increasinglydifficult
societal issue.

Are boards demanding enough
accountability from CEOs for the
productivity gains they expect
from AI?
Probablynot.While the right
questionsaroundproductivity gains
andeconomicvalueare starting to
beaskedmoreconsistently,weare
onlyat thebeginning. Sokey focus
areashave tended tobemoreabout
adoption, exemplars andsystems.

However, thereare twokey issues
broader than short termproductivity
gains that demandattention. Firstly,
AI is creating real andpresent
security risksona significant scale
and thesearecurrentlydominating
boardroomconversations.Although
cyber riskhasbeenaround for a
while,wehavemanaged this through
controllingasbestwecan thehigh
risks as theyareassessed. Emerging
AImodels turn thison its headwhere
combinationsof lowrisks canexpose
acompany to significant impacts.
Howtogovern for this is being
grappledwith, andwhilemodels are
starting toemerge thishasnotbeen
solved foryet.
Secondly, boards require their

CEOs toarticulate theoperating
modelneeded to takeadvantageof
AIwithin theorganisation. Enterprise
wide transformation isoften required
to takeadvantageof the
opportunitiesAIpresents. Simply
insertingAI intocurrentbusiness
structuresandprocesses isunlikely
tomaximise its benefits.

If AI delivers a major productivity
dividend, who should capture it —
shareholders, customers or
employees?
Ultimatelyall of theabove.Aligning
thecommercial drivers for
shareholders, customersand
employeeswill alwaysbe themost
sustainableandproductiveway
forward.However, it is earlydaysand
thingsarevolatile sovaluecould
skew indifferentdirectionswhile it
is building.

Does AI ultimately mean fewer
people doing more work, or more
people doing higher-value work?
Both.AI already is andhas the
potential to further eliminate
administration tasksandmore
quicklyanalysedata. Itwill shift job
opportunities. It shouldallowpeople
to spendmore time in roles exercising
judgment, solvingproblems, and
servingcustomers.
However, it isn’t a linear transition, so
aboard’s responsibility is tomanage
the transition thoughtfully and
transparently. Thekeyquestion for
aboard iswhetherwe’redeliberately

redesigningwork, roles and
capability rather thansimply layering
AIon to today’s organisation.

What worries you more: that New
Zealand businesses will adopt AI
too slowly, or that they will adopt
it without changing how they
operate?
Bothare risks, but adoptingAI
without changing theoperating
modelwill likelybe themore
expensivemistake.
NewZealandbusinesses cannot

afford tobe slowadopters. Thingsare
moving too fast for that.However,
superficial adoptionmaybeeven
moredangerous, because it creates
the illusionofprogresswhile
competitors fundamentally reinvent
howwork is done. Boardsneed to
grapplewith thispoint and
understandwhere theexecutive
teamsaredriving the future
operatingmodel.

New Zealand has had a
productivity problem for decades.
Can AI genuinely change that
equation?
AIadoptiondoesnot equalproduc-
tivity gains.AI adoptionalonewon’t
changeourproductivityproblem,
using it alongsideenterprise trans-
formation, however, creates a real
opportunity.Wehavea small popula-
tion, soAI allowsus toessentially
growthecapabilitywecan’t solve
through immigration. It allowsus to
domorewith thepopulationbasewe
have.

What is the biggest AI risk that
boards are currently
underestimating?
The fastest-growing threat thatweare
all grapplingwith is cyber security.
Anthropic’sMythoswork is quite
sobering.AI changes theeconomics
of cyber attacks. Forme it is not about
boardsunderestimating the risk, it is
abouthowtomitigate the risks that
is thehardestpart. Thebasic issue is:
Canourcyberdefencekeeppace
with theoffensive capabilityofAI? I
don’t believe there is a company in
NewZealandwhocananswer that
questionconfidently.
However, perhaps themostunder-

estimated risk is notmoving fast
enoughonenterprise transformation.
It is abit likebuyinga tractor to
plough the fields faster, and thenwe
harness thecattle to the tractor so
theycanbothpull it only to slow
thingsdown.

Are New Zealand companies
becoming too dependent on a
handful of overseas technology
companies for critical AI
infrastructure, models and data?
Global companyconcentration risk is
an issue thatdeservesboard
attention.Wealreadymanage
dependencyoncritical suppliers in
manypartsof ourbusinesses.AI
shouldbenodifferent.Weare
unlikely tobuildmany foundation
models at global scale inNew
Zealand, sopartnership is inevitable.
Whilepartnership is important,

dependencywithoutoptions is
somethingquitedifferent. So the
strategicquestion forboards to
consider iswhat capability, data, IP,
andoptionalityweneed to retain
ourselves.

Five years from now, what will we
look back on and realise we
completely misunderstood about
AI?
It is hard toknowbut, if I had topick
something, it’s that there is abig focus
onwhatAI candonothowtochange
organisations touse it. But I thinkwe
will all lookbackand thinkweshould
havemoved faster inbothpublic and
private sectors touseAIas away to
get ahead.

Looking across aviation and
banking, two highly data-intensive
industries, where do you see AI
having the greatest potential to
change the economics of the
business?
Both industrieshaveenormous
amountsof data, complexoperations
and thousandsofdecisionsbeing
madeeveryday. The largest prize is
probablynot one spectacular thing
but thousandsofdecisionsbeing
madebetter andmoreeasily.
At themoment therearemanyareas
across aviationandbanking
exploringorusingAI to improve

processesespecially incustomer self
serviceandknowledgebuildingwith
customer facing teams, through to
engineeringmodernisation, and
weatherdisruptdecisionmaking.

What can a bank or airline safely
delegate to AI — and what should
always remain a human decision?
OverallAIpowereddecision-making
atpre-approved levels is already
starting tobe implemented inmany
organisations. But forme—and I
wouldguess formanyorganisations
—material decisionsoroneswhich
requirea lot of judgmentarenotbeing
delegated.
For aviation, anydecisions

affecting safetyorairworthiness
wouldhave tomeet ahighbaras
efficiencywill neveroutrank safety.
Inbanking,whileAImay

increasinglymake
recommendations, customersmust
haveconfidence thatdecisionsmade
are fair, explainable andsubject to
appropriateoversight. Sohuman
accountabilitywill alwaysbe
retained.

Would you be comfortable with AI
making a decision that materially
affects a customer’s financial
position or travel experience
without human intervention?
Potentially, but it dependson the
consequenceand theability to
remedy it.Automation isnotnewand
soAIdoesn’t change that, but
customersneed toknowthat there
are safeguardsandaneffectivepath
tohuman intervention.Whatever
technologyorwayofworkingany
organisationsuses, efficiencycannot
comeat theexpenseof fairnessor
trust.

What have you learned from
seeing AI adoption from two
different boardrooms — ASB and
Air New Zealand — that you would
apply to other companies?
There isnoone formula, and
experimentation is important to get
things going.
But thekey thing Ihave seenat

bothAirNewZealandandASB is that
AI shouldnot be treatedasa
technologyprogramme,but a
business transformationprogramme,
and thinking thatwayat a
governance level is key tounlocking
thebenefits ofAI.Ultimately the
question forboards isno longer
whetherAIwill reshape their
industrybutwhether the
organisation is prepared to reshape
itself.
And finally security, security, and

security. There is awhole tsunamiof
unknownsecurity risk comingatus
fromAImodels externally andwe
need tobeas readyaswecanbe.
After 15years in governance, forme

this is oneof themost significant
strategic shifts I haveencountered.
Whatmakes it different is the imp-
licationsarewell beyondanysingle
company, industryor country.
It is challengingus ingovernance to
rethinkhowtocreateandsustain
value.
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AI must now prove its
commercial return

Jolie Hodson
says AI is not a
cure-all — a
panacea to
everything.

Sparkchief executive Jolie
Hodsonsaysbusinesseshave to
moveon fromexperimenting

withartificial intelligence toproving
it deliversmeasurablevalue.
SparkhasgivenAI tools toabout
2500of its people. ButHodsonsays
thegains come fromcombiningAI
withchanges toprocessandpeople,
not from the tools alone.
Sparkhasa strong focuson

deliveringgrowth in its core
connectivitybusiness and lifting
productivity, cash flowand
performance.AI is central to that.
TheHeraldaskedHodsonwhere
Spark is seeing themost tangible
commercial benefit fromAI today.
Customercarewasher response,

pointing to the20,000customer
questionsamonthSpark receivesas
anexampleof queries thatwould
oncehavegone toback-office staff
andarenowmanaged throughAI
knowledgebases.Her teamgets
answers faster andnowhasmore
time toaskwhat else thecustomer
needs. “If yougetyouranswer faster
and itmeets all of yourneeds, then
you’remore likely to staywith the
provideryou’re in.”
Softwaredevelopment is the

secondareawhereSparkusesAI to
cut time tomarket andcapital
spending.

Herald: What is stopping New
Zealand businesses from moving
beyond AI pilots?
Hodson:Workforce strategyandnot
understanding “at quite agranular
level” howthings getdone.AI trials
haveaplace, but thencompanies
mustdecidewhich teamsmostneed
the skills. The test iswhether saving
10or 20minutesadayaddsup. “Does
that cumulativelyaddup to some-
thing thatyoucanchangeandget
measurablevalue foryourbusiness?”
Itwouldbe “very remiss to think this
is a technology strategy”.

Herald: What should CEOs

measure to know whether AI
investment is working?
Startwithabaseline: “Howdoyou
knowthatyou’ve got real value rather
than, yes, it’s great to seeadoption.”
Spark looksat timesaved, reduced
reworkand serviceoutcomes for
customers. Leadersmust beclear that
there is a commercial return. If a
projecthasn’t proven itself in three
to fourmonths, or sooner, there
shouldbea stop likeyou’dhaveon
other things. Theproductivity
dividend, thebenefit of the timeAI
saves, is reallyonlycaptured if the
timeandcapacity createdbyAIare
deliberately redirectedwhether into
better customer service, faster
deliveryor lowercosts.Otherwise,
youcanget fractionsof time, small
savings that neveraddup.

What is the biggest AI risk boards
are underestimating?
I’mnot so sureboardsare
underestimating risk. But guardrails
mattermoreas agenticAI,whichacts
on its own tocomplete tasks, arrives.
Directorsneed toknowwhatagents
candoandwhether theygooutside
theorganisation.Youdon’t have to
beanAI specialist tounderstandhow
touse it for governance, butboards
mustkeep their skills current.

What is the biggest claim about AI

that you simply don’t believe?
That it is a cure-all. ThatAI is a
panacea toeverything. I don’t think
that’s thecase.AI canhallucinate—
I’vehad responseswhere I know
that’s not true.

How significant could AI become
as a driver of Spark’s
infrastructure investment?
SPK-30, Spark’s turnaroundplan, has
abig focusondigital connectivity,
including infrastructure suchas its
shareholding indata centrebusiness
TenPeaks. That, plus fixed
connectivityandcloudservices, is
important tohelpingenableAI.Data
centres arealso agrowingmarket in
NewZealand.

Can AI finally deliver the
productivity transformation New
Zealand has talked about for
years?
It can.AIhelpsapprovalsmove
throughpublic andprivate systems
much faster suchas theconsents that
unlock infrastructure investment. It is
also increasingly embedded in tools
small andmediumbusinesses
alreadyuse,whichcouldease the
loadon time-poorowners juggling
accounts, payroll and tax. Themore
time that freesup “thebetter offwe’ll
beasaneconomy”.
—Bill Bennett

AI is not ‘a silver bullet’
Technologywriter Bill Bennett talkedwith a leading software development firm CEO, the chief executive of
a leading corporate and a serial tech entrepreneur about the impact of the AI revolution on business.

Justin Mercer
says AI is
critical
infrastructure
and it belongs in
a broader
infrastructure
vision.

J
adeSoftwarechief executive
JustinMercer saysartificial
intelligencewon’tmakeNew
Zealandmoreproductiveon its

own.AI amplifies soundbusiness
fundamentals, he says, butdoesnot
replace them.
Mercer recentlyhosted theJade

VelocitySummit atTePae in
Christchurchwhichbrought together
leaders fromacrossAotearoawitha
simple sharedpurpose:Harnessing
technology todriveNewZealand
forward.Theclearest single
takeawayof thedaywas thatAI is
a cultural challenge, not a
technological one.Tools are
necessary—Jade’s ownposition is
thatpeople shouldbeenabledwith
the rightones—butunlockingvalue
lies inwhat organisationsactuallydo
with them.
Christchurch-basedJade’s

businesses includeanti-money
launderinganddairy sector supply
chain software. It boughtMadcap, the
world’s leadingdairy supplychain
software, to accelerate its growth
ambitions.
Mercer saysAIhasnot changed the

problems thoseproducts solve.
Financial crime teams still need to
spot “theneedle in thehaystack” and
dairyprocessors still need tokeep
farmers informedandshow
transparencyacross themilk supply
chain.AI justmeans solvingproblems
faster andbetter. He says Jade’s
product andengineering teamsare
NewZealand-based, predominantly
inChristchurch, and they intend to
continue investing to strengthen their

capability andcapacity in that city.
Mercer says Jadecontinues to see
growth inkeyoverseasmarkets.

“The Iranwarmayhave impacted
short-termspendinganddeferred
decisionmaking inpatchesbut
fundamentally thecoreneeds for the
products and servicesweprovide
remain.”

Herald: Is AI primarily a
technology, productivity or
economic story?
Mercer: It is asmuchacultural story.
Organisationsdon’t transform,people
do.Theoverlooked issue ishow
companiesequip their peoplewith
the right tools andskills. Get that
wrongandAIbecomesverymucha
storyof fear about losing jobs.And
ifAI canbuildanythingyoushould

bebuilding experiences that are
unique, that areelectrifying.

Can AI change New Zealand’s poor
productivity performance?
It’s anamplifier rather thana silver
bullet. I don’t thinkdeployingAIwill
makeNewZealandmoreproductive.
Thebasics stillmatter: capital
allocation, anengagedworkforceand
real customervalue.Mercer gives the
exampleof thedot-comcrashwhich
began inMarch2000and lasteduntil
October 2002andpointsout the
companies that fell overwere “more
about leadingwith the technologyof
theday rather than leadingwith the
customervalue”.

How does New Zealand create AI
value rather than consume

American technology?
Bygoingdeep inniches—not trying
tobe “horizontal, everything to
everyone”. Jade takesopen-weight
models—AI systems that anyonecan
downloadandadapt— locks them
downand trains themon itsown
domainknowledge so its code isn’t
runningoff to some frontier lab.
BuildingonaUS frontiermodel
meansgiving awaycontrol. European
dairycustomerswant toknowhow
exposed the software is to theAI
underneath it.

Is a small population an advantage
or a disadvantage?
It needn’t beabarrier.We’re a small
marketwhereyoucan test and learn.
NewZealandhas shown it canchange
regulationquickly, as it did toget
RocketLaboff theground.And it can
position itself as aneutral player
between theUSandChina. Thebigger
challenge is attractingand retaining
talent.

Should government treat AI
infrastructure like roads and
ports?
I do think it is critical infrastructure
and it belongs inabroader
infrastructurevision.Data centres
andAIaredirectly linked topower
consumptionandgeneration. Cyber
security, is heading towards

“machines fightingmachines”,AI-
poweredhackers againstAI-powered
defencewhich requiresGPU
computeandenergy.

Are New Zealand CEOs getting
productivity gains from AI yet?
It varies. Every company is at a
different stage.WhetherAI isdriving
revenueorefficiency is “caseby
case”. CEOs shouldn’t delegateby
settingaproductivity target and
handingout licences. Theyshould
use the tools themselvesandbeopen
aboutwhere they fail.

What is the biggest AI risk boards
and CEOs are underestimating?
There isno single risk. Cyberdefence,
upskillingpeople fast enoughand
keepingpacewithcompetitors keep
himawake. Speedmatters—butnot
at thecost ofmaterial damage to
customers, suchas throughdata
exposure.
Mercer’s answer for boards is to

sort risks into “two-waydoors” and
“one-waydoors”.Walk througha two-
waydoor andyoucancomeback if
it goeswrong.Walk throughaone-
waydoorandyoucan’t.He suggests
startingwitheverything in the two-
waybucket, thenaskingwhatyou
wouldbringbackacross, andwhat
has tobeaone-waydoor” because
it is critical to customersor staff.

Why treating AI as
softwaremisses the point

Peoplewho treatAI asanother
ITpurchasearemissing the
point, says serial techentre-

preneurGregCross.He saysAI isnot
a technologybut autility. The
businesses thatwinwill redesign
around it.
Cross (pictured right) soldwireless-

chargingcompanyPowerbyProxi to
Apple in 2017andsteppedoutof Soul
Machinesnearly threeyears ago.He
isnow launchinganAI-native
company, Eighty20AI, fromscratch
andsays it has forcedhim to relearn
fourdecadesof experience.

Herald: Is there a danger
companies simply use AI to
automate inefficient processes
rather than redesign how they
operate?
Cross: “That is oneway touseAI. I
personallydon’t think it is thebest
way.Manyof these inefficient
processesaren’t, let’s beblunt, very
goodprocesses.”Hepoints to two
decadesofoutsourcedcustomer
servicebyKiwi companieswhichhas
beendumbeddown to thepoint
where somecustomersdon’twant to
talk to the company.AI is about
solvingproblemsyoucouldn’t solve
before. If you’redoing that, youare
growingandyou’remakingyourself
more relevant andmorevaluable.

If AI makes a knowledge worker
30% to 50% more productive, do
you need fewer people or should
you grow faster?
“Experience suggests the
productivity gain is far bigger.
Everyoneatmycompany is ten times
moreefficient than inaconventional
startup. It’s notby30%, it’s 10x.” Cross
rejects the financeminister’s sugge-
stion thatAI couldbeused to replace
public servants. Instead,AI should
lower thecost ofdelivering services
so thatmorecan reach the front line.
The jobmarketwill shift, he says, but
wewill createwholenew industries.

What does New Zealand have that
could give it an advantage?
“Proprietarydata.Value is created
whenyoucan takeproprietarydata

andconvert it intoknowledge.Halter,
theNewZealandmakerof smart
cattle collars, is adata company,not
anelectronic cowmonitoring
company.Theopportunity lies in
buildingproductson topof existing
AImodels to solveproblemsunique
to this country, not inbuildinga
ChatGPTrival.”

The US and China are investing
enormous sums. Where does that
leave smaller economies?
“We’veneverbeenable tocompete
with theventure capital industry that
existed inSiliconValley, evenbefore
itwent crazyandgot completelyhigh
onAI. Insteadof investing tensof
millionsofdollars andhundredsof
millionsofdollars, theyarenow
investing tensof billionsofdollars
fromtheir funds.Weneverhad
access to that in the first place.”

What happens to the traditional
organisation when agents perform
entire workflows?
“It flattensand thecustomermoves
to thecentre. Thevastmajorityof
peopledon’t evenunderstandwhat
anagent cando, let alonebuild their
own. In theagentsmycompany
builds for customers, humans stay in
the looponkeydecisions. Innovation
shifts fromthe topdown to the
bottomup:AIdemocratises
innovation.”
—Bill Bennett
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Investment appetite grows, but
where are the opportunities?

New Zealand’s business leaders are showing a growing appetite to invest at home — but
finding opportunities worth backing remains the challenge, writes Tim McCready

continued on B26

Robert Wall Will Goodwin James Pinner Maria Jose Alvarez

A skedhowtheir company’s
appetite for investment in
NewZealandcompared
with 12months ago, a third

(32.5%)of respondents to thisyear’s
Moodof theBoardroomsurveysay
it is greater, including5.5%whosay
it ismuchgreater.More thanhalf
(55.5%) say it is about the same, and
just 12%say their appetite is lower.

But awillingness to investdoesnot
necessarily translate into investment.
Thechallenge is findingopportunities
that canattract capital, deliver
returnsandultimatelyhelpbuild the
next generationof internationally
successfulNewZealandbusinesses.

TheHerald talked to fivepeopleat
theheart ofNewZealand’s
investment system: thechief
executiveof theGovernment’s new
investmentpromotionagency, the
co-chief investmentofficerof the
country’s sovereignwealth fund, the
chief executiveof theCrown’s
venturecapital investor, adeep-tech
venturecapitalist and theco-founder
of an independent, non-partisan
growthpolicygroup.

They identify familiar obstacles: a
shortageof investableopportunities,
limitedpools of specialist capital,
shortagesof experienced talent and
regulatory settings that canmake it
harder to turnpromisingbusinesses
intoglobal competitors. But theyalso
see significantpotential tobuildon
NewZealand’s existing strengths into
newsourcesof growth.

Clean energy meets digital
opportunity
RobertWall, chief executiveof the
year-oldautonomousCrownentity
InvestNewZealand, saysgenuine
offshore interest is coming through in
renewableenergy, digital
infrastructureand technology-led
opportunitieswhereNewZealand
hasa clear competitiveadvantage
and international investment can
unlockgrowth.

“Theopportunity forNewZealand
lies in connecting these sectors— for
example, companieswithaccess to
reliable, renewablepowerwill link
NewZealand to globalmarkets, and
the right commercial partners can
helpnew technologiesmove from
development todeployment.”

Wall says investorsvalueNew
Zealand’s stability, trusted institutions
andeaseofdoingbusiness, balancing
that against thepractical challengeof
a smallmarket that isdistant from
major global centres.He says recent
reforms tooverseas investment
screeninghavemade the regime
faster andmoreproportionate for
lower-risk transactions, but thework
on the fundamentalsmust continue.

“NewZealandneeds tokeep
improving the fundamental driversof
growth that support existing
companies and the industrieswe
want toattract in the future, including
resilientdigital andphysical
infrastructure, consistent regulation,
andconfidence inapipelineof
investmentopportunities.”

TheActive InvestorPlus
programme isonewayofbringing
newcapital intoproductive
businesses.

“InvestNewZealandassesses
applications formanaged fundsand
direct investmentsunder thegrowth
categoryof theprogramme,withover
$2billionof capital committed since
April 2025,” saysWall.

“Thesemanaged fundsanddirect
investments are investing in
productivebusinessesand Invest
NewZealand’s role is connectingnew
capital andcapabilitywithcredible
opportunities andpartnerships.”

Success in fiveyears, inWall’s
view,wouldmeanadeeperpipeline
ofprojects at the scale international
investors require,more international
companiesestablishingand

expandinghere, andstronger
connectionsbetweenNewZealand
businessesandglobal capital.

“NewZealand’smost
underestimatedopportunity is the
intersectionof abundant renewable
energy, digital infrastructureand
advanced technology.

“With the right investment in
generation, transmission,
connectivityand skills, NewZealand
cansupport energy-intensiveand
data-drivenbusinesseswhile
enabling innovationacross sectors
suchas foodproduction,
manufacturingandhealth.

“Theopportunity is toposition
NewZealandas adestination fornew
export-oriented industries that can
leverageour free tradeagreement
networkandourgeographicposition
alongside thegrowth inAsiaand the
Indo-Pacific.”

Capital is available, but projects
must stack up
WillGoodwin, co-chief investment
officerof theNZSuperFund, saysa
large investor isn’t simplyasking
whether anasset orproject is
worthwhile. It is askingwhether the
opportunity is thebestuseof its risk,
liquidity, capability andmanagement
attention, relative to thealternatives
available globally.

The fund’s localnetworks,
sovereign statusand longhorizoncan
createan investmentadvantage.

“But that is anadvantage, not an
automatic allocation.NewZealand
opportunitiesmust still competewith
global alternatives.”

Goodwin says thatwhileNew
Zealand is consistently ratedasan
easyplace todobusiness, attracting
major investors requires
opportunitiesof sufficient scale.

“Ourview is that the issue isoften
not a shortageof capital, but a
shortageofwell-prepared,
appropriately scaledpropositions
with robust economics, clear risk
allocationandawillingness to
include internationaldelivery
capability.”

Goodwin says the fund’s
discussionswith international
investors suggest growing interest in
NewZealand. Somesee it as a
standalonemarket,whileothers see
it as “Australia-adjacent”.

Buthe says investors raise
concernsaboutpolicychanges
acrosspolitical cycles, construction
capacity, lengthyapprovalprocesses
andpastproject setbacks.

He says internationalpeerswould
characteriseNewZealandas “a
crediblebutdeveloping institutional

investmentmarket”.
Goodwinpoints to theNZSuper

Fund’s investment inKaingaroaTipu
asanexampleofwhat canattract
institutional capital. Forestry is a
multi-decade industry that suits the
fund’s longhorizon.The investment
has sufficient scale and isheld
throughapartnershipwithaligned
long-term investorswithcapability,
both international andwithmana
whenua.

“Investments like this didnotwork
simplybecause theywere inNew
Zealand.Theyworkedbecause the
commercial case, partners, structure
andgovernancealigned,whileour
local positiongaveusanadditional
edge.”

Goodwinargues that attracting
more investmentwill requireNew
Zealand to takeamorecoordinated
approach todevelopingand
presentingopportunities.

“Toattract capital andcapability,
NewZealandneeds to shift from
presenting investorswith isolated
projects to creatingcredible,multi-
year investmentpipelines.”

He says the challenge is to connect
the investmentNewZealandneeds
with the institutional capital looking
foropportunities internationally.

“That requiresus topresent
opportunitieswith sufficient scale,
robust commercial economics, clear
riskallocation, durablepolicy settings
andcredible execution.New
Zealand’s institutions, natural
advantagesand relationships give it
a strongbase, but thoseadvantages
need tobeconverted intoan
investableand repeatablepipeline.”

Venture capital grows, but gaps
remain
JamesPinner, chief executiveofNZ
GrowthCapital Partners (NZGCP),
saysNewZealand’sventuremarket
hascomea longwaysince the
ElevateNZVentureFund launched,
though there is still a longway togo.

“Our rolehasbeen tocatalyse
morecapital intoprivateventure
firmsand thathasundoubtedly
happened.Wehavenowseenover
abilliondollars ofmoneygo into
privateVC firms (which flowsdown
into themostpromising start-ups)
over the first fiveyearsofElevate,
more thanwas seen in theprior 15
years toElevate launching.”

Several fundsarenowon their
thirdand fourthvintages, building the
track records that Pinnerhopeswill
drawmore institutionalmoneyover
time.Theendgoal is adeeperand
broader cohort ofmanagersbacked
by institutional investors, to thepoint

whereElevate is no longerneeded.
He thinks thatwill takeat least
another 10years.

Pinner saysgovernment
investmenthasbeeneffective in
attractingprivate capital. For every
dollarNZGCPhas invested, $2.64of
private capital has alsobacked those
funds, and20%of thatprivate capital
has come fromoffshore.Agrowing
numberof investments arecoming
fromKiwiSaver funds, a trendPinner
wants to seeaccelerate.

“Even 1%ofKiwiSaverbalances
going into themostpromising
managers andstart-upswould
transformthemarket.”

ButPinner says theventure
market remains relatively small.
NZGCP’s international benchmarking
suggestsNewZealandshouldhave
around5000start-ups, but it
estimates there areabout 1500.

The fundinggap isnowmost
pronouncedat theveryearliest
stages,whichNZGCP is targeting
through its newpre-seed fund
programme, Scout.Anewemerging
manager fundof funds, Launch,
announced inBudget 2026,will back
more first-timemanagers.

Pinner says the global surge in
investment intoartificial intelligence
hasmade it harder forbusinesses
outside the sector, includingmedtech
andclimate techcompanies, to
attract international funding.

“Thatmeans that thebar for those
companies raisingcapital
internationally ishigher and
domestic fundsarehaving toback
themfor longer along their
development journeys than
previously.”

HealsobelievesNewZealand
needs todomore toencourage
entrepreneurial ambitionandaccept
the risks that comewith it.

“Weshouldbecelebrating those
that try, even if they fail. Andwe
shouldcertainlycelebratemore
those thatdo succeed.”

Pinner sees growingopportunities
indeep technology, particularly
industrial clean technology spanning
wastewater treatment, recycling,
e-wasteand theprocessingofmining
andmanufacturingwaste.Medtech
remainsa strength, althoughhesays
someofNewZealand’s biggest
successes continue tocome from
software.

Hepoints toRocketLaband
favourable regulatory settingsas
helpingcreateanewgenerationof
spacecompanies andbelievesNew
Zealandcould replicate that success
inmarine technology, from
environmentalmonitoring to

aquaculture.

Good science to great businesses
Maria JoseAlvarez,managing
partnerof deep-tech investorWNT
Ventures, saysNewZealandhasa
strongerpipelineof investable
technologycompanies than it often
gives itself credit for.

Shepoints toAroaBiosurgery,
Tracksuit andAuror asexamplesof
businesseswhose founders identified
a significant global problem,built a
differentiated solutionand raised the
capital to scale internationally.

But ahandful of successes isnot
the sameasadeepandconsistent
pipeline.

“Inmyday-to-dayworkatWNT
Ventures, I see thequalityofNew
Zealandscienceeveryweek. I also
seehowmuchwork it takes to turn
that science into abusiness. Excellent
research, apromising technologyand
agood investment are threedifferent
things…

“Our research system is setup to
producepapers andpatents, not
founders. Investability isnot
somethingwesimply find ina
company;wehave to strategically
build it.”

Nor, inherview, is the capital base
setup fordeep tech—at leastnot
at the scaleNewZealand’spotential
needs.

She sayspart of theproblem lies
inhowNewZealanders invest their
savings,withmuchof thecountry’s
wealth tiedup inpropertyand
offshore listedmarkets.KiwiSaver
hasbecomeoneof thecountry’s
largest poolsof capital, but she says
relatively little reaches theprivate
companieswith thepotential to lift
productivity.

“Deep techneeds 10- to 15-year
horizons, investorswhocan judge
technical risk, andmoneyheld in
reserve to followon throughseveral
rounds.Our capital base is thinonall
three.”

Alvarez sayscompanies
frequently strugglewhenmoving
fromtechnical proof of concept to
commercial and industrial validation
—astagewherebothcapital and
specialist commercial expertise are in
short supply.

Shewants government
investment tobe targetedat
opportunities thatwould struggle to
attractprivate capital on their own.

“Its capital should gowhere it
makes thedifference: backing the
companies and fundmanagers that
wouldnototherwise exist, so the
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Serving every corner of theNorth Island

‘Increasingly attractive destination’
Morrison chief executive Paul Newfield told Tim McCready how the

global infrastructure investmentmanager views opportunities

Herald: Where does Morrison see
the biggest infrastructure invest-
ment opportunities in New Zea-
land, and how is AI (through data
centres, energy demand and
digital infrastructure) changing
that picture?
Paul Newfield:With the right
ambition,NewZealandcanplaya
globally significant role inwhat is
shapingup tobeaonce inacentury
digital infrastructurebuild-out.
NewZealand’s renewableenergy
base, potential for furtherdevelop-
ment, climate, political stability and
securityaregenuineadvantages.
Together, theymakeNewZealandan
increasinglyattractivedestination for
digital infrastructure.
Thebiggest opportunitieswill be in

data centres and the renewable
generation, storageandgrid
infrastructureneeded to support
them,particularlyprojects that
combinedigital growthwithnew
energy supplyanddeliverbroader
economicbenefits. Social licencewill
becritical. NewZealandhas the
opportunity toestablishclear
frameworks fordigital infrastructure
development tomakesure
developersof theseassets engage
communities early, use resources
responsiblyandcreate tangible
economicandsocial benefits forNew
Zealanders.

Is New Zealand creating enough
investable infrastructure projects
to absorb institutional capital, and
what is holding back private
investment?
Global investors continue tohave
strongappetite for long-term infra-
structure investments. Thechallenge
is creating enoughopportunities at
scale. Investorswant avisible

pipeline, confidencearounddelivery
andaclearpathway fromconcept to
construction.
Acrediblepipeline is also

important to attract the supply
chains, skills andconstruction
capabilityneeded togive investors
confidence that projects canbe
delivered reliablyandefficiently.
We're seeingencouragingprogress,
but greater certaintyaround
planning, approvals andexecution
wouldunlock significantlymore
private investment. There is alsoan
opportunity tocreatemore
investable scale through repeatable
programmes, partnershipsand the
aggregationof similar assetsor
projects, rather thanviewingevery
opportunity in isolation.

How does New Zealand compare
with Australia, the US, the UK and
Europe as a destination for

infrastructure capital, and what
would attract more offshore
institutional money?
NewZealandcan't competeonscale,
but it cancompeteonstability, trust
and institutional quality. In aworld
where investors are increasingly
focusedon regulatorycertainty,
thoseattributesmatter.
Toattractmoreoffshorecapital,

NewZealandneedsa largerpipeline,
clearerdeliverypathwaysand long-
termpolitical commitment that
extendsbeyondelectioncycles, and
it’s encouraging to see stridesbeing
madehereacrossparties.
It’s incredible to thinkourclients’

portfolio companies arebuilding so
muchmore renewable energy in the
Republican statesofTrump’s
America thanweare inclean, green
NewZealand. But that just goes to
showthat embracing theAI
infrastructureopportunityand
streamlining renewableenergy
project approvalprocesseshasa lot
more impact thanpolitical rhetoric.

How should New Zealand think
about the balance between public
and private capital in
infrastructure?
NewZealandneedsbothpublic and
private capital. Government sets
priorities andcreates the framework.
Private capital canbring funding,
expertise and long-termstewardship
of essential infrastructureassets.
Wellington InternationalAirport is

a goodexample.Aspart of Infratil's
portfolio, private investmenthas

helpedsupport theairport's long-
termdevelopmentwhile continuing
to serve travellers, communities and
thewidereconomy. It’s owned in
partnershipbetween Infratil and
WellingtonCityCouncil and that
relationshiphas continued todeliver
for theWellington region for almost
30years, throughanumberof
political andeconomiccycles.
Asour retirement savingspool

continues togrow, there is a real
opportunity to invest that capital in
the infrastructure thecountryneeds,
provided those investmentsdeliver
strong risk-adjusted returns for
KiwiSavermembers.
Asa countrywealsoneed tobe

braveenough tohavemature
conversationsabout asset recycling.
Thecountry is still understandably
scarredbysomeof thepoor
examplesof privatisations in the
1980s. That shouldn’t preventus from
askingamorepragmaticquestion
today:whichassetsdoesgovernment
genuinelyneed toown, andwhere
is its capital betterdeployed
elsewhere?
Governmentdoesn’t have toown

everypieceof infrastructure to
protectpublic interest. In somecases,
it shouldbewilling to sell or lease
someassets to responsible long-term
ownerswith strong reputationsand
appropriate safeguards, freeingup
capital tobuild the schools, hospitals
and transport infrastructureweneed
to serveayoung, growingnation.
Youcan see themodel atwork in

Sydney.WhenKiwi friendsvisit, they

alwayscommenton thegreatnew
Metro system,meanwhilenoone
noticesor cares that the land titles
registryand theelectricitypoles and
wireswere leased to superannuation
funds topay for it.

Can infrastructure investment
materially lift New Zealand's
productivity?
Infrastructure is aproductivity
agenda. Better energy, connectivity
and transport systems reducecosts
andsupportproductivity-ledgrowth.
We’re already seeing that across

ourportfolio. In theUnitedStates
we'veestablishedFillex, apharmacy
fulfilmentplatformthatusesAI and
robotics to automatedispensingand
freeuppharmacists’ time tooffer
specialist advice to their local
communities rather thanbeing stuck
out thebackcountingpills.
It's a goodexampleofhowAI is

not justdriving investment indigital
infrastructure itself, but creating
entirelynew infrastructure
opportunities across the real
economy.Here thebiggest produc-
tivity gainswill come fromapplying
these technologies in sectors suchas
healthcare, logistics and industry,
supportedby the infrastructure that
enables them.
Infrastructure is alsoaneconomic

resilienceagenda. In amorevolatile
global environment, theobjective is
not just tooperatemoreefficiently,
but tokeepessential servicesand
supplychains functioning through
disruption.

NZHERALDCEOs SURVEY
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Business leaders urge clear
rules for AI data centres

The opportunity
has arrived and
New Zealand
shouldn’t be late in
adopting rules for AI
factories, writes
Graham Skellern

With global demand for data centre
capacity continuing to outstrip supply,

we’re still in the early stages of this growth
cycle.

Jason Boyes, Infratil

Wedo have a
temperate climate

and that’s beneficial
from a cooling point

of view. That’s a
good start to drive
less electricity to
cool the facilities.

Shane Solly, Harbour Asset
ManagementN

ewZealandshouldbegin
establishingclear rules to
takeadvantageof the rising
demand forAIdata centres,

say twobusiness leaders.
JasonBoyes, chief executiveof

Infratil, saysNewZealand iswell-
positioned toattract significant
investmentandbecomeadatacentre
hub.

“Wehave theability todevelop
more renewable generation, andwe
havea favourable climateandstrong
securityadvantages.Weshould
leverage those strengthsnotonly to
attractdata centre investment, but
also tobuildourownAIcapability.

“Withglobal demand fordata
centre capacity continuing tooutstrip
supply,we’re still in theearly stages
of this growthcycle. This is a 10-year
theme. I don’t thinkNewZealandwill
missout, butwe riskbeing late ifwe
delay thebenefits of investments,”
saysBoyes.

ShaneSolly, portfoliomanager
withHarbourAssetManagement,
says it’s becomingmoredifficult to
builddata centres in theUnitedStates
andEuropebecauseofpush-backs
fromthecommunity, andgetting
access topower. Building in the
MiddleEasthas stopped.

“Thedragon thepowergrid,
locations set back fromresidential
areas, noise,wateruseandvisual
effects,manyof thecentres are
industrial-looking – theseare the
considerationsby local communities.

“And thebig issue for investors is
the timingof theuser contractswhen
thesemultimillion-dollar assets are
built,” saysSolly.

“Thedemand is starting to
accelerate forGPUcomputeand
where theygethoused.Data centre
development is at an interesting
junctionglobally, especially

regardingmanaging the supplyof
power.

“Wehaveagrid that cansupply
electricitynowandwecanprovide
adegreeof firmingpower to add to
thebaseload. If there isnot enough
volumeofpoweroradryperiod, a
compute loadcanbemoved
elsewhere,” saysSolly.

Boyes sayspowerpurchase
agreements (bringingyourown
power)withhyperscalers arekey to
developingdata centres.

Theenergycompanies canbring
incremental renewable generation
onstreamand thedatacentre
operators and their customerspay for
the infrastructureconnection. “That’s
alreadyhappening today.”

Askedwhatonedecision thenext

government shouldmake toensure
NewZealandcapturesmoreof theAI
anddata centreopportunity, Boyes
says: “Establish clearnational rules,
rather than regional ones, around the
issuescommunities caremost about.

“Australia ismoving in this
direction.Aligningwith those
frameworks,wherepossible,will
providegreater certainty for
investorswhilehelpingcommunities
understandhowthesedevelopments
shouldbemanaged.”

Boyes saysputting rules inplace
is important sopeopledon’t have to
worry, and following theAustralian
template isn’t abadstart.

“Having totallydifferent rules
doesn’tmake sense.”

Australia is responding to the rapid

growthofAIdata centresby
developinganational regulatory
framework tocurbenvironmental
impacts, protect local resources, and
ensureeconomicbenefits staywithin
thecountry.

PrimeMinisterAnthonyAlbanese
announcedplans to introduce
bindingAustralianStandards forAI
intoParliament earlynextyear.

TheAustralianplansalso include:
● Energy and Water Rules:Large
datacentreswill facemandatory
rules tominimise and reportwater
usage (includingprioritising recycled
water), cover their owngrid
connectionandnetworkupgrade
costs, andensurepowerdemandsdo
not spike local electricityprices.
● Sovereign Compute and Access:
Federal officialshaveurged
operators toprovide local start-ups,
researchers, andnot-for-profit
organisationswith fair-termaccess to
computecapacity soAustraliadoes
notbecomedependenton imported
artificial intelligence.

Boyes says thedesignofdata
centreswas crucial. “Somedesigns
evaporatewater, somehaveblack
water, youcan’t do that. CDCData
Centreshasdevelopedaclosed-loop
cooling system, andyouaregood to
go.”

Infratil has anear 50%
shareholding inCDC,whichhas three
general data centres inAuckland – the
first two “areprettywell full to
capacity.”

NewZealandhosts about64
general andclouddatacentres
(including facilities byproviders such
asMicrosoft, AmazonWebServices,
andDatacom), but atpresent there
arenocentres built exclusivelyasa

dedicated “AI factory”.
DatagridNZhas received resource

consent tobuild thecountry’s first
$3.5bAIdata centreatMakarewa
near Invercargill and ismoving
through full fundingandgrid
approval. Thecentre is expected to
drawup to280MWofpower.

Mercury is investing $53mfora
12.7%shareholding inDatagrid
HoldingGroupNZandhas signeda
140MWpowerpurchaseoption for
renewableenergy.

ContactEnergyandCDCare
working togetherona resource
consent for apotential 250MWAI
datacentreat Stratfordnear the site
ofContact’sTaranakiCombined
Cycle gasplant,whichhasbeen
retiredbut is close to the transmission
grid.

TheStratford facilitywouldbe
supportedbybattery storage
development. CDCsaid itwould
exploreanet zero-waste cooling
solution, including rainwater
collection.

Solly says, “Wedohavea
temperate climateand that’s
beneficial fromacoolingpointof
view.That’s a goodstart todrive less
electricity to cool the facilities.”

Boyes says large-scaleAI facilities
aremost efficiently financedby
global technologycompanieswith
strong investment-gradebalance
sheets.

At the same time, it canbecost-
effective tomakeadditional capacity
availablewithin those facilities to
supportNewZealand’s ownAI
capabilities andcritical services.

“Donewell, that has thepotential
to lift productivityacross the
economy,” saysBoyes.

Investment appetite grows, but where are the opportunities?
continued from B24

Bowen Pan says we have the opportunity to create many global champions.

private sector candecidewhether to
keepbacking themonce theyhave
proven themselves.”

Alvarez says foundersmust also
think internationallymuchearlier in
acompany’sdevelopment.

“The strongest companiesuseNew
Zealandas their researchbaseand
provingground, but theyarebuilt for
globalmarkets from the start. That is
whatmakes themattractive to
international investors.”

Despite thechallenges,Alvarez
believesNewZealandhasalready
demonstrated that it canproduce
globally successful technology
businesses.

“Weno longerneed toprove that
globally successful technology
companies cancome fromNew
Zealand.Thenext step ismoving
from individual success stories toa
repeatablewayof creating, funding
andscaling them.”

Keeping more of the gains in NZ
BowenPan, co-founderofGrowthNZ,
saysNewZealandhas the
opportunity to createmanymore
global champions, and tokeep them
anchoredhere longenough to retain

a significant shareof thevalue they
create.

“Companies likeFisher&Paykel
Healthcare,Xero, Partly and
Gallagherall show thatNewZealand
canproduceglobalwinners. But too
often they succeeddespiteour
settings rather thanbecauseof them.”

Technology is alreadyNew
Zealand’s third-largest export earner,
Pannotes, but thecountry still lacks
depth in experiencedscale-up talent
andgrowthcapital —and the two
reinforceeachother.

“Talent attracts capital, successful
companiesbuild experience, and that

experiencecreates thenext
generationof founders and
operators.”

Tohelp address the talent
shortage,GrowthNZhasproposeda
Catalyst visa thatwouldallowup to
300exceptional international
specialists toenterNewZealandeach
year,without requiring a joboffer
upfront.

Applicantswouldneed to
demonstrate independentlyverified,
internationallyexceptional
achievementandwouldhave 12
months tobeginqualifyingwork.Visa
holders could takeupemployment,
establishcompaniesorwork
independentlyacrossmultiple
organisations. “A small, targeted
intakewouldbringexperiencehard
tobuildquicklyathome.”

GrowthNZalsowants tomake it
easier for skilledmigrants to change
jobsandworkacrossorganisations,
alongside faster, batchedprocessing
forworkers alreadyonAccredited
EmployerWorkVisas.

Ongrowthcapital, Pan saysNew
Zealandhasmadeprogress, although
themarket remains relatively
immature.

“There’smuchmorecapital than
thereused tobe, butwe’re still in the

early innings.”
HewantsmoreofNewZealand’s

largepools of long-termcapital,
includingKiwiSaver fundsand iwi, to
participate inhigh-growth
companies,while continuing to
welcome international capital and
expertise.

Pan sayshewoulddoubledown
onsectors alreadygetting real
traction, fromsoftwareandspace to
agritech, biotech, andclimateand
energy technology.

“At the same time, our small size
shouldalsobeanadvantage: for
example,wecanuseour regulatory
agility tomakeNewZealandoneof
thebest places in theworld to test,
incubateand scalenew ideas.”

Hebelieves global expansionand
maintaininga strongNewZealand
baseneednotbecompeting
objectives.

“Thegoal isn’t tokeepevery job
oractivity inNewZealand. It’s tokeep
enoughof thecompanyanchored
here—ownership, intellectual
property, researchanddevelopment,
leadershipandhigh-value jobs—so
NewZealandcontinues toparticipate
meaningfully in thewealthcreatedas
thesecompaniesbecomeglobal
winners.”
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Reserve Bank: CEOs show
support for single mandate

Perhaps unsurprisingly,
the squeeze that higher

costs are putting on
firms is recorded as one

of themost pressing
issues in theMood of

the Boardroom survey
this year.

RBNZ Governor
Anna Breman and
the Monetary
Policy Committee
have a single
mandate to target
inflation.

Photo / MarkMitchell

T hisyear’sMoodof the
Boardroomsurvey reveals a
strong focuson fighting
inflation.

Business leadershave
overwhelminglybacked theReserve
Bank’smove to lift interest rates.

Theyalso feel strongly that the
RBNZshould retain a singlemandate
focusedsolelyonan inflation target.

If elected, Labourhaspromised to
return theRBNZ toadualmandate,
withunemployment asanofficial
target aswell as inflation.

Bycomparisonwith thepast few
years, theReserveBankseems like
a sedateandnon-controversial
institution rightnow.

Theexternal appointmentof
Swedishcentral bankerAnna
Bremanhas taken someof the
political heatout of localmonetary
policydebate.

Bremanhas thus farprovedaclear
communicator andseemspopular
with the financial sector and
economiccommunity.

MonetaryPolicyCommittee
meetingshavebeenopened tomore
public scrutiny,withvotingdecisions
published togive thepublic insight
intohowunited, orotherwise,
committeemembersare.

Bremanhasexpressedan intent to
stay focusedon the singlemandate
of inflationand the targetof 1-3%.

There’s one significant fishhook in
all of this, of course. The inflation rate
is currently sittingoutside thatofficial
target band.

At anannual rateof 4.1%, it
continues to run toohot.

After adramaticpost-Covid spike
above7%, theannual inflation rate
droppedas lowas2.2% in the
December2024quarter.

But fromthere, inflationhas risen

steadily, pushedupbyacombination
ofhigh local energypricesand the
big global oil price rise.

Perhapsunsurprisingly, the
squeeze thathigher costs areputting
on firms is recordedasoneof the
mostpressing issues in theMoodof
theBoardroomsurvey thisyear.

However, business leaderswere
realistic abouthowmuchcontrol
local policymakershaveoverwhat
ismostly imported inflation.

“Inflationarycosts aredue to the
fuel crisis, toughone to solvegiven
it is causedbyanexternal event,” said
onebusiness leader.

“TheNewZealandeconomy is
okay, but the global economydoes
concernme.Wehaveacoupleof
never-endingwarsupendingoil
supplychains,”wroteanother.

However, otherswereconcerned
that central banksandgovernments
hadnotbeenas focusedon inflation
as they shouldhavebeen in thepast
fewyears.

“Central banks around theglobe
havenothad inflationalignedwith
targets for toomanyyears,” one
respondent said.

Fiscal disciplinewasalso required,
saidanother: “Balance thebudget to
lower inflation.”

By thenumbers, 76%ofbusiness
leaders said they thought theRBNZ’s
latest ratehike (taking theOCR to
2.75%)was the right call.

Just 11%said it shouldhaveheld
(13%wereunsure).

Business leaderswerealmost as
strongly supportiveof keeping the
mandate focusedsquarelyon
inflation.

Theywereasked: should the
ReserveBank’smonetarypolicy
settingsbe solely focusedonmeeting
its inflation target?

Just 22%saidno, 9%wereunsure,
but69%want it left as the sole target.

“TheReserveBankshouldhave
oneclear job: keep inflationunder
control andmaintainprice stability,”

saidone respondent.
Trying touse interest rates to

manageemployment, housepricesor
other aspectsof theeconomywasa
distraction, they said.

The strengthof support for the
singlemandate reflects the fact that
theworldgenerally seems tohave re-
enteredan inflationaryperiod.

In thedecadebeforeCovid, global
inflationwas so low that some
economists believed itmayhave
beeneradicatedasaproblem.

Instead, central bankswere forced
tograpplewithdeflationary
problems.

Some, including theRBNZ, looked
at theplausibility of cutting interest
rates intonegative territory.

Back in2016, nearly 50%ofMood
of theBoardroomrespondents
believed theGovernment should
rewrite its agreementwith the
ReserveBank to give theGovernor
theability toconsiderwider
economic factorsbeyond inflation.

One leadingbanker, in the
comments thatyear, argued that the
single-mandateReserveBankAct
was right for the 1980sand 1990s,
when inflationwas theproblem— in
apost-global financial crisis, low-
inflationworld, theGovernorneeded
to focusondifferent things.

Of course, just twoyears later,
those supportingadualmandategot
theirwishas the incomingLabour-led
Coalitionchanged thepolicy.

Inhindsight, the timingprobably
couldn’t havebeenworse. Covid
threw theworld’s supplychains into
disarray.

Governments andcentral banks
pumpedmoney into lockdown
economies. The resultwasan
inflation spike that rivalled theoil
shocksof the 1970s.

Whether a singlemandatewould
havemadeadifference tohowthe
ReserveBankplayed itshand in the
dualmandateera,we’ll neverknow.

Butwith inflation still runninghot
sixyears after the firstCovid shock,
it is clear business leaders arenot
keen to repeat theexperiment.

Moodof the
Boardroom
LiamDann

NZ moving from anger to acceptance
Three years of pain
may give way to
economic and
social gain, writes
Cameron Bagrie

Cameron Bagrie with fellow panellist Far North mayor Moko Tepania and
host Ryan Bridge during the New Zealand Herald’s Future of New Zealand
Debate this month. Photo / Dean Purcell

continued on B28

T heysay thegrief cyclehas
five stages.Denial, anger,
bargaining,withdrawal and
finally acceptance.

Somewouldargueweremain in
theanger stage, pushingback.The
country isdivided.Wecansee that
in thepolitical polls. It’s a global
phenomenon.Anyonewanting to
cheer themselvesup should jumpon
aplaneandgo to theUnitedKingdom
orAustralia. Talk toanAmerican.
Visit France.TheymakeNewZealand
politics lookdemure. Youcomeback
happyand reinvigorated.

I thinkwearewaybeyondanger.
Maybe thosepolls arepointingmore
towardsacceptanceand thedesire
for changeand theMoodof the
Boardroomis starting to showa “let’s
get onwith it” attitude fromthe
private sector too.

Wecan’twait for theGovernment
togetNewZealandcompletely to the
zero line. This iswheregovernments
donot get in theway toomuch.They

get the foundations right,
economically and socially. Let the
private sectordo theheavy lifting,
taking real risk tomake realmoney,
andgrowtheeconomicbaseon
whichNewZealanders’wellbeing is
premised.

Has theGovernment gotus to the
zero line?No. Butweare inching
closerwith a lotmorework tobedone
across infrastructure, education,

energy, the social ledger, and
communicatinghowNewZealanders
will benefit. The latterhasbeen
missing.

Aswe inchcloser,Moodof the
Boardroomand thenation signalswe
maybeon thecuspof acontinuum
ofchange that couldeasilybe
accelerated.Australia is laggingNew
Zealandon this front andset for a
wake-upcall in 2027.

Out with the old
Bye-byeGreatModeration.

That 1993-2000eraof low
inflation, lower interest rates and
volatility, andperceivedbetter
managementbypolicymakers. Rules
trumpedpower. Theworldbecame
increasinglyglobalisedand
interconnected.

Wesoldmoreexpensivehouses to
eachother and thoughtwewere
gettingwealthier.

Immigrationwasagrowth ripcord
tobepulled.

Theheadlinemodelworkedbut it
wasa fallacy, andwe letpolicy
settings slip, allowingadeeper rot to
set in, eventuating inaverageyearly
productivity growth0.2%

In with the new
Three tectonic shifts arenow
collidingatonce.

First, theoldneo-liberalmodelhas
beenexposedeconomically and
geopolitically.

Economicprosperity isnow
heavily intertwinedwithnational
securityacross food, energyand
technology.

Houseprices cannot growrapidly
inexcessof incomegrowth, nordebt.
Eventuallyyou reachaneconomic
andsocietal tippingpoint.

Second, society ispushingback.
Whether it be to the far left, far right
or theemergenceofNational
conservatismwith immigration

under the spotlight inmany
countries. Lacking incomegrowth,
which is a functionofproductivity,
living standards stagnateandcost-of-
livingpainhurtsmore.

Third, financialmarkets are
starting tobehave likeheadmasters.
With repeated tellings-off not
working (small lifts in rates),we’ve
seen theUS 10-yearbondandbond
yieldsaround theglobal risemore
markedly, reaching 10-15-yearhighs.
Themessage to central banks is
simple; either get seriousaboutprice
stabilityor termpremiums (the
additional compensation required for
holdinga long-termbondovera
short-termone)will rise.

Governmentdebt is rising in focus.

An improving, though mixed,
backdrop
Theeconomic scorecard forNew
Zealand is abunchof liquoriceall-
sorts.

Thegrossdomesticproduct (GDP)
ofNewZealand isup2.6%onayear
ago.However,GDPper capita is the
sameas itwas fouryears ago.

Hoursworkedareup2.8%.That
meansproductivity growth (GDP/
hoursworked) is absent, as is growth
in living standards.

Coremeasuresof inflationare
within the 1-3%band, butwehavenot
had real price stability (2% inflation)
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Fight over a rounding error
New Zealand needs
an independent
watchdog to cost
election promises

Our ambition to
achieve a surplus

only runs to the end
of this decade and
stops there. We all

know the real costs
of demographic
changewill only
come from the
2030s onwards.

Oliver Hartwich

What the political parties offer

National Labour Act
Newspending
allowed ineach
Budget
Return to surplus
Extrahealth
spendingover
fouryears
Spendingcuts

Newtaxes

Pensionage
Costings checked
independently

$2.4b

2028/29

$15.4b

None.
Reverses someof
National's planned

cuts instead

Capital gains tax from
July 2027

Stays at 65

Yes (Hall Chadwick)

2025 2065
About 200%ofGDP

About 8%ofGDP

About 10%ofGDP

32%

43%ofGDP

5.1%of GDP

7.1%of GDP

21%

Sources: Party fiscal plans, October 2026. Surplus years forNational andAct are onTreasury’s OBEGALmeasure,
which leaves outACC. Labour uses the olderOBEGALmeasure. Act’s 2027/28 surplus is $79million.

Source: Treasury, HeTirohangaMokopuna 2025 (Long-termFiscal Statement), assumingno change in policy. The tax row is Treasury’s illustration of holding
debt steady throughhigher tax on labour incomealone,with spending unchanged.HeraldMoodof the BoardroomCEOs Survey 2026 / HeraldNetwork

Governmentnetdebt
NZSuperannuation
Health
Average taxonwagesneeded tohold
debt steady

The bill nobody is talking about

$2.0b

2027/28 ($79msurplus)

Not stated
(frontline health

protected)

About $10bover four
years,mostly

non-frontline public
service spending

None

67 by 2035

None reported

$2.4b

2028/29

$15.4b

About $1b over four
years (foreign aid $431m,
tougherwelfare case
management $583m)

None

67, not before 2044

No

E lectionsare supposed tobe
themomentwhen themain
partiesoffer voters achoice
betweengrandplansand

rival visions. Indeed, that is thewhole
ideaofdemocracy: tobeable to
choosebetweendifferentpaths,
especiallyon long-termspendingand
taxes.

Well, apparentlynot in this
election.National’s andLabour’s fiscal
plansare soalike thatonewonders
whether the sameresearch
departmentdraftedboth.Onhealth,
for example, thebiggest item inboth,
Nationalpromises anextra$15.4
billionover fouryears andLabour
$15.5 billion.

Ina state that spendsclose to$200
billionayear, suchdifferencesarea
roundingerror. Bothparties alsokeep
the same limit onnewspending in
eachBudget, andbothpromisea
return to surplus in2028/29.

Youwouldnot guess this fromthe
campaign. It hasbeen foughtoverpay
equity, a fuel tax freeze, foreignaid
andaKiwiSaverpayment for every
newborn.Andyes, Labour’s capital
gains tax is a real point ofdifference
for the tax system.ButLabourwould
use it topay formuch the samehealth
spending thatNationalpromises
without anynewtax.

All these individualpolicies
matter, but theyare trifles compared
to thecost of anageingpopulation.

Treasury’s long-termoutlookhas
netdebt reaching 200%ofGDPby
2065 if nothingchanges, driven
mainlyby the risingcost ofpensions
andhealthcare for anolder
population.

Holdingdebt steady through tax
alonewouldmean lifting theaverage
taxonwages andsalaries from21%
to32%.

BothLabour andNewZealand
First flatly refuse to touch thepension
age.Meanwhile,National’s long-
standingpolicywouldnot start lifting
it to67until 2044, and its leadersnow
sayeven thatneedsapolitical
consensusnobodycan find. By then,
children starting school nextyearwill
have left university.

Act is theonlypartyproposing to
raise theage soon, to67by2035,
savingclose to$2billionayear, by
its ownestimate.

Forvoters, this election looksclose
toa simulationofdemocratic choice.
Whicheverbigparty leads thenext
government, thepackage ismuch the

sameandnobody touches the long-
termbill.

Now, there is something tobe said
for at least havingaconsensuson
aiming for surpluseswhen, say,
America runs trillion-dollardeficits
andmuchofEurope is alsodrowning
indebt.However, inour case, our
ambition toachievea surplusonly
runs to theendof this decadeand
stops there.Weall knowthat the real
costsof demographic changewill
onlycome fromthe2030sonwards.

Still, even those fouryearsuntil
thenarenot as goodas theymight

look in the fiscal projections.
The surplusTreasury forecasts for

2028/29 is so thin thatANZ’s
economists saya fairly small
downgrade to theeconomicoutlook
couldwipe it out.

Fiscal plansalsohaveahabit of
drifting, asmycolleagueBryce
Wilkinsonshows ina forthcoming
report. In 2018, Treasuryexpected

government spending tobe28%of
GDPby2024. It turnedout tobe33%,
andnetdebt endedupmore than
twiceashighasplanned.

Yes, Covidhappened. ButCovid
doesnot explainwhysomuchof the
extra spending stayed longafter the
pandemic.

AsWilkinsonpointsout, any
government cancall its plan
responsiblebypromising tight
spending limits for theyears after it
expects to leaveoffice. Treasurycan
hardlycontradict thiswhen the
Ministerof Finance is its only
“customer”.

Tocounter all this and inject a
senseof independent realism, a
differentwayofmonitoringour fiscal
developmentwouldbeneeded.And
indeed, inaprevious job, I helped
comeupwithonesuchmechanism.

InApril 2007,when Iworked for
aLondon think tank, I organiseda
breakfast forGeorgeOsborne, then
Britain’s shadowchancellor, anda
groupof economists fromtheCityof
London.The talk soon turned to
Treasury forecasts andhow little
anyone trusted them.

Afterwards, togetherwith two
felloweconomists, Iwroteupa

proposal for an independentbudget
committee. Toourgreatdelight,
Osborne liked the ideaand three
years later, asChancellor, setup the
Office forBudgetResponsibility
(OBR), Britain’s independentbudget
watchdog.

TheOBRhasnotmadeall British
politiciansvirtuous. ButwhenLiz
Trussannouncedunfunded taxcuts
in2022without anOBR forecast,
bondmarkets turnedonher
governmentwithindays. LizTruss
didnot survive thispolitically.

Sadly,NewZealandhasnothing
like suchan independent fiscal
watchdog. Last year,NicolaWillis
tookaplan for a small unit to cost
policypromises toCabinet, butAct
andNewZealandFirst blocked it.

Nationalnowpromisesan
independent costingsunit by the
2029election.Australia’s
ParliamentaryBudgetOfficehasbeen
costingpartypromises since2012.

Admittedly, partieswould try to
gamesuchaunit, for exampleby
arguingoverwhichversionof their
policygets costed so that the
numbers lookbetter. But the
alternative iswhathappensat every
election. Eachside findsa fiscal hole
in theother’s plan, andeach insists
its ownnumberswerechecked
“independently”.

TheDutch foundawayaround
thisproblem longago. Since 1986,
theirCentral PlanningBureau, a
governmentagencyknown for its
independence, has costedparty
manifestosbefore elections. It takes
eachparty’swholepackage rather
thansinglepromises, sonobodycan
choose themost flatteringversionof
onepolicy.And itmeasuresevery
partywith the sameyardstick,
includingwhat eachwould leave for
futuregenerations topay.

Takingpart is voluntary, andnot
everyonedoes.GeertWilders’
populist Party for Freedomstaysout,
andsodo theSocialists,whocall the
bureau’smodelsneoliberal. But 10
parties, includingall the traditional
partiesof government, had their
manifestos costedbefore last year’s
election.

Of course, even suchawatchdog
wouldnot solve theageingproblem.
Thatwould require a laterpension
age, better spendingand faster
growth.

Butwhat awatchdogcoulddo is
tell voters, before theyvote,what
eachparty’s promiseswouldcost
over thenext 40years.

In this election, unfortunately,
nobody is telling them.

DrOliverHartwich is theExecutive
Director of TheNewZealand
Initiative (www.nzinitiative.org.nz).

NZmoving from anger to acceptance
The economic

scorecard for New
Zealand is a bunch
of liquorice allsorts.

Cameron Bagrie

continued from B27

since2020, awhopping sixyears ago.
Exportshave soared.
Thehousingmarket—outsideof

Canterbury,OtagoandSouthland—
has souredandwill likely continue
todoso in2027, givendemand
relative to supply.

Thecurrent governmenthas
continued toborrowandrundeficits,
just like thepreviousone,with the
toughdecisionsback-loaded into
forecasts ina caseofpromise-you-
nomics.

There isnocredit accelerator in
this economic recoverywith
borrowinggrowthanaemic.

Business confidence ishigh.
Consumerconfidence isnot.

CanterburyandOtagohave
eclipsed thegolden triangle as the
place todobusiness, goingby the
growth inbusinessnumbers.

Happier days
Theycall economics thedismal
science. This is becauseeconomics
often involvesanalysingdifficult
choices, resourceconstraints, and
societal conflicts,whichcan lead to
conclusions that are soberingor
pessimistic.

It’s possiblyalso the scienceof
tough love.

Accept interest rates arenot going
tobeas low,norhousing the
economicdriver it oncewas. Thenew
andbetter era involves taking real
risk tomake realmoney.TheMood
of theBoardroomsuggests
businessesareup for it.

Futuregovernmentswill face
toughchoices,with thebondmarket
providingoversight.

There is a collectionof small things
in themselves thatperhapsaggregate
up toabigger story.

Wearehavingmoredebateon

issueswe’vekickeddown the road,
suchasNewZealandSuper.Almost
everyone is backingmore into
KiwiSaver. Congrats to thedeparting
chief executiveofANZ,Antonia
Watson, for accepting theneed for a
capital gains tax. Itwill not bea
wreckingball across theeconomy.

Educationhasbecomeakey
election issue.Wowandhooray!

Manycouncil amalgamation
plans, despitebeingparked fornow,
couldbe ignited in2027.

Whilehigher energyprices force
de-industrialisation, renewableand
solar energy investment is roaring.

Congrats tovarious journalists and
mediapersonalities for trying toget
consensus indebates andpoliticians
for signalling some.

Competitionpolicyandstructural
ideas to improvemarketoutcomes
arebeingput on the table.Many
sectorswill not likeproposals but
competitionpolicy links twomajor
crises in this country: thecost of living
and the income (lowwage) crisis.
Competition lowers costs anddrives
innovationandefficiency.Weneed
togohard in this area.

Theyoungare flexing their
political voice, calling fordifferent
economicdirection, somenuttyand
somenot. But theyareexpressinga
voice that is overdue.Theboomers
havebeenover-represented for too
long.

Eachmonth thepropertymarket
stagnates, I becomemoreupbeat.

Thereappears tobe somematurity
overwhat a changeof government
couldmean. Business confidence, a
red/blueoscillatingmeasure, has
remained robust, despitepolls
suggestingacliffhanger. Investment
mustbeable to straddlepolitical
shenanigans.

The bottom line
In anuncertainworldwhere theonly
certainty is uncertainty, threeyears
of economicpain ismakingway for
economicandsocial gain.

Wehavegrowingacceptanceof
theneed for changeandmore
examplesof it. Therewill bemore
gestation issues—butbring it on.

● CameronBagrie is principal
economist at BagrieEconomics, a
premier boutique research firm.
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It’s notwhat
you know, it’s
whowe know.
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How about a vision for New Zealand?
Election campaign
negativity is driving
voters tominor
parties, says
Dentons chairman

Tim McCready

Neither of themajor
parties is selling a vision.
They’re not talking about
anything that speaks to

what New Zealand could
be in the future.

HaydenWilson

H aydenWilsonsays the
biggest thingmissing from
theelectioncampaign is a
senseofwhereeithermaj-

orpartywants to take thecountry.
ChairmanofDentonsNewZealand

andglobal vice-chairmanofDentons,
Wilsonsaysvoters arebeinggiven
plentyof reasons tovoteagainst the
other side, but far fewer reasons to
believe inwhat comesnext. “Neither
of themajorparties is selling avision,”
he says. “They’renot talkingabout
anything that speaks towhatNew
Zealandcouldbe in the future.”

Wilsonmade the samecase in last
year’sMoodof theBoardroom,
warning that government “isn’t a
business school exercise— it requires
vision”.With theelectionweeks
away,he says thatneed is even
greater. Bothmajorparties, heargues,
are campaigningonavariationof the
same line: “we’renot theother guys”.

“It’s relentlesslynegative.And I get
it— it’s negativebecause it probably
works.”

Thecost, he says, is that voters are
lookingelsewhere. “Forme, that is
probably theprimarydriverof the
riseof theminorparties.”Hepoints
to theOpportunityParty,whichhas

foundspace in thecentre. “Saywhat
you likeabout their policies, oneof
their attractions is that it is something
new.All of a sudden, there’s someone
saying, ‘Hey,maybe theremightbe
abetterway.’”

Wilsondoesn’t expect thecam-
paign to settle thecountry’s biggest
questions.Whathewants is a sense
ofdirection: “Someonesaying, ‘Bro-
adly, this iswherewewant togo, and
this is howwe’re going to get there.’”

He lists the “big rocks”New
Zealandwill need to tackleover the
comingdecades: funding superann-
uation, closing the infrastructure
deficit, and lifting investment in
defenceandsecurity as theworld
growsmorevolatile. But the ideason
offer, he says, are recycled. “Noone’s
talkingabouthow to solve those
problemsorofferingnewways todo
it. They’re all variantson thingswe’ve

alreadydone—domoreof this thing,
or less of that thing.”

Enable growth, don’t demand it
Wilsonsaysbusinesskeepshearing
the samemessage frompoliticians—
lift productivity, innovateandgrow.
Heasks,what is theGovernment
doing tomake that easier?

“It’s not enough just to stand in
frontof business audiencesandsay,
‘Youneed tobe radicallydisrupting
yourselves.’ NewZealandbusinesses
aredoing that. Butwhat is the
Government’s ideaofhow it creates
theconditions toenable growth?”

ForWilson, thatmeansderisking
investment in anuncertainworld,
attracting the international talent the
countryneeds, andgettingcapital to
businesses that canuse it to grow.

“That is the roleof government—
rather thansimply saying, ‘Well, you
need to getout thereand smash it,’
or focusingon the structureof the
grocery sector or theelectricity
sector.”

Cohesion is important too
ForWilson, theargument goes
beyondeconomics.He sees social
cohesionasoneof thebiggest issues
facingNewZealand.Hedescribes the
TreatyPrinciplesBill as “a completely
unnecessarydistraction for the
Government, for apolicy thatwas
never going toproceed.

“It createdaplatformfora really
unpleasantdebateonsomething that
needs tobedealtwithverycarefully.”

Then there’s thegrowing
perceptionof aK-shapedcountry,
“where somepeople aredoingquite
well andsomepeopleare really,
really struggling”.

Thoseare thekindsof things that

feeddisengagement frompolitical
life, he says, leading toprotectionism
andnationalism. “Thosearenot
positives for a small tradingnation
likeNewZealand.”

Hearguespolitical leadersneed to
handle thosedivisionswithcare,
pointing to formerPrimeMinister Jim
Bolger andhisTreatyofWaitangi
NegotiationsMinister, SirDouglas
Graham.

“It’s incumbentonourpolitical
leaders to take really careful and
nuanced leadershippositions in that
debate,” he says. “Whereare those
leadersnow?They’renot there.”

Growth is only part of the job
Wilsonsays theGovernment’s focus
hasbeen “relentlesslyeconomic”.

“The roleof government is
economic, but it’smore than just
economic. Theobligationof any
government is tomake thingsbetter
for thewholeof society. It feels like
they’veonlygot one lever.”Debt is
theclearest example. “Everyoneacc-
epts it needs tocomedown.Theques-
tion is howquickly, andatwhat cost?”

Ultimately,Wilsonsees growth
andcohesionaspart of the same
challenge.

“Where’s thepolitical leadership to
say, ‘Look,we’re all in this together.’
HowdoweensureNewZealanders
asawhole community succeed in the
next five, 10, 15, 50years?’ Forme, that
tiesback to the samequestions:
where’s the leadership, andwhere’s
thevision?”

DentonsNewZealand is a sponsor
of theHerald’sMoodof the
Boardroomreport
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Shopping around for a solution
Business leaders are
unimpressed by
supermarket shake-
up policies, writes
Tim McCready

B usiness leaders are
unimpressedby the
supermarketpoliciesbeing
taken into theelection.

Plans tobreakup, restructureor
directly competewith thegrocery
duopolyall scoredbelow2outof 5
in thisyear’sMoodof theBoardroom
survey.

Nationalhasproposedamending
theGrocery IndustryCompetition
Actwithin its first 100days, then
giving theCommerceCommission six
months to assesswhetherFoodstuffs
shouldbe separated into twoentities:
onecombiningNewWorldandFour
Square, and theotherPak’nSave.

If thecommission recommended
separation,National says itwould
legislate to implement it.

Theboardroomisunconvinced.
Respondents gaveNational’s

proposal anaverage scoreof just 1.83
outof 5,where 1was ‘not impressive’
and5was ‘very impressive’.More
thanhalf —51%—gave it the lowest
possible scoreof 1 outof 5.

“TheFoodstuffsmove seems tobe
drivenmoreby theneed tobe seen
tobedoing something thanbyany
strong rationale,” saysaproperty
sectordirector.

Anothernon-executivedirector is
similarly sceptical: “Signalling the
potential break-upofprivatelyheld

businesses isunhelpful.”
Anenergy sector leaderwarns the

policy “will increase thecost of capital
for all industries inNewZealandas
businessesand their funders ask ‘who
isnext?’”

NewZealandFirst hasproposed
splittingFoodstuffs into twonational
co-operatives. Its policy scored 1.76
outof 5.

Labourwould requireFoodstuffs
andWoolworths tooperate
independentwholesalebusinesses,
guarantee smaller grocers access to
wholesale supplyon fair terms, and
freeFour Squareoperators from
restraintsof trade.

Thispolicy scores 1.81/5,with47%
rating it 1/5.

TheGreenParty’sKiwiMart
proposal—a$2.8billionplan that

wouldbring 120 storesand two
distributioncentres intopublic
ownership to establisha state-owned
supermarket chain— received the
lowest scoreof all: 1.15 out of 5. Some
86%of respondents gave it a 1.

Actopposesa restructureof the
incumbents. It says itwould instead
make it easier for anewoperator to
enter themarket, through
streamlinedconsentingand fewer
council hurdles.

Boardroom out of step with voters
Theboardroom’sverdict ismuch
harsher than thepublic’s.ATalbot
Mills poll commissionedby
Foodstuffs found45%of respondents
supportedNational’s policy to
investigate separatingPak’nSave
fromNewWorld,with38%opposed.

But evenso, voters arenot convin-
ced itwouldmakeadifferenceat the
checkout. Just 28%of those surveyed
believed forcing the separation
would lowergroceryprices.AVerian
poll for 1News foundonly32%
thought anyof theparties’ proposed
policieswould lead to lowergrocery
priceswithin threeyears.

Agreement on the problem
NewZealand’s grocerymarket is
dominatedbyWoolworthsand
Foodstuffs.Australian-owned
Woolworthsoperates the
Woolworths supermarket chain,
whileFoodstuffs comprises twoco-
operatives—FoodstuffsNorth Island
andFoodstuffs South Island—whose
owner-operators runPak’nSave,New
WorldandFourSquare stores.

TheCommerceCommission’s
2022market studyconcluded
competition in the retail grocery
sectorwasnotworkingwell for
consumers, and recommendeda
packageofmeasuresaimedat
improvingprice, quality andchoice.

At the time, it estimated themajor
grocery retailerswereearningexcess
profits equivalent to about $1million
aday.

TheGovernment respondedby
creatingaGroceryCommissioner
andpassing theGrocery Industry
CompetitionAct. In 2024, the
commissiondeclinedclearance for
the twoFoodstuffs co-operatives to
merge, saying itwasnot satisfied the
dealwouldavoid substantially
lesseningcompetition.

Progress sincehasbeenslow.The
commission’s latest annual grocery
report, released in June, found “little
observable change incorecompe-
titionmetrics”,with the twogroups’
combinedmarket shareessentially

unchangedat around80%.
Thesearch for a thirdmajorplayer

hasalso stalled,withTheWarehouse
ruling itself out lastmonth.

The lowpolicy scoresdonotmean
business leaders believe thegrocery
market isworkingwell.

Ahealthcare executiveargues that
addressingcost-of-livingpressures
“requires targetingmonopolies”.

Theysupport “formal inquiries
intomarginsacrossmajorbanks, the
groceryduopolyandenergy
gentailers to lowereverydaycosts”.

Whilemanyaccept there is a
competitionproblem ingroceries,
there is little confidence that
structural decisionsdesigned in the
heatof anelectioncampaignwill
solve it.

My top issue:
Dairy CEO
There's a tall poppycultureand
mindset among toomanypeople
asoftenpromotedby the left.

I thinkNewZealand's greatest
challenge is not theusual
productivity, housingor
demographics - I thinkabigger
problemmaybediscomfortwith
ambitionandsuccess.

Toooften thosewhobuildgreat
businesses arequestioned rather
thancelebrated.

A country thatwantshigher
productivity andprosperityneeds
morepeoplewilling to succeed,
andaculture that applauds them
when theydo.

Wecanbe successful andKiwi
andhumble.
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Keep corporate taxes simple and
internationally competitive

There’s room for improvement — but not at any price, says Robyn Walker

G oneare thedaysof loud
public cries for acorporate
taxcut. Themoodof the
boardroomis that there is

no longer a thirst for corporate tax
cuts at all costs, but theyare the
preferredchoice for stimulating
business investment toultimately
growtheeconomy.

While the survey results reveal
some tension, theydemonstrate
morenuancedandconsideredviews
on thecompany tax rate. Businesses
recognise theneed to improveNew
Zealand’s international taxcompeti-
tiveness,withhalf of respondents
(50%)viewing the current systemas
uncompetitive.However, concern
about governmentdebthas
temperedsupport for immediate
reform, raisingquestionsaboutboth
the timingand fiscal cost of change.

Debt vs tax
The fiscal hawkswereout in force
whencompleting the survey,witha
desire toget thegovernmentbooks
inorderpreferredover tax relief by
a ratioofnearly five toone.The
ongoingmessagesabout thecost of
governmentdebt are resonatingwith
business,whichunderstands the
benefit of ahealthybalance sheet.

Despite thepreference forpaying
downdebt, 52%of respondentswant
to seea company tax rate reduction
in thenext termof government,
somethingwhichmayabsorbmuch
of the forecast $4billion surplus in
2028/29under thePre-Electionand
FiscalUpdate 2026.Thepotential
inconsistencybetweenprioritising
debt reductionand stillwantinga tax
cutmaypoint toaquestionof
sequencing,with respondents seeing
stronger government financesasa
prerequisite for future tax reform.

There is anappreciation that tax

isnecessary for the typeof society
thatwewant,withanexpressed
desire topreserve frontline services,
particularly inhealthandeducation,
but respondents showed limited
support for raising taxesonbusiness.
Respondents instead identified
reductions in lower-value spending
as their preferredpathway todebt
reduction.

Respondentsdrewparallels
betweengovernmentandbusiness
costdiscipline. Someargued that
businesses thathavehad tomake
toughchoicesdon’twant to funda
government that isn’t prepared todo
the same.

Rate reduction vs targeted
incentives
Whenaskedwhat taxchangewould
have thegreatest effect onbusiness
investment, therewasaclearwinner,
witha lower company tax ratebeing
the toppick for 41%of respondents.

The rate reductionwas2.5 timesas
popular as thenextmostpopular
options: accelerateddepreciationand
researchanddevelopment (R&D)
incentives.

Awholesale rate reductionmay
appeal because it spreads thebenefit
acrossbusinesses rather thanpicking
winners.Written responses reflected
mixedexperiencesof researchand
development incentiveswithone
respondent supporting them,while
anotherdescribed themascomplex
andadministratively inefficient.

Within this surveygroup,
InvestmentBoosthashada limited
reportedeffect onbusiness
investment.Only24% indicated it had
increased investment,while60%said
it hadmadenodifference. Political
uncertaintymaypartlyexplain this
result, particularly for larger invest-
mentswith lead times that spanelec-
toral cycles.A respondentpraised
InvestmentBoost as beingagood

policy inprinciple because it rewards
investment inproductiveassetsbut
considered it less effective for the
services sector thana reduction in the
headlinecompany tax rate.

No new taxes vs the right taxes
While “nonew taxes” is amessage
thatmay resonatewithabusiness
audience, survey responsesalso
suggest concern that thispolicy
precludesbolder reform. Survey
respondentswere remindedof Sir Bill
English’s “tax switch” (a reduction in
companyandpersonal taxes, funded
byan increase inGST) inBudget 2010
andasked if the timewas right for
another tax switch toensureour tax
settingsare competitive. Just over
one thirdwereunsure.Among
respondents expressingayes-or-no
view, support for another tax switch
ranat roughly two toone.One
respondent agreed thatwedidn’t
needabigger tax takebutweneeded
“a smarterone thatmakes itworth
working, building abusiness and
hiring”.A tax switchwhich resulted
in the same level of overall taxbut
a lowercompany tax ratewouldbe
oneway to satisfy thedesire for a
competitive tax systemtoencourage
economicgrowthandattract foreign
investment,whilenotdisrupting the
currentpathway to surplus in
2028/29and the repaymentofdebt.

Revenue vs inequality
Wealth inequality is increasinglyon
themindsof theboardroom,with
26%of respondentsholdingaview
thatmore taxes are required to
addresswealth inequality.However,
themajority still hold theview that
more taxesarenot required,withone
respondentnoting that “weneed to
focusoneconomic growth to reduce
povertyand increase salaries”. The

riseofwealth taxes frombeinga
fringe idea tohavingadegreeof
mainstreamacceptance isweighing
on themindsof some,whoare
concernedabout the riskofwealth
flight, citingexamples fromsomeof
the fewcountries that currentlyhave
awealth tax.One respondentnoted
that theexistingprogressivenature
of the tax systemmeans that it is not
thecauseof inequality; rather, the
true solution lies inbetter access to
educationandhousing.

The surveyalso testedviewson
thepurposeof the tax system. Should
the tax system focuson raising
revenue in themost efficientway, or
should the tax systemdoother things,
like redistributewealth?
Respondentsvotedbymore than
four toone that the tax systemshould
focusonbeingasefficient aspossible
with revenuecollection, rather than
beinga tool to solve social problems.
Respondentsnoted theadditional
complexity that comes fromhaving
the tax systemdomore thancollect
revenuedetracts from thedesire to
havea simple tax systemthat
encouragespeople towork, invest
andgrowbusinesses. Collecting tax
efficiencywith the revenuespent
providing social supportwasviewed
as thebetterway toaddress
inequality.

Overall, the surveypoints toaclear
preference for a tax systemthat is
simple, predictable and interna-
tionally competitive. Thechallenge
for thenext governmentwill be to
consider thoseobjectivesalongside
the fiscal position, theneed to
maintainessential public services
and thedistributional effectsof
reform.

Robyn Walker is a tax partner and
board member at Deloitte. Deloitte
is a sponsor of the Herald's Mood
of the Boardroom report.

We need to tackle tax and reduce it
Anne Gibson talks
to Peter Thompson,
Barfoot &
Thompson
managing director
for the last 21 years,
about the need for
tax reduction,
keeping the
Resource
Management Act
reform andmore
infrastructure
spending.

If company taxwas
reduced, we’d see

more investment in
business.
Peter Thompson

You are more optimistic about the
New Zealand economy than you
were a year ago, but say the Iran
war and election have slowed your
market. What makes you
confident the economy will
improve?
Once theelection isover, people get
on regardlessofwho takesoffice. It
gives certainty. Peoplewillmake
decisions.
At theendof 2025, things seemed

tobe improving. Januaryand
February thisyearhadmore listings
andsalesuntil the tariffs, but the Iran
andUkrainewars andpetrol price
rises all took their toll.
It’s cast a lot ofdoubt inpeople’s

mindsaboutwhat’s happening
around theworld, and that’s a global
phenomenon.

You say the property market could
“take off” once the election is over.
What needs to happen for that to
occur?
Wemayseemorepropertieson the
market. I’moptimistic thatpeoplewill
moveon, once theelection is outof
theway.
I hear that fromother industries

too, “Onceweknowwho the
Government is.”

Immigration settings are your
greatest domestic concern. What
specifically is wrong?
ThenewGoldenVisashavebeen
positive for theeconomy,butour tax
rules arean issue for someoverseas
buyersmaking$5m-plusproperty
purchases, fearing theycouldbe
chargeddouble.
Apaperhasbeenpresentedon tax

reforms toallowmorepeople to
comehere, and Ibelievewedoneed
morepeoplehere, not at theexpense
ofNewZealandersmissingouton
property though.

Infrastructure and regulation are
the biggest constraints on growth,
you say?
Roadinghas improvedandwe’re

gettingmoremotorways.
Infrastructure is often lackingaround
newhousing subdivisions.
Betterplanning isneeded.
TheCityRail Link ispositive for

Auckland, bringingmorepeopleback
into thecentral city.

If the Government changes, you
are concerned about reversing
fast-track consenting, Resource
Management Act reform and
investment boost. Is policy

instability something that
concerns you?
Somepartieshave indicated
reversing theRMAreforms.Wedon’t
want tobechanging it.
This is creatinguncertainty

generally.
Onewonders if itwill haveamajor
effect onusall if there is a change
inGovernment.Will people leave
NewZealand?

You want lower company tax and
say we are not internationally
competitive, yet you also say
faster debt reduction should come
before tax relief. What should be
the priority?
Wewill onlyprogress asacountry
ifwecan tackle taxand reduce it.
If company taxwas reduced,we’d

seemore investment inbusiness.
Thatwouldallowmore jobsand
opportunity for growth.

AI is already being used at your
agency. Where are you seeing the
biggest productivity gains? Will it
cut the number of jobs in real
estate?
Wearenotdesigning it to cut jobs,
I’d behorrified if thatwas thecase.
That’s notwhatwewant.

We’re lookingatmoreefficiencyof
workdoneby theagents,most
probablyvia legal aspects, in
particular.Wecancreateagreements
fasterbyusingourdatabaseandAI,
whichallowsus theability to speed
upworkprocesses,whichgivesall
workers abetterworking life and less
pressure.

You rate New Zealand only 3/5 on
attracting the foreign investment
it needs. What is stopping
international capital from coming
here?
Our immigration rules are too
restrictive.Rules aroundwhocanbuy
propertyhereare also toonarrow.
Ifwewant toallowpeople tocome
togrowourcountry,weneed tomake
itmoreattractive to them.
Itwouldbenice tokeeppopulation

around5m,butwewon’t keep
advancingwithoutmorepeople
coming in.

If you could give the new
Government three instructions on
the economy, what would they be?
First, grow infrastructure.
Second, reduce the cost of living,

particularlybyaxingGSTonessential
food items, but increase it on luxury
items.
Third,RMAreform is essential,

particularly reducing theamountof
timeneeded for resourceand
buildingconsents.
Legally, it’s 20days, butwe’re

waiting for consent ononeofour
buildings, and it’s 80days so far,
because theykeepcomingbackand
askingquestions.
It’s those sorts of things that frustrate
business.

Barfoot&Thompson is a sponsor
of theHerald’sMoodof the
Boardroomreport
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If we can’t
run factories
for a day or a

week, that
has

enormous
implications
because you
can’t stop the

product
flowing.

Matt Bolger

US demand for premium proteins
drives Fonterra’s ambitions

F onterra’s growthambitions
areat full throttle as
premium-payingmarkets
like theUnitedStates

demandNewZealand’shighly-
reputeddairyprotein, but athome,
thebig exporter fears thebrakesare
on in theeconomy.

As the country’s biggest company
readies to increase capital and IT
expenditureand forecasts revenue
andprofit growth, itsmanaging
director co-operativeaffairsMatt
Bolger saysnational labour
productivity is stubbornly slow to
rise, technologyuptakeambition is
small andenergy supply resiliencea
real concern.

All thiswhileNewZealand
struggles formoreaccess tohigh-
valueexportmarkets toprovide
greaterdiversificationat a timeof
major geopolitical uncertainty.

Fonterra cancite $25billion in
export earnings for the2026 financial
year,with$19.6bof this returned to
theeconomy, anda$1b investment
recentlyannounced in the
productionofmoreSouth Island
value-add ingredients.However, it
alsooffers another stark statistic.

Bolger estimatesNewZealandhas
access toonlyaround 14%of global
dairyconsumptionat tariffs below
10%.

“Tradeaccess is extremely
important tous andweapplaudany
workdonebyministers andofficials
toopenupmoreaccess.Weget that
it’s hardand that thereare a lot of
things going theotherway.

“Weneed tomaintain theaccess
wehaveandkeepdairyaccesson
the table— that’s a really important
thing.”

NewZealand’sneed to invest in
energy supply is also topofmind.

Withcoalusebannedafter 2037
and thenatural gas supplydwindling
faster thanexpected, Fonterra, as a
perishableproductprocessor, is
particularlyvulnerable if energy
supply is threatened.

“Ifwecan’t run factories for aday
oraweek, thathasenormous
implicationsbecauseyoucan’t stop
theproduct flowing. Thepotential for
havingenergyoutages that last any
time is verybad, but if they lastmore
thana fewhours, thathashuge
implications forusandour
customers, andultimately farmers
and thewidereconomy.”

Fonterrano longeruses coal to fire
itsNorth Islandmanufacturingplants
and is investing substantially and

quickly todecarboniseandconvert
tobiomassandwoodpellet energy
for its boilers, Bolger says.

“We’ve seen firmsclosingoutside
our sectordue toenergypricingand
energy supplyuncertainty.We think
energy resilienceneeds tobeoneof
thekeypriorities for anysort of
economicdevelopmentoutof any
government.”

Onproductivity, Bolger says
there’s “a senseof frustration” that
NewZealandhasn’t beenable to lift
it.

“Togivecredit to farmers, they
havesteadily liftedproductivity
throughgenetics andpastureand
animalmanagement.We’re trying to
dowhatwecanwith technologyand
soon inour factories, but it does feel
like there is something thatholdsus
back.

“Maybe it’s thinkinga little bit too
small around theuseof technology
in firmsormaybe it’s the factweare
anationof small-to-medium
enterprises and it’s hard toget the
scaleneeded todeploy technology.”

Meanwhile, Fonterra continues to
develop theUSmarket forprotein
products andhighlynutritious
ingredients, nowoneof itsmost

important growthengines.
While it’s not anewmarket,

consumerunderstandingofhealth
nutritionhas finally caughtupwith
Fonterra’s scienceand research,
Bolger says.

“We’vebeendoing the scienceon
functionalproteinsand thevalueof
dairyproteins, as opposed togeneric
protein fordecades, andwe’vebeen
trying to sell them in there for awhile.
Nowconsumerunderstandinghas
matureda lot.

“Health trendscomeandgobut
protein isvery goodand the story
aroundGLP-1drugs ishavingquite a
leadingeffect onpeople. They’re
losingabit ofweight, eating fewer
calories adayand focusingon the
qualityofwhat they’re eatinga lot
more. Even if you’renot taking that
medication, that’smainstreameda lot
of thediscussionaround thequality
ofwhatyou’re eating.”

GLP-1 is anatural hormone
releasedby thegut after eating. It
helps control blood sugar andsignals
thebrain that thegut is full.

Bolgerdeclines togivea
percentageof expected future
earnings growth fromspecialised
proteins, but says itwill be significant.

Sohowwill Fonterraensure the
valueofUSproteinmarket growth is
captured inNewZealand?

Bolger says the “vastmajority” of
Fonterraproducts are sourced from
NewZealand, returns fromwhich
flowback to farmersand
shareholdershere.

OnwhetherNewZealandhas the
energy infrastructure, skills and
researchcapability tobecomea
global specialiseddairyproduct
producer, he saysFonterraalready is,
supplyingmanyof theworld’s
leading foodmakers.

AndwhileNewZealand’s limited
dairymarket access is concerning,
Bolger says the goodnews ismany
global customers arepayinga
premium.

“NewZealandbutterhas tradedat
a significantpremiumtoUSand
Europeanbutter for a substantial time
now—even thecommodity sort.
Customersvalue the taste,mouth-
feel, colourand thegrass-fedwayour
farmers farmhere.”

So, is Fonterra’s optimisman
outlier to thenational economic
mood?

Bolger says first itmustbe
acknowledged “it hasn’t alwaysbeen

thisway.A lot ofhardwork”has gone
intoFonterra’s now-strongbalance
sheet andconfidence to invest.

“Theorganisation’smatureda lot
in the last 10years, in its
understandingof risk, policies
around risk, andmanagementof
balance sheets andcapital
allocation,” he says.

“There’s also fundamentally a
deeperunderstandingofour
identityasaNewZealand farmer-
ownedco-op, andwhile that can
soundabit likea slogan, it reallydoes
affecthowto thinkaboutyour
strategic choices.

“Because it’s so clear thatwe’ll
alwayshave toprocessour farmers’
milk and sell it for asmuchas
possibleoffshore, thatmeanswhen
we’remaking capital decisions,we’ll
neverput that core functionat risk.

“In thepastwemayhave lost sight
ofwhatwas coreandwhatwas
optional, but the core isvery, very
clear tous.Having themachine
workingverywell now, generating
great cashflows fromfoodservice
intoAsiaandproteins into theUS
andEurope, it’s nowgettingus into
apositionwherewecan investwith
avery strongbalance sheet.”

AgriZero gains leverage as climate tech funding dries up

The benefit for us is we
get a lot more bang for

our buckwhenwe invest
in companies.

WayneMcNee

Andrea Fox

T hecommercial opportunity
inagriculture
decarbonisation isnow
wideopenafter a sharp

downturn in capital available for
climatemitigationandagri-tech, says
public-private investment
partnershipAgriZeroNZ.

Chief executiveWayneMcNee
believes themarket is
underestimating theopportunity
after abig change in investment
attitude in thepast threeyears amid
geopolitical uncertainty andanew
focuson food securityand fuel
issues.

“Whenwestarted therewasa lot
of capital available in this area,we
were struggling to get into someof

the investment roundswith
companiesbecause theyhadso
muchcapital available.

“People’s focushasmoved
elsewhere. Thebenefit forus iswe
get a lotmorebang for ourbuck
whenwe invest in companies.We
tend toget a larger share, almost
certainlyaboard seat.”

Of course, the flipside is thatnew
technologycompanies arealsonow
struggling to raise capital.

“Thereareprobably 10venture
capital firms internationally that are
still investing in this area, andwe’re
oneof them.Thereused tobe
probably 100,” saysMcNee.

“A lot of themhavemovedaway
intoAI anddatacentres and the like
where they think thebigmoney is.
I think there is amissingopportunity

here, because I think the focuson
climatemitigationwill comeback.
Wecanall see theclimatechanging.”

AgriZeroNZwas set up in2023,
theworld’s first public-private
partnershiphelping farmers reduce
emissionswhilemaintaining
profitability andproductivity.

Half-ownedby theGovernment
andhalf-ownedbymajor
agribusinessesandbanks, its job is
toundertake targeted investments
andactions toaccelerate
development, commercialisation
anddeploymentof effectiveand
affordable solutions tobeusedby
farmers. Private sector funding is
matchedby theGovernment, dollar
fordollar.

McNeesays in termsofpotential,
twomethanevaccineprogrammes,

one inNewZealand, theother in the
US, have “huge” scalablepotential and
are relatively inexpensive tomake.

“We think that sort of technology
will beveryvaluable in the future.”

McNeesays thepartnershiphas
had towiden its technologies
portfoliobecausewhen itwas setup,
itwas thought toolsweremuchcloser
tomarket than theywere.

Heexpects the first tool tobe
commercialised thisyear,withup to
sixmore coming tomarket in thenext
twoyears.

AgriZeroNZpartners recently
agreed to invest another $117million
in theventure.

Thenew funding ison topof $191m
previouslycommitted to the
partnershipand takes total funds
raised to$308m.

Moodof the
Boardroom
Andrea Fox
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Zespri: India set to become
keymarket in next decade

Zespri chief executive Jason Te Brake says the new India-New Zealand Free
Trade Agreement is set to support long-term growth of the $5 billion New
Zealand kiwifruit industry.

K iwifruit exporter Zespri
expects India tobecomea
keymarket in thenext 10
years.

Chief executive JasonTeBrake
says theworld’s fastest-growing
largeeconomypresents ahuge
opportunity,with thenewIndia-
NewZealandFreeTradeAgreement
set to support long-termgrowthof
the$5billionNewZealandkiwifruit
industry.

Withgrowingdemand forheal-
thy, premiumfruit among India’s 1.4
billionpopulation, there is “consider-
able scope” to expand thekiwifruit
categoryover time, TeBrake says.

As theNewZealandkiwifruit
sales seasonwindsup, themarketer
reports another recordcropofmore
than225million traysoffered to
50-plusmarkets.

“Our focus is nowturning toour
upcomingNorthernHemisphere
supply season,witharound36
million trays expected, including28
millionof SunGold, up 16%on last
year, anda further eightmillion
traysof green,” TeBrake says.

“Thecontinuedgrowthofour
ZespriGlobal Supplyprogramme is
helpingusmeet increasingdemand
forpremiumkiwifruit inkey
marketsyear-roundand
strengtheningour ability to support
customerswith 12months’ supply.”

Zespri is alsocontinuing to
expand fruit production in the

NorthernHemisphere.
TeBrake saysmarkets including

Chinacontinue toevolve rapidly,
withZespri seeingdevelopmentof
China’s owngold fruit production.

“Local capability is increasing,
investment in infrastructure
continues togrowandcompetition is
becomingmore sophisticated.

“That’swhywearecontinuing to
haveadiscussionwith the industry
aboutour future approach in this
importantmarket.”

Zespri is ownedbypresent and
past growersandhas the statutory
right toexport allNewZealand
kiwifruit, except toAustralia.

— AndreaFox

Traceability rules could give our meat
an edge, says Silver Fern Farm chief

Dan
Boulton,
Silver
Fern
Farms
CEO.

U nitedStates tradepolicy is
themostobviousexample
ofhowfast trading
conditionscanchange, but

newtariffs aren’t theonly
geopolitical instabilityheadache for
export-dependentNewZealand, say
meat industry leaders.

DanBoulton, chief executiveof
multinationalDunedin-basedmeat
companySilver FernFarms, says
tariffs and tradebarriers are
increasingly significantbut the
challenge is broader than tariffs.

“Weare also seeing increasing
requirements around traceability,
assurance, environmental outcomes
andsupply chain integrity. These
canaddcost andcomplexitybut
theycanalsocreate competitive
advantage forNewZealand ifwecan
crediblydemonstratehowour
products areproduced.”

Meat IndustryAssociationchief
executiveNickBeeby,whose
organisation representsmembersof
the$12.8 billionmeat export
industry, says theUS is the sector’s

largestmarket and tariff policyhas
createduncertainty.

WhileNewZealandbeef is exempt
fromtheadditional 12.5%US tariff
imposedonKiwi imports thisyear,
lambexports facea specific risk from
theUS InternationalTrade
Commission’s safeguard
investigation into imported lamb,he
says.

A 12.5% tariff hasbeenappliedby
theUS toNewZealandsheepmeat.

BeebysaysNewZealand is
confident its lambexportsposeno
threat to theUSsheep industryand
anyaction targetingNewZealand is
unjustified.

Chinahas implementedquotason
beef imports following its own
safeguard investigation, he says.

“WhileNewZealandhasagood
quotavolume,wehaveseen the
impactson theconstrainedaccess for
BrazilianandAustralianbeef
productson thebeef tradewithChina
andglobalmarkets.”

TheNZ-EUFTAhas improved
sheepmeat access and loweredbeef
tariffs butbeef access is still limited.

In contrast, tariff-freeaccesswith
acommerciallymeaningful quota
under theNZ-UKFTAhas supported
stronggrowthandmarket
diversification.

But in someemergingmarkets, low
tariffs areunderminedbycostlynon-
tariff barriers suchasduplicative
certification, inconsistent technical
requirements andadministrative
delays, Beebysays.

“Tariffs areone factor inexport
decisions, alongsidedemand,
customer relationships, freight,
regulationand thepractical usability
ofmarket access. Free trade

agreements coverabout 75%of red
meat exports butnon-tariff barriers
canoutweigh lowor zero tariffs by
addingcost, delayanduncertainty.”

Non-tariff barriers areestimated to
cost the sectormore than$1.5b ayear.

SFF’sBoulton saysanyescalation
in trade tensionsbetween theUSand
Chinacreates risk forNewZealand,
however the countryhad important
strengths.

“Weproduce food that is in
demandglobally, haveaccess toa
diverse rangeofmarkets, andour
production systemhasattributes
aroundprovenance, traceability and
resilience that customers
increasinglyvalue.”

Tariffs introducecost and
distortion into the system,Boulton
says. “ForNewZealandexporters, the
bestprotection is to remain
competitive,maintainmultiple
marketoptionsandbuild
differentiatedcustomer relationships
wherepurchasingdecisionsare
based on more than price alone.”

— AndreaFox

Agricultural and food supply chains toppriority list

Rising foodproductionand
transport costs inNew
Zealandandoffshoreare
expected topush foodprices

higher, says theMinistry forPrimary
Industries.

Directorprimary sectorpolicy
Alastair Cameron saysglobal scarcity
of fuel andother critical inputs such
as fertiliser is increasingproduction
and transport costs around theworld.

“NewZealandexporters cannot
easily raiseprices, sohigher
productioncosts initially reduce
producermargins rather than
increasingconsumerprices. Rising
productioncosts, both inNew
Zealandand in competing food-
producingcountries, areexpected to
push foodpriceshigher.”

On thebrighter side, this could

benefit Kiwi exporters, Cameronsays.
Higher commodityprices could

allowcompanies to recover someof
their increasedon-farmcosts, suchas
fuel, throughbetter offshore returns,
withmeat prices anexample.

FederatedFarmers sayswith the
cost of diesel doubling since theUS-
Iranconflict, for some farmers,
particularly arableproducers,
profitability is goingbackwards.

Federation transport
spokespersonandnational arable
chairmanChrisDillon saysdiesel is
a critical operational input that
underpins foodand fibreproduction.

Cartagecontractors arenow
lookingat addinga fuel adjustment
factor to their charges, he says.

While satisfiedNewZealandhas
sufficient strategic fuel reserves to

protect critical agricultural and food
supply chains, Dillonwarns that
mounting supply challenges related
to crudeoil, tankers and refining
capacity internationally couldquickly
changeany forecast and fuel tankers
on thewater couldbediverted to
othermarkets.

NPDGull chief executiveBarry
Sheridan saysnooneknowswhatwill
happen in theGulf.

“Our response—andwhatwehave
plannedover thenext 12months—
is to invest in the sites, trucks and
storagecapacity that gets
competitivelypriced fuel closer to the
rural economy.”

Fertiliser heavyweights
RavensdownandBallanceAgri-
Nutrients are closelymonitoring the
global fuel supplydisruption.

Ravensdownchief executive
GarryDiack sayswhilepriceshave
been impactedand therehavebeen
somechanges to theoriginof supply,
domestic and international fuel
supplyhas remaineduninterrupted.

Higher fuel prices raise thecost
of importing fertiliser, transporting it
andapplying it on-farm, he says. The
disruptionalso creates shippingcost
uncertainty.

Ballancechief executiveKelvin
Wickhamsaysgovernment
monitoring showssupply remains
stablebut thegreater riskover the
next 12months is that aprolonged
MiddleEast conflictwill hit farmers
withhigherdiesel and fertiliser costs
at the same time, sincebothdepend
on the same regionandshipping
routes. — AndreaFox

‘We really need to
open up new markets’

Simon Limmer

Market concentration is a
risk for thewine industry
in theseuncertain and
trade-troubled timesand

calls for aunitedapproach toopen
newexport destinations, says a sector
leader.

Indevin chief executiveSimon
Limmer saysNewZealand’s biggest
winemarket theUShasbeen
“a rollercoasterof
uncertainty” over tariff
impositions, however taxes
inothermarkets, suchas
Europe, havebecomealmost
just as challenging.

“Wearebetter together in
building theNewZealand
winecategory. TheNew
Zealand industry is both small and
fragmented, sowearebetter off
trying to takeacollaborative
approach toopeningnewmarkets
andcreating someunderstandingand
momentumbehindNewZealand
wine.

“We really need toopenupnew
markets.”

Indevin isNewZealand’s biggest
winecompany.While theUSmarket
is numberone forKiwiwinevalued
at around$760million, for Indevin it
is secondbiggest after theUK. The
industry faces a cumulative$112m
economicblow fromnewextraduties
and tariff burdens.

Winehasbeenparticularly
exposed to theeffectsof theUS
imposinga 12.5% import tariff on some
NewZealandproducts in July. The

new tariff replacedanearlier,
temporary tariff of 10%.

Limmer says thenewUS tariff is not
agame-changer for thecompany in
termsof its future in thatmarket.More
challenginghasbeen theuncertainty
andvolatility. US tradepolicyhashad
onesmall upside, presentingCanada
asanewmarketopportunitywith

Americanwineoff Canadian
shelves in the tradewar
between thecountries.

Limmer says for Indevin,
Canadaand Irelandare
growingmarkets, there’s
opportunity inChinaand the
India-NZFTAhaspromise
butwill be a “slowburn” to
ameaningful impact. The

AustralianandNewZealandmarkets
remain challenging.

“Thegoodnews foruswhen the
wine industry is feelingunder threat
globally is thatNewZealandwine is
continuing tobuck that trend.Our
lighter styles, thedistinctive flavours
wehave is a real point of difference
forus.

“Weneed toband together to the
extent thatwecanandcreate some
scale.We’rebetter selling theNew
Zealand story collectively.”

Limmerbelieves that after a lot of
“resetting” in thepast 12months, the
companyand the industry is now in
muchbetter shape to rebuild. “I think
next yearwill continue tobe toughbut
I’moptimistic thewine industrywill
seea recovery.”

— AndreaFox

NZHERALDCEOs SURVEY

India free
trade deal
opens doors

Agricultural envoyNathanGuyhas
comeback fromaweek in India
convinced the free tradedeal has
openeddoors to avastmarket.

“Imet theTajHotel procurement
team,” saysGuy. “Their customers
tend tobehigher endandour
reputationasa safeproducerof
premiumfoodputs usabove the
pack.NewZealand lamb is already
on themenuand theyare likely to
target lobster, kiwifruit, apples and
manukahoneyas tariffs reduceor
are removedonOctober 20”.

“Whilewool andwoodhave long
established trading relationships
into India, theybothwill enjoy tariff
relief aswell.”

Guy sayshalf of India’s 1.4billion
populationeatsmeat, theotherhalf
vegetables, “so theopportunity
acrossourprimary sector is huge”.

“I visited apple andkiwifruit
orchardshighup in thenorthwest
at Shimlaandeast atKohimawhere
NewZealandexpertisewill help
their growers lift productivity. This
co-operation is an importantpart
of the free tradeagreement and
ultimatelywill helpgrow fruit
demand in India.

“Becauseof theirmassive
population I don’t see thembeing
anexport threat asweare counter
seasonal andownsuperior varie-
ties. It’swell known5-10years is
considereda short time in India so
turningupagain andagain is vital.”
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Momentum hinges on
Industry leaders say
air connectivity is
the biggest
constraint, writes
Grant Bradley

continued on B35

We know that
today’s backpacker
visitor is tomorrow’s

high-value visitor.
JustinWatson, Christchurch Airport

W ith all the tourism
numberspointingup,
tourismandaviation
leaders say thereare

plentyofways tokeepup thepositive
momentum.

Whilewar andother geopolitical
uncertaintyclouds theoutlook, those
leading tourismbusinesses, airports
andairlines say thecountry’snumber
twoexport iswell positioned togrow
andmovediverse capacity tomeet
demand.

Despite therebeing somewell-
publicised local infrastructure
problemsatpinchpoints in theSouth
Island, tourismbusiness leaders say
there’s aneed to lookwider at the
total offeringofNewZealand—and
thecountry isdoingwell.

Holiday spending is closest to full
recovery following thepandemic. But
whether it be thousandsof Jehovah’s
Witnessdelegates from20countries
atEdenParkorTePaeChristchurch
ConventionCentre,NewZealand is
competing successfully against
establishedAustralasian
destinations, and theprofileof an
international visitor is changing.

Followingconsultationwith the
industry, TourismNewZealand is
nowpromoting the country to those

wanting tovisit friendsand relatives,
in a signof amorenuancedapproach
toattractingvisitors and taking
pressureoff tourist infrastructure.

Visitors are alsoentering the
countryat differentplaces,with
South Islandairports collectively
welcomingmore thanonemillion
arrivals in theyear to Juneand
ChristchurchAirport looking forward
toa20% increase in international
capacity,making it its biggest summer
ever.

NewZealand’s geographicposition
acts as somethingof adeterrent—and

alsoablessing for attracting the
much-sought-afterhigh-spending
visitor.

Whilenotquite back topre-Covid
levels,whenadjusted for inflation,
Ministryof Business Innovationand
Employmentdata shows
international spending in theyear to
June isupby20%on theprevious
year, reaching$14.3 billion.

Spendinggrowthhasbeen
particularly strong fromNew
Zealand’s top threevisitormarkets—
Australia, up25%yearonyear to
$4.4b; theUnitedStates, up20%to

$2.2b; andChina, growing26% to$1.5b.
While airlinesare feeling thepain

of absorbing fuel price shocks, latest
hotel revenue figurespaint a sunnier
picture.

HorwathHTLsays revenueper
available roomisup 10.2%year-on-
year, drivenmainlybyAuckland,
ChristchurchandQueenstown.
Occupied roomnights roseabout 5%,
as internationaldemand increased
17%, offsettinga 1.5%decline in
domesticdemand.
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more air capacity
Māori tourism is growing. Research
commissionedbyNewZealandMāori
TourismandundertakenbyBERL
established that in2023,Māori
tourismaccounted for $1.2bofGDP,
an increase from$975million in2018.
Overall, therewere3595Māori
tourismbusinesses, employingover
15,000people. Thismonth itwas
furtherboostedwhenEast of Eden
starFlorencePugh spokeonUnited
States televisionabouthowspecial a
pre-shootpōwhiriwas, saying it left
her “full of powerand love”.

LyndaKeene, chief executiveof
theTourismExportCouncil says that
as a long-haul destination that isn’t
cheaporeasy to reach,NewZealand
naturally attractshigh-valuevisitors.

“Thatholds across every segment
wewelcome: luxury, group touring,
independent travellers, incentiveand
conference, andyouthand
backpackers.Whatevermarket they
come from, thesevisitors stay longer
andspendmore than inmanyother
destinations.”

ChristchurchAirport chief
executive JustinWatsonsays the
countryneedsbothmoreandhigher-
valuevisitors.

“NewZealandonly represents a
tinypercentageof theglobal travel
market, soweareanichedestination.
Thebest growth is growth that
deliversmorevalue. Thatmeans
encouragingvisitors to stay longer,
travel outside the traditional summer
peakandexploremoreofNew
Zealand.”

TheairlinesChristchurchworks
withalreadybring inhigh-value
tourists,witheveryairline serving the
city sellingabusiness class and, in
somecases, a first-class cabin.

“Weknow that today’s backpacker
visitor is tomorrow’shigh-value
visitorwhoalsobringsalong their

family,”Watsonsays.
Keene sayshermembers report

that those long-haulvisitors leave
happy, consistently saying this
countrywaswellworth thecost and
the long journey.

MBIEdata shows95%ofKiwis rate
tourismasbeing good for the
economy, although thereare regional
differences in attitudes to it.

InOtago, 26%say thereare too
many international visitors, those
figures show. Strainon infrastructure
andadditional costs for ratepayers
ranges fromashortageof toilets in
theMackenzieCountry topoor
parkingnearNorth Islandattractions.

Keene sayscontextmatters for the
volumeof tourists.

“Thepinchpointswe’ve seen in the
past, and thoseemergingagain, come

down toa lackof infrastructure in
someareas.NewZealanddoesn’t
haveavolumeproblem. It hasan
infrastructure investmentproblem.”

ChristchurchAirport’sWatson
puts the linkbetweenaviationand
tourismplainly.

“Youcancreate all thedemand in
theworld, butultimately
international visitorsneeda seaton
anaircraft to gethere.”

Andaviationcapacitydoesmore
thansupport tourism.Thoseaircraft
alsoconnectNewZealandbusinesses
with internationalmarkets and
provide freight capacity forhigh-
valueexports.

“Ifweare seriousabout growing
tourism, growingaviation
connectivityhas tobepart of the
sameconversation.”

WatsonsaysChristchurch is
positioned tobecomeabigger
international gateway.

AirNewZealand’snewdirect
services to Singapore, Tokyoand
Perth fromChristchurchare
particularly significantbecause they
giveSouth Islandersmorechoice,
while alsomaking it easier for
international visitors tobegin their
NewZealand journey in theSouth
Island.

“Thepiecesare increasingly
coming together,” saysWatson.

Thebiggest constraint on tourism
growth is connectivity.

“Airlineshavechoicesabout
where theyput their aircraft, sowe
have to remainanattractiveand
commerciallyviablemarket. That
means strongvisitordemand,
competitivecosts, straightforward
border settings andsustained
destinationmarketingallworking
together.”

Theaim isn’t tomovevisitors away
fromsuccessful destinations suchas
Queenstown. It is to growthewhole
South Island.

How tourism businesses can boost growth

continued on B36

Everymajor event should have a visitor strategy
from the outset, with each ticketholder viewed as a

potential tourist.
Eden Park chief executive Nick Sautner.

Les Morgan Ross Steele Nick Sautner

Les Morgan
Sudima Hotels and Hind
Management chief operating
officer
AtSudimaHotels, the tourismmix is
where it shouldbe.
Comparedwithpre-Covid, travellers
whocomeherehavemore to spend,
saysLesMorgan, SudimaHotels and
HindManagement chief operating
officer.

“Volume-wise,weareat similar
levels, but importantly, themarket
mixhas changed.Weare
experiencing increasingdemand for
premiumand luxury
accommodation,” he says.

Thenext generationof
international tourism
accommodationwill likelybemore
weighted to thepremiumtraveller.

Thiswill be supportedby “sincere
serviceexperiences” andheavily
influencedby local designandstrong
environmental care.

NewZealandhasbattleda
perceptionproblemofbeingover-
priced.That’s no longer sucha
problem.

“Ourcomparatively lowdollar
withourkey sourcemarketsplaces
NewZealandasadestination
delivering tremendousvalue,” says
Morgan.

With sevenhotels throughout the
country, he seesbigopportunities in
most segments, especially in the
regions.

NewZealandhotel investment
remainsa soundasset class and is
becoming increasinglyattractive, he
says.

“If yields are attractive relative to
your fundingarrangements. then the
sectorwill continue toattract both
investors anddevelopers.”

Hotel investmentneeds tobe

encouraged in regionswhere
demand is foreseenandwhere
supporting infrastructure is also
planned.

Ross Steele
Te Pae Christchurch Convention
Centre chief executive
Open for just fouryears, TePae
ChristchurchConventionCentre is
succeeding in thehighlycompetitive
battle fordelegates.

Chief executiveRossSteele says
thepipeline shows thatdemand for
NewZealand remains strong.

“Organisers are increasingly
attracted todestinations thatoffer

sustainability, authentic experiences
andmeaningful event legacies, all
areaswhereNewZealandperforms
well.”

Christchurch ismakingmore

international shortlists thanever
before.

“Thechallenge is conversion, as
competition is intenseandother
destinationsare investingheavily in
event attractionandbid support.”

About40%ofTePae
Christchurch’s conventionbusiness
in thenext financial year is
internationally sourced, reflecting the
city’s growing international profile,
saysSteele.

BusinessEvents Industry
Aotearoa figures show international
conferenceandbusiness event
delegates spendanaverageof $645
adayhere, twice themedian spend

across all visitors.
Steele saysbusiness events should

beacorepillar ofNewZealand’s
tourismstrategy.

Besidesbeinghigh-value, they

supportyear-rounddemand, fill
hotelsduring shoulderperiodsand
generate spendingacross thewider
visitor economy.

Asa long-hauldestination,
international air capacityand
affordability arecritical, but
sustainable growthalsodependson
having theaccommodation,
transport and skilledpeopleneeded
todeliverhigh-qualityvisitor
experiences.

Nick Sautner
Eden Park chief executive
Chief executiveof EdenParkNick
Sautner saysNewZealandhas
becomeverygoodatdelivering
major eventsbut isnot consistently
building tourismstrategies around
them.

TheJehovah’sWitnesses Special
ConventionatEdenPark
demonstratedwhat ispossible
beyondsport andentertainment, he
says.

It attractedabout 3500
internationaldelegates from20
countries, around 12,000people from
outsideAuckland,manyofwhom

stayed in thecity for a fullweek.The
event created substantial demand for
accommodation, hospitality,
transport andothervisitor
experiences.

TheStateofOrigin in Junenext
year is anopportunity to takeaneven
moredeliberateapproach.

“Weareworking collectivelyonan
integrated strategy toattractvisitors
fromAustralia andacrossNew
Zealand, encourage themto stay
longer andconnect thematchwith
thewiderAucklandandNewZealand
experience.”

Theevent creates the reasonand
date for travel, but theopportunity
beginswell before thegatesopenand
continuesafter theyclose, says
Sautner.

“Everymajor event shouldhavea
visitor strategy from theoutset,with
each ticketholderviewedasa
potential tourist.”

He saysNewZealand’s
connectivityand thecost of travelling
to, andwithin thecountry is a
constraint onour ability tocompete
withother internationaldestinations.

“Wearenot lackingglobal
recognitionordemand, butweare
competingagainst countries and
cities investingheavily inattracting
domestic and international tourists.”

Nikhil Ravishankar
Air New Zealand chief executive
AirNewZealandhas seensoft
domestic andKiwioutbound
demand, but inboundbookingsare
strong.NorthAmericacontinues to
offer significantpotential, particularly
forpremium leisure, says chief
executiveNikhilRavishankar.

BothChinaandJapanstill have

Tourism snapshot

For the year ending June,
international visitors contributed

$14.3b
to the economy, up

20%

on the previous year.

3.67
million international visitors, up

9%

94%

of pre-Covid arrivals.

98%

of pre-Covid spending — after
adjusting for inflation.

$3160
median spend in latest year — up
12% on the previous year.

$332
median daily — an increase of
14%.

$9.7b
on holidays — up 30%.
China had the highest daily spend
at

$508
US

$399
Asia

$363
Median stay

10 days
German visitors had the longest
median stay at

28 days
Source: MBIE
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How tourism can boost growth
continued from B35

Nikhil Ravishankar Carrie Hurihanganui Craig Bonnor

someway togo to return topre-Covid
numbers. India (on theconsideration
list fordirect flights) andpartsof
SoutheastAsia are increasingly
interesting longer-termopportunities,
whileAustralia remainsenormously
importantbecauseof its scale,
proximityandability to supportyear-
roundvisitation.

Airlinecapacity can’t simplybe
switchedon.

Long-haul aircraft are significant
investments, andeveryaircraft can
potentiallybedeployed intomultiple
markets.Airlines therefore lookat the
strengthofdemand, route
economics, airport andoperating
costs, seasonality and theabilityof
amarket toperformover the long
term, saysRavishankar.

Theairlinewill have its existing
Dreamliner fleet refurbishedby the
endof theyearandmoreof the
aircraft entering the long-haul fleet,
althoughat a slower rate than
planned.

“Asour fleet availability improves
andwebringnewaircraft into the
business, our intention is topursue
targetedgrowthwhere those
fundamentals stackup.”

Direct servicesarenot theonly
answer. Strongpartnershipsand
connectingnetworks canalsoallow
AirNewZealand tobuildmarkets and
givecustomersmoreways to reach
this country.

StatsNZ figures show international
airfareswereup21% in theyear to
August— thebiggest jump in three
years—butRavishankardoesn’t
believe the cost of gettinghere is a
barrier topremiuminternational
visitors.

As theGovernmentputsmore
money into supporting smaller
airlines,AirNewZealand is reviewing
its regional services. They’reoften the
final link in the systemthat starts
halfwayaround theworld for some
long-haul travellers.

“Regional connectivitymatters
enormously, but it alsoneeds tobe
sustainableover the long term.”

Carrie Hurihanganui
Auckland Airport chief executive
AtAucklandAirport, chief executive
CarrieHurihanganui says there’s a
growingappetite forpremiumtravel.

“We’re seeing thatparticularly
strongly fromNorthAmerica,with
airlines responding todemandby
providingmorebusiness and
premiumeconomyseats.”

Another changingpattern ishow
Chinesevisitors are travelling.
Increasingly, they’re travelling
independently rather than in
organisedgroups, putting together
their own itineraries andexploring
moreof thecountry.

“That’s a reallypositivechange
because it createsopportunities for
morecommunities andbusinesses
aroundNewZealand tobenefit from
their visit,” saysHurihanganui.

Asdirect air linksbetweenChina
andNewZealandhavegrown, sohas
thevisitormarket.

Thealternative is asking someone
tomakeaone- or two-stop journey,
potentiallynavigating transit
requirements andcompeting for
seatswithpassengers travelling
elsewhere.

India is theother sideof that
equation.

“Rightnow, an Indianvisitor
lookingatNewZealandgenerally
needs to travel throughahubsuch
asSingapore,KualaLumpur, Sydney
orMelbourne.

If they’re choosingbetweenNew
Zealandandanother aspirational
destinationwith adirect flight,
conveniencematters.”

Long-mootednon-stop flights
remainon the radar forAirNZand/
orAir Indiabut theairlineshaven’t

committed toany timeframe.
The tourismprize is abig one. In

2025, theWorldTravel andTourism
Council estimated 1.54billionpeople
travelledbetweencountries last year
and international visitor spending
wasclose toUS$2 trillion.

Hurihanganui says thatwhileNew
Zealandhasanextraordinary
tourismproposition, thereareplenty
of extraordinaryplaces in theworld
competing for the samevisitor.

“Weneedagreat tourismproduct
andgoodvalue formoney, alongside
straightforwardvisaprocesses, direct
air servicesandmarketing that gets
NewZealandnoticed inacrowded
globalmarket.”

Craig Bonnor
Managing director
Cordis, Auckland
TheNational-ledGovernmentplans
tocarveoffmoreof the International
VisitorLevy for local councils to
spend.However, CordisAuckland’s
managingdirectorCraigBonnorhas
another idea.

“Takeahealthy sliceof theGST
revenue tourists generateand
plough it back intovisitor attraction,”
he says. “It couldalso fund tourism
infrastructure improvements in
regional areaswhere that isneeded.”

With the long-discussedbed taxas
“on the rocks as lastweek’snegroni”,
Bonnor says there areotherways the
Government canhelp, byeasingup
onvisa restrictions for countrieswith
very lowvisaoverstay rates.

With640 rooms,Cordis,Auckland
hasabigpresence in thehotel sector
andBonnor says thepost-Covid
returnof thebusiness traveller to
NewZealandhasbeenslower than
thatof the leisure traveller.

Risingairfaresmeanbusinesses
are looking to cutbackon the
frequencyof travel.

“Australia is theprimary source
market for business travellers, aside
fromdomestic,which is alsodown.
Their economicheadwinds seemto
outweigh the favourableexchange
rateand increase in flight frequency,”
Bonnor says.

But thepremiumendof the
market is veryhealthy, perhaps
boostedby theweakerNZdollar but
overall the global trend to
“premiumisation” is alive andwell in
NewZealand.

With the jet fuel price increases
and thegeneral cost of aholiday in
NewZealand, it is unsurprising that
thepremiumendof themarket is
more robust, he says.

NewZealand falls short inbid-
funding required towin international
conferences.

All conventionorganisations
are significantlyunderfunded
comparedwith similar bodies in
Australia andAsia.
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Bottleneck leaves projects stuck
Port of Tauranga
CEO says lost
shipping service
costs consumers up
to $90m a year,
writes Andrea Fox

To be able to get a
decision onwhether a
project can go ahead

within the space of six to
ninemonths as opposed

to several years is the
major benefit.

Leonard Sampson
Port of Tauranga CEO

S trongdemand forNew
Zealandexports ishowPort
ofTaurangamanages tobe
bullishon its ownbusiness

outlookwhiledismayedbycritical
infrastructurepolicy failures, says the
chief executiveof thecountry’s
biggest export gateway.

LeonardSampson is calling for a
30-yearbipartisanpipeline for
nationally significant infrastructure
after thecapacity-squeezedport’s
seven-yearwait for consent for anew
container terminal berth
development.

TheNZX-listedport lastmonthgot
thegreen light under theFast-track
ApprovalsAct 2024 for its Stella
Passagedevelopmentproject.
However, thedecision is subject to
appeal. The longdelay ingetting the
project through red tapehas increa-
sed its cost byabout $20million.

Butmore to thepoint, saysSamp-
son, havingno terminal capacityhas
forced theport to turnaway inter-
national shipping serviceswhich
couldhave saved importers,

exporters andKiwi consumersmany
millions in annual freight costs.

“Just oneof the servicesweare
turningawaycost importers,

exporters andconsumersbetween
$60mand$90mayearbecauseof
thehigher costs theyenduppaying
forocean freight. That’s not a lost
benefit to theport, it’s a benefit that
wouldgoback toNewZealand.”

Asked tocommenton the tension
between theport’s strongexpansion
outlook,which forecastsmorecapital
expenditureand IT spending, higher
revenue, profit andmore staff; and its
deepconcernabout infrastructure,
regulatoryand fiscal settings,
Sampsonsays theexplanation is
export sector resilience.

“It hasbeen theengine, inouropin-
ion, that’s kept thecountrygoing.
That’swhat is driving someofour
optimisticoutlook.Webelieve there
is significantdemand forNewZeal-
and’s exports globally.Kiwifruit has
hadanother recordyear—andwe
think there’smore tocome.

“Thatbeing said, it’s temperedabit
by thenumberone issue fromour
perspectivewhich is infrastructure.
Weneeda30-yearbipartisan
pipeline,weneed the regulatory
settings toenableprojects tobe
delivered faster.”

The infrastructure failure that
mosturgentlyneeds fixing is
regulatory settings, Sampsonsays.

“RMAreformhas just gone through
but it’s beenanabsolutebottleneck
to try todrive thesecritical
infrastructureprojects. If this is
regional ornationally important
infrastructure, thensurely the
purposeof regulatory settings is to
ensureweget thisdoneasquickly
aspossible, not a regulatory

framework that can leaveyou ina
litigiousquagmire foryears.

“The fast-trackhasbeenvery
helpful andwe’renowcoming to the
endof that but it shouldn’t have to
be thatdifficult.”

Sampsonattributes “porkbarrel
politics” and ideological trade-offs to
NewZealand’s failure tomaintain
long-term infrastructurecertainty.

He’snot comfortable saying the
port’s useof the fast-trackprocesshas
beensuccessful.Henotes thedeci-
sion is still subject toappeal. “I’d say
we’vebeen through theprocess.We
haven’t yet got the final consent.

“But thebest thingabout the fast-
trackprocess is the fact it hasa
statutory timeframeagainst it. A
decisionneeds tobemetwithina
specific timeframe.Tobeable toget
adecisiononwhetheraproject can
goaheadwithin the spaceof six to
ninemonthsasopposed to several
years is themajorbenefit.

“And that’swhat shouldhappen
fornational and regionally significant
projects.”

Sampsonsaysoneof thebestways
NewZealandcan lift its productivity
is to improve infrastructuredelivery
“to fundamentallybecomemore
efficient.

“NewZealandcan’t achievehigher
wagesand lower thecost of living
without actually improving
productivity.

“Forusparticularlywesee that in
termsof growingour tradeand
international competitiveness.

“NewZealand is relianton
exportingourproducts to theworld.

Weneed tomakesureweareable
toconnectourproducers toglobal
markets through themost efficient
supplychains that can lowercosts for
ourexporters andhelpgrowthe
economy.”

Sampsonsays fromtheport’s
perspective, geopolitical tensions,
tradedisruptions andsupplychain
shocks “arebecomingmoreof
everyday life.

“Forus, theanswer iswe justneed
greater levelsof resilience. That’s a
greater level of resilience for critical
infrastructure, but it’s alsogreater
resilience in termsofNewZealand’s
own fiscal situation.

“Weneed to rebuildour fiscal
strengthand reducegovernment
debt sowehave thecapacityand
resilience tobeable to respond to
futurecrises.”

Onhowtheportwill embraceAI,
Sampsonsays it alreadyusesan
elementof it inpredictivemodelling
to improve terminal operating
efficiencies, but “it’s notnecessarily
thatweseeAI replacingpeople.

“Thenatureof jobswill change.We
mightmovemore to remote
operators asopposed tohaving to
have specific people inmachines.
Certainly fromacorporate
perspective,weuse itmore in some
of theanalysisweundertake, in some
of thedataanalysis.”

Port of Tauranga is a sponsor of the
Herald’sMoodof theBoardroom
report

NZ needs ambition to win back its mojo
Aurecon chief
Tracey Ryan says
short-termism is
costing business
growth, writes
Andrea Fox

It can’t just be an
announcement of shiny,

repurposed stuff that
was already there. We

have to deliver
programmes that link

into New Zealand’s
challenge to drive

growth and prosperity.
Tracey Ryan

N ewZealandhas lost some
of itsmojo, runningon
“short-termism” insteadof
ambitiouslydrivinggrowth

back intobusiness and theeconomy,
saysa leading infrastructure
consultancychief.

TraceyRyan,NewZealandchief
executiveofAsia-Pacific firm
Aurecon, says she started the
financial yearoptimistic, seeing
opportunities.However, short-term
thinkinghascontinued tocostNZ Inc,
causingbusinesses tokeep right-
sizing toadaptwhile critical skills are
lost offshore.

“Whensomeshort-termpolitical
decisionsgetmade, it creates akind
of rippleeffect across the industry . . .
and the real big thingabout that is
losingcritical talent.”

Ryansays theproblem is lacking
apredictablepipelineof infra-
structurework thatwouldgive
employers confidence tocontinue to
recruit, trainand retain skilled staff,
and the stop/start natureofprojects.

While the currentGovernmenthas
focusedona long-term infrastructure
pipeline, not a lot of thework is
currently funded, she says.An
example is thenewlycompleted
AucklandCityRail Link (CRL),New
Zealand’s largest transport infrastruc-
tureproject.

“We’vebeen involvedwithCRL for
14years as theprincipal technical
adviser.Nowwehavea lot ofhighly
skilled individuals comingoff that
typeofprojectwithnothing todo.
CRLshouldbepart of awiderpro-
grammeof investment tocontinue to
improve theconnection to thecity
centre.”

Anotherexample ishowfocus
shiftswhengovernments change.

“ThisGovernmentwasheavily
focusedon roadsofnational signi-
ficance.While that’s anambitious
programme,whenanannouncement

comespausingordelayingor stop-
ping someof thework for reassess-
ment, that thenstopsa lot of theprog-
rammeswe’reworkingon.

“Whilewemight beable to
redeploy someskills intodifferent
markets anddifferent clients, the
reality is there’s not enough flowof
that sequenceofwork tokeep
everyonebusy.We’re seeinga lot of
youngerpeoplenowmaking
decisions togooverseasor speeding
up thosedecisions.”

But thebigger question shouldbe
about the loss ofNewZealand’s
productivity, she says.

“Wehave to link infrastructureand
growth togetherbecause
infrastructure isnot theoutcome.The
outcome is growthandproductivity
andbetter lives. Infrastructure is just
away toenable that. It’s not just the

concreteandsteel. It’s howpeople get
toworkbetter, access cleanwater,
livebetter lives.Wehave to stop the
flip-flop inour thinking.”

RyansaysNewZealandneedsa
credibleworkspipeline that’s “more
than just a catalogueof aspirations”.

Sheexplains, “It needs tohave
prioritisation, sequencing, funding
credibility—a realisticpath to
delivery.And it can’t just bean
announcementof shiny, repurposed
stuff thatwasalready there.Wehave
todeliverprogrammes that link into
NewZealand’s challenge todrive
growthandprosperity.

“Wehave tobeambitiousasa
country.Wehave to tackle someof
the longer-term,bigger issuesandwe
can’t keep runningourcountry in
termsof lookingat everything from
this short-termismplan.”

Ryansays thiswill takeacollective
effort and leadership at all levelsof
business, communityand
Government. “I thinkwehave to stop
competingwithourselves.Auckland
kindof competeswith the rest ofNew
Zealand, regionscompete, or it’s cities
versus thecountryside.

“Aucklandshouldbeaworld-class
city, not just this largeNewZealand
city. People should getbehind that
because ifAucklanddoeswell, the
rest ofNewZealanddoes too.

“Yes, thereneeds tobe strategies
for the regionsbuthowdowepursue
long-termeconomicgrowth
collectively together?

“I thinkwe’ve lost thenarrative for
people to see that. The role for leaders
is to get peopleunderstanding that
economicgrowthmatters.

“It’s not just abusiness strategyor
aGovernment strategy. It has tobe
anational story.”

Ryansayswedon’t needmore
policies.

“Weactually just need togeton
andstart delivering stuff. It’s tough
out therebut therearea lot of real
opportunities.”

RyanwonderswhetherNew

Zealand isusing itsmanynatural
assets andadvantages to its
competitiveadvantage.

“Wecando thingsamazinglyand
we’vebeen the first todomany
things.Weneed tobring that into the
newworld, because thenewworld
isusing technologyandAI.AI ishere
to stay.

“It’s transformative—and it’s
moving incrediblyquickly. I thinkwe
need tobeembracing that. Froma
workperspective, howdoweuseour
humanadvantage, ourpeople’s
judgementandcompassionand
empathy?

“AI getsbetter at givingusanswers
but thehumanside ismore important
at askingbetter questionsandusing
judgement.”

NewZealandhas corevalues ina
complex, changedworld,Ryansays.

“Its culture, particularlyMāori
culture, could createaunique
competitiveadvantage to re-engage
thatmojoandbeanamazing small
advancedcountry.”

My top issues:
Insurer
● Thepolitical swingbetween
right to left is creating incredible
uncertaintywhenweareheading
in the right direction. Secondly, the
lossofwealth in this country
through “tax the rich” (hard
workers) policy settings. The
solution is settings that promote
higher incomesand thepursuit of
financial success
● Drivingeconomicgrowth
beyond theexport sectorwhich is
riding thewave. There is noclear
plan to sustain economicgrowth
beyondexports of product. There
needs tobeabroader response for
the longer term.
● Not confrontingmajor
economic realities becauseof short
termpolitics, e.g. the
superannuationage shouldbe
raisedprogressivelywith long
noticeperiods.

Aurecon is a sponsor of theHerald’s
Moodof theBoardroomreport
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The case for selective investment
US corporate earnings and continued AI build-out are powering stocks to new highs in
the face of geopolitical turmoil and rising fuel prices, writes Graham Skellern

There is a
reasonable

prospect of markets
pushing higher

during the rest of
the year — though a

resolution to the
Iranwar is key.

Ashley Gardyne

S o far this year, global equities
haveclimbedmore than 12%
andnow is agood time for
investors tobemore selective

with stocksandholdabalanced
portfolio, saysa leadingNewZealand
fundmanager.

AshleyGardyne, chief investment
officerwithFisher Funds, says share
marketshavehadastrong start to the
yeardespite the shockofoil going
overUS$100abarrel, the sell-off in
semiconductor stocks, central banks
hiking interest rates andborrowing
costs increasing.

“Offsetting that, theAIbuild-out
withdata centres andpowerplants,
andall the equipmentandchip-
making that goes into them,
continues.

“And there’s beena surge in
corporateprofitability, growingat
25%ayear in theUS. This increase
isunheardof outsidea recovery from
arecession, and it shows the
underlying resilienceof thecorporate
sector.”

At September30, theMSCIWorld
Index increased 12.09%year-to-date.

Gardynesays if the Iranian
situationdoesn’t get a resolution, say
within thenext sixmonths, thenat
somepoint theremaybeaweakness
inglobal equities.

“Butwhilemarketshavegoneup,
price-to-earnings ratioshave fallen.
The silver lining is thatvaluations (in
theUS) arenot at all-timehighs; in
fact, theyare in linewith their 10-year
average.

Gardynesays theAI themehas
createdeasygains.

“Youcouldhavebought anything
anddoneparticularlywell,” he says,

adding someof theseeasygainshave
accruedand it’smore important tobe
selective.

Withbondyields and interest rates
movinghigher, investors cannowbe
rewarded for sittingon the sidelines
— there is analternative togrowth
assets to invest in.

“Thesehigher interest rates could
causemarkets toweaken, if people
increasinglydecide to sit on the
sidelines,”Gardynesays.

As theUSmoves into its third-
quarter reporting season, he still
expects further strongearnings
growth fromthecorporates. “There
is a reasonableprospectofmarkets
pushinghigherduring the rest of the

year— thougha resolution to the Iran
war is key.

“TheNewZealandeconomy is
sluggishbut there arepositive signs
withcorporates reporting some
improvement. It’s still earlydays… if
onlywedidn’t have the shockof Iran,
higheroil prices and theneed for the
ReserveBank tohike rates.

“Thegood thingabout theNew
Zealandmarket is that it ismore
defensive thanglobal sharemarkets.

“If youareworriedabout
valuationsandconcentration in
globalmarkets, thenNewZealand’s
moredefensivebusinesses createa
lowervolatility choice,” says
Gardyne.

Private equity
FisherFundshasaddedprivate
equity to selected funds in its
KiwiSaver schemes to improve
diversificationand longer-term
returns.

Earmarkingabout $1 billionover
themediumterm for its private
equity strategy, including several
hundredmilliondollars for local
businesses, FisherFunds recently
made its first direct investmentby
buyinghomeagedcareproviderNew
ZealandHealthGroup inconjunction
withDirectCapital.

FisherFundsandDirectCapital
haveboth takena45%stake in the
country’s biggest communityhealth,

disability andwellbeinggroup
operating in48 locationswitha team
of 10,000supportingmore than
70,000clients everyyear.

Gardynesays there is growth in
deliveringhealthcare servicesat
home. “Theessential natureof the
HealthGroup is that it’s durable
business andwehad theopportunity
of getting involvedwithanexisting
strongmanagement team.

“TheHealthGroup is ina sweet
spot— right sizeandgreat business.
Wewouldbekeen toacquireoneor
twobusinesses like thatperyear
going forward.”

Gardynesays there arenotmany
companies coming to the
sharemarket andbusinessesare
stayingprivate for longer. Private
companiesprovideawider rangeof
investment to growtheKiwiSaver
fundsover timewhen themarket is
notproviding the sameopportunity.

“Youcanbuy themon lower
valuations thanpublic-listed
companies and their returnscanbe
higher, often 15%plus.Withprivate
businesses, sometimes the risk canbe
higherbutwearenot lookingat the
ventureor start-up space. “Weare
focusedonprivatebusinesses that
haveanestablished track record.

“BeyondNewZealand, our global
privateequityprogrammeuses
externalmanagers andhasa small
exposure to earlier stage investments
likeOpenAI,Anthropic andRevolut,
anonlinebank.

“Weonly intend toallocateup to
10%ofprivate equity inaKiwiSaver
growth fund,whichweseeasan
appropriate allocation,” says
Gardyne.

FisherFunds is a sponsor of the
Herald’sMoodof theBoardroom
report

Sending the wrongmessage tomarket
A Foodstuffs
breakup could
threaten regional
stores, chief
executive warns

Certainty is the
foundation of
productivity.

Chris Quin

Grant Bradley

F oodstuffswarns that
proposals tobreakup its
supermarketbusinessesafter
theelection riskundermining

investment confidenceacross the
widerNewZealandeconomy.

FoodstuffsNorth Islandchief
executiveChrisQuin sayspoliticians
haveyet toproperlyengagewith the
questionofwhatwouldactually
lowergroceryprices.

He’s concerned that forced
restructuringof theNewZealand-
ownedco-operative couldbecomea
political fait accompli before thecosts
andconsequenceshavebeen
properly tested. “We reallyhope that
there is anopportunity toengage in
the facts and for aconversation that
hasn’t occurredyet,” he says.

Foodstuffs andAustralian-owned
Woolworthshavenearly80%of the
grocerymarket. Among thepolitical
parties,National andNZFirstwant
Foodstuffs restructured soPak’nSave
cancompete independentlywith
NewWorldandFourSquare, and
Nationalwouldget yetmoreCom-
merceCommissionanalysis.

Labourproposes separating the
wholesale and retail operationsof
bothmajor supermarket groups. The
Greenswant tocreateKiwiMart,
nationalising 120 stores;Actwants

planningand regulatorybarriers
reducedsonewcompetitors can
enter.

Quin saysFoodstuffs openeda
$340mdistributioncentre inPalm-
erstonNorthwhen itwashitwitha
political bombshell. “Thenextday,
thepotential break-upwasannoun-
ced.We’renot going tobe silly and
stop, butwe’ve got tobeconcerned.”

Quinwasoneof 51 business lead-
ersmusteredby theNewZealand
Initiativewhosignedanopen letter
to theGovernment, raisingconcerns
about intervention inprivatelyown-
edbusinesses andproperty rights.

Theproposal sends strong signals
tobusinessesoutsidehis sector, he

says. “Certainty is the foundationof
productivity.”

Quin says thepolitical debate is
missinga fundamental distinction:
Foodstuffs isnot a conventional cor-
porate supermarket chainbut runs
NewZealand-ownedco-operatives
whoseowners are individual grocery
storeoperators and their families.

Therearemore than500 locally
ownedandoperated storesacross
theFoodstuffs networkandmore
than40,000staff. Thoseownershave
invested in the storesand, through
their co-operatives, thedistribution
centres, technology, supplychains
andother infrastructurebuilt upover
generations.Any forcedseparation
raises fundamental property-rights
questions.

“The framingof it that it’s no impact
ona storeownerand just sortingon
what they refer toas the structure is
just completelynot correct,”Quin
says. “The shareholder is the store
owner.”

He says thoseownershave rights
to theassets theyhave invested in,
while theviability of theco-operative
modeldependson theability to share
infrastructureandcosts across the
network. Far-flung storeswithin the
co-operativehave freight costs
subsidisedbyothermembersandhe
worries about the futureof small
regional stores if economiesof scale
are lost. “Scale reallymatters,
particularly in ahigh-capital, low-
margin industry,whichweare.”

Quinacknowledges foodprice
rises arehittinghard. Foodstuffs says
theyhave risenaround 15% in the
past threeyears butotherhousehold
costs including rates, insuranceand
energyhave risenconsiderably
faster.

Supermarkets areanobvious
focuswithhouseholds shopping
across the sectormore than five times
aweek. Butheargues the
supermarketmargin is too small for
restructuringalone to solve thecost-
of-livingproblem.

Foodstuffs says that of everydollar
spent in its stores, about66.5c goes
to suppliers, 13c isGST, 16.9c covers
thecost of running thebusiness and
3.6c is netprofit after tax. “Youcan’t
solve the consumerchallengewith
3.6cof thedollar,”Quin says.

Theco-op is alsobeinghitwithcost
increases.Anexample isdiesel—
Foodstuffsuses 300,000 litresof the
fuel aweekandhesayshismembers
areabsorbing somecost increases
rather thansimplypassing themon.

Quinalso rejects the idea
Foodstuffs storesdonot compete
withoneanother.

Nearly80%ofFoodstuffs
customers, the companysays, shop
outsidePak’nSave,NewWorldand
FourSquareeveryweek. Store
owners competenot onlyonprice

buton location, range, serviceand
customerexperience,while
Foodstuffs says it doesnotprovide
geographicprotection to individual
franchisees.

Quin’s alternative
Quin saysFoodstuffswould support
apackagebuilt around fourmea-
sures: a strongereconomyand
exchange rate; reducingunnecessary
regulation; greater certainty toenco-
urageproductivity investment; and
allowing the long-runningFoodstuffs’
plan for twoco-operatives tomerge
their support operations.

Thecompanycouldpotentially
achieve significant savingsby
combining support functionsbet-
ween theNorthandSouth Island
businesses, provided itwasallowed
todosoandheldaccountable for
passing thebenefits on toconsumers.

Quin saysFoodstuffs iswilling to
beheldaccountable formaking the
systemmorecompetitivebutwarns
against importedmodels thatdon’t fit.

ThecomparisonwithTelecom,
separatedoperationally in the2000s,
is also rejectedbyQuin,whoheld
senior executive roles at the telco.

He saysTelecomwas subject to
operational separationand
wholesale rules aroundanatural
monopolynetwork, fundamentally
different froma forcedsplit of a co-
operativegrocerybusiness.

He’sworriedpolitical debatehas
beenovertakenbypopulismrather
than foodprices.

Efforts toengagewith theGovern-
menthavenotbeensuccessful.

FoodstuffsNorth Island is a sponsor
of theHerald’sMoodof the
Boardroomreport
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Survey supports the Super plan
CEOs back raising
the age of eligibility
for NZ Super, but
voters don’t, writes
Tim McCready

The super question

82%

of respondents to theMood of the
Boardroom survey say the age of
eligibility for super should be raised

14%

are opposed and

4%

are unsure.

A 1News-Verian poll in June found
only

26%

of voters supported gradually
raising eligibility from 65 to 67

44%

wanted it kept at 65

25%

preferred reducing or removing
payments for those with higher
incomes or assets

C hief executiveshave
deliveredadecisiveverdict
onNewZealand
Superannuation—82%of

respondents to this year’sMoodof the
Boardroomsurveysay theageof
eligibility shouldbe raised. Just 14%
areopposedand4%areunsure.

Thatputs theboardroomwell out
of stepwith thepublic.A 1News-
Verianpoll in June foundonly26%
ofvoters supportedgradually raising
theeligibility age from65 to67.
Another44%wanted it kept at 65, and
25%preferred reducingor removing
payments for thosewithhigher
incomesorassets.

Formanybusiness leaders the
casebarelyneedsarguing.

“Ano-brainer,” says independent
economistCameronBagrie. “Current
settings areunsustainable,”
respondedagroceryboss.

NZSuper is universal and isn’t
means-tested. It is paid toeveryone
aged65andoverwhomeets the
residency requirements, regardlessof
their income, assets orwhether they
are stillworking. That simplicityhas
longbeenoneof its strengths. But as
thepopulationages, it comeswithan
increasingly large fiscal bill.

Over960,000NewZealanders get
NZSuper, at a cost of about $24.7
billionayear. Thatmakes it the

largest single itemof government
spending. Thebill is forecast to climb
tomore than$31billionby2030as
NewZealand’spopulationages.

Theeligibility agewas last changed
between 1992and2001,when itwas
raised in stages from60 to65.
Australia raised its pensionage to67
in2023,while theUnitedKingdomis
increasing its StatePensionage from
66 to67between2026and2028.

SimonBennett,managingdirector
ofMetroPerformanceGlass, suggests
a simple test ofwhere the self-interest
lies: “Ask for a showofhands in the
roomof all thoseover60.Ask them
tokeep themraised if theyneed
superwhen they’re65.”

But support for ahighereligibility
agedoesnotmeanCEOswantan
abrupt change.

Themost common theme from
respondents is that anychangemust
begradual and signalledwell in
advance, sopeoplehave time to

adjust their savingsand retirement
plans.

Port ofTaurangachief executive
LeonardSampson favoursa “staged
approachover twodecades”.Non-
executivedirectorFraserWhineray
agrees it shouldhappen “in timeand
phased”.

How high should it go?
Somehaveaclearnumber inmind.
“Happy for it to go to67,” saysa real
estate chief.

One long-servingcompany
director goes further andwould raise
theage to 70over tenyears.

Underherproposal, people could
still elect to receiveNZSuper from
67at a lower rate,withpayments
calibrated so theexpected lifetime
valuewasbroadly the same.

Thiswould see the total valueof
paymentsover aperson’s retirement
beabout the samewhicheverage
theychose to start.

Versionsof that flexibility exist
overseas.

Canada’s pension, for example, can
be taken from60at apermanently
reduced rateordeferreduntil 70 for
a largerpayment. TheUSSocial
Security systemalsoadjusts
payments according to theageat
which theyareclaimed.

One age does not fit all
Arecurringqualification is fairness
forpeople inphysicallydemanding
jobs. Several respondentspointout
that askinga67-year-old lawyer to
work longer is verydifferent from
asking the sameof someonewhohas

spentdecadesonabuilding site, farm
or factory floor.

“Raise theage, butnotover67,”
says theheadof anengineering
consultancy.

“Wedoneed todosomething
about it, but I don’t think there is one
option that fits all. I thinkpeoplehave
the right to choosewhen they retire
—somehavephysicallydemanding
jobs.

“However,weowe it toour future
generations to improve thecurrent
settings.”

GregGent, chair of SeafoodNew
ZealandandDairyHoldings, backs
raising theage “butwithanexception
forhardmanualwork”.

Means testing splits the
boardroom
Among thoseopposed to raising the
age, one infrastructure chief says the
answer is tomeans test.

But ahealthCEO,whosupports
raising theage, stronglydisagrees
with that approach.

“Raise it, but don’tmeans-test it. It
is not fair, andsendsaverybadsignal
topunish thosewhohavemade
sacrifices in the short term for the
long term.”

Whatever thepreferred
mechanism, theMoodof the
Boardroomresults show little
appetite amongbusiness leaders for
leaving the systemuntouched.

Formost, thequestion is about
howquickly, how far, andwhat
protections shouldaccompany it.

AnenergyCEO frames the
argument in intergenerational terms:
“Thisneeds tohappen— it is bloody
selfish tobeburdeningour tamariki
andmokopunawith the long-term
debt levels causedby the refusal to
raise the retirementage.”



THE ELECTION POLICY GRID
Which parties have the best
policy mixes for business?

National

53%

Labour

3%

Act

30%

Green Party

1%

Party policies were rated on a 1-5 scale where
1 = “very poor” and 5 = “very good”.
HeraldMood of the Boardroom 2026 Election
Survey.

Every party is playing to
its perceived base at the
expense of a cohesive

policy suite.
Mining CEO

New Zealand First

3%

Te Pāti Māori

0%

Opportunity Party

2%

Unsure

8%

Business should be able to
depend on National policy to

be dependable and easily
understood. The supermarket

and banking fiascos have
raised questions as to where

they stand for business.
Don Braid, Mainfreight

Still waiting to see a
genuinely compelling

business policymix from
any of them.

Michelle Palmer, Retirement Villages
Association

MOOD OF THE BOARDROOM2026

LABOUR
●Allowsmall businesses to fullywriteoff up to $10,000ofnew
equipment fromJuly 1, 2027. 3.37
●Return to surplusby2029/30and reducenetdebt toaround20%
ofGDPover time. 3.08
●Require retirementvillages to repaydeparting residentswithin three
months. 3.08
●Establish aNZFutureFund to investCrownassets andcapital in
NewZealand infrastructure andbusinesses. 2.97
●Guaranteeapublichealth job for everyNewZealand-trained
graduatenurse ($525mover fouryears). 2.82
●No increase to fuel taxesor roaduser chargesduring thenext
Parliament. 2.64
●Require large companies topaysmall business invoicesunder
$25,000within 15daysandpublish their payment times. 2.46
●28%capital gains taxon residential andcommercial property sold
after July 1, 2027, excluding the familyhome, farms, sharesand
businesses. 2.38
●AllowcoreCrownrevenueandexpenses to rise to 33%ofGDP.
2.12
●Reinstate school boards' obligation to giveeffect toTeTiriti o
Waitangi. 2.08
●Wipe 10%of student loanbalances for thosewhohavenotbenefited
fromfees-free, live inNZandhavekeptupwith their repayments.
2.05
●Reinstate theReserveBank'sdualmandate. 1.85
●Reverse thecoalition's payequity changes (Treasuryestimated
reversal at about $11b). 1.84
●ForceWoolworths andFoodstuffs to split their businesses separating
their supermarket chains fromtheirwholesale arms. 1.81
●Remove InvestmentBoost (the20%upfrontdeductiononnew
business assets). 1.78
●ReinstateFair PayAgreements (industry-wideminimumpayand
conditions). 1.71

What they are saying
●Labour tends to listenmoreandcollaborate to jointly invest.As
a small countrywecannot stay in theworldofnon-intervention.
Government is required tohelp support businesseson theglobal stage
tobuildNewZealandadvantage. —TransportCEO.
●Noconfidence thatpolicycommitments canbeexecutedwithout
material impacts on levelsofdebt andnot convincedsurplusby29/30
will be achievableon thatbasis. Essentially somecommitments
positivebutnoclear explanationas tohowpolicy initiativeswill be
funded. —Entertainment and leisure industryboss.

GREENS
●Phaseout bottomtrawlingand review theQuotaManagement
System. 3.00
●Protect at least 30%ofNewZealand’smarinearea. 2.82
●Zero-interesthomesolar loans ($428.7mover fouryears). 2.65
●Newnational freshwater standardsand strongerwastewater
discharge rules. 2.53
●5%withholding taxonprofits large tech firms sendoffshore. 2.40
●ExpandWarmerKiwiHomes ($969.8mover fouryears). 2.37
●Restore theprevious locallymadeschool lunchprogrammeand
expand it toa further400schools ($2.2bover fouryears). 1.99
●Legislate a right tohealthy foodandcreateanational food
strategy. 1.94
● Income taxcuts for salaryandwageearners ($10.01b). 1.89
●Phaseout syntheticnitrogen fertiliser and reduce stocking rates
onacatchmentbasis. 1.76
●Reinstate thebanon interestdeductions for residential landlords.
1.65
●A2.5% “super-rich tax”onnetworthabove$10m, excluding the
familyhome. 1.62
●Reverse thebright-line test changes. 1.51
●Capital acquisitions taxonassets andgiftsworthmore than$1m,
excluding the familyhome. 1.51
●EstablishKiwiPower, a government-ownedentityproviding
electricity firming capacity ($980.6mover fouryears). 1.40
● Increase thecompany tax rate to33% for the largest companies
(turnoverabove$30m). 1.39
●Nationalise 120WoolworthsandFoodstuffs supermarkets and two
distributioncentres to createagovernment-ownedcompetitor,
KiwiMart ($2.8b). 1.15

What they are saying
●For theGreensandTePātiMāori, itwasgood to see their policies
inoneplace . . . frightening. —GregGent,DairyHoldings.

TE PĀTI MĀORI
●Make the first $30,000of income tax-free. 2.26
●Taxonprofits transferredoffshore. 2.01
●Ban seabedmining. 1.86
●Vacanthouse tax. 1.63
●Land-banking tax. 1.50
●Stampdutyon residential property sales,with first-homebuyers
purchasingunder $1mexempt. 1.48
●EntrenchTeTiriti oWaitangi andprohibit Cabinet decisions that
breach it. 1.43
●CreateaMāori-lededucationauthority. 1.46
●Targetedkai taxcredit tooffsetGSTon food. 1.44
●Establish aTeTiriti commissionasanOfficerof Parliament to
enforceTreatyobligations. 1.36
● Increase thecompany tax rate to33%. 1.33
●Wealth taxof 1.5%onnet assets above$2m, rising to2.5%above
$10m. 1.28
●AssertMāori rights andauthorityover freshwater. 1.27
●Newtop income tax rates: 39% from$90,001, 42% from$180,001
and48%above$300,000. 1.23

What they are saying
●Theparty seeks toundermine theauthorityof thevery institution
theywish tobepart of.—Companydirector.
●Theuncertainty is largelyaroundexecution.—Infrastructureboss.

OPPORTUNITY
●Expand sustainableaquaculture. 3.34
●Aone-year cooling-off periodbeforeministers
andsenior officials can take lobbying roles. 3.33
●Recordall lobbyingcommunicationswith
ministers inofficial systems, subject to the
OIA. 3.09
●Phaseoutbottomtrawlingandput cameras
andobservers oncommercial fishing
vessels. 2.95
●Low-interest electrification loans for
households. 2.72
●CreateaMinistryofEnergy,merging
regulators' functions. 2.67
●Consolidate electricitydistribution (lines)
companies. 2.61
●Arenewable energycapacity investment
scheme,with governmentdividend revenue
ring-fenced. 2.46
●Simplify income tax to threebrackets: 28%
up to$50,000, 34%up to$200,000, and39%
above. 2.45
●Capdonationsat $30,000perdonor, per
party, per electoral cycle. 2.35
●Replacemainbenefits, includingNZSuper,
witha $19,400annualpayment to everyadult
resident. 1.47
●Annual landvalue taxof 1.75%onurban land
and0.5%on rural land. 1.31

What they are saying

●Policyheadlinesonly, unsureonall of the
above for implicationsof an integratedpolicy
system changes and implementation.

—Infrastructureboss.

● Many sensible and useful policies.
—F&Bchairperson.

NATIONAL
●MakeKiwiSaver compulsory forworkers, lifting combinedemployer
andemployeecontributions to 12%by2032. 3.99
●Bancommercial fishing in all 12HaurakiGulfHighProtection
Areas. 3.97
●Allowqualifiedengineers to signoff buildingworkwithout acouncil
inspection. 3.87
●Allowrooftop solar tobe installedwithout a consent. 3.85
●Createa specialist nationalBuildingConsentAuthority for large
commercial buildings. 3.78
●Return to surplus in2028/29and reducedebtbelow40%ofGDP. 3.72
●ReducecoreCrownexpenditure towards30%ofGDP. 3.69
●Raise the interest rate foroverseas-basedstudent loanborrowers to
6.6%,withpenalties for sustaineddefault. 3.62
●Government loans forhomesolar. 3.57
●Raise the incomecap for 5%deposit FirstHomeLoans to
$300,000. 3.51
●Extendpaidparental leave from26 to30weeksby2029 ($327.4m
over fouryears). 3.40
●Reduce the student loan repayment rate from12c to 10c forborrowers
whostay inNewZealand. 3.33
●Nonew taxes if re-elected. 3.30
●PursuebreakingupFoodstuffs soNewWorldandFour Squarebecome
onesupermarket chain andPak'nSaveanother. 1.83

What they are saying
●The right instincts andnonerve.Agovernment that knowswhatneeds
doingandhas spent threeyearsnotdoing it. The strongestpolicies attack
the real barriers to growth: nonewtaxes, fiscal discipline, faster building
approvals and less regulatorynonsense.” —EducationCEO.
●Their supermarket position is their “oil andgasban”
moment.” —EnergyCEO.
● “Nonew taxes?Good line for aTūı̄ billboard.”

—CameronBagrie, Economist.

ACT
●Expand theconditionspharmacists can treat, includingordering
blood tests. 4.01
●Consolidate43 governmentdepartments into 19,with 18ministers
insteadof 28. 3.98
●Lift pharmaceutical spendingbyonepercentagepointof thehealth
budget ayearuntil paritywithAustralia. 3.93
●Build a$2bcancer centrewithAucklandandChristchurchcampuses,
fundedprimarily bydonations. 3.78
●Remove thecapon thenumberofpharmaciesonepharmacist can
own. 3.71
●Three strikes forburglary: aminimumthree-year sentencewithno
paroleona thirdconviction. 3.46
●Remove the$33,000annual capondonation tax credits. 3.36
●Addaproperty rights clause to theBill ofRightsAct. 3.22
●Addparliamentary sovereignty, the ruleof lawandequalitybefore
the lawasprinciples in theConstitutionAct. 3.15
●Remove taxonKiwiSaverearnings andendGovernment
contributions. 3.07
●Allowministers todirectlyappointpublic servicechief executives.
3.05
●Limit theuseof tikanga incourtdecisions towhereParliamentexpressly
allows it. 2.99
●Replacepermanent residents' indefinite travel rightswitha five-year
travel facility requiring730days inNewZealand inany rolling
fiveyears. 2.97
●RepealMāori employmentandengagement requirements in thePublic
ServiceAct andCrownEntitiesAct. 2.72
● Introducenoise cameras to immediately finecarsover adecibel
limit. 2.49

What they are saying
●The strongestpackageof anyparty, including themajors, and theonly
one trying tochangeand improvehowthis country is governed. Every
otherparty is arguingabouthow todivide themoney inside the same
bloated system.Act is theonlyoneaskingwhy the systemcosts somuch.

—EducationCEO.
● I believeanumberofnaturalNational voterswill voteAct this time
as they seeNational as becominganti-business andneedsa stronger
coalitionpartner tokeep themmakingdecisions in the long term
economic interests ofNewZealand. —Companychairperson.

NZ FIRST
●CompulsoryKiwiSaver frombirth,withakick-start payment.3.54
●Return50%ofmining royalties to the regionswhereminingoccurs,
for infrastructure.3.25
●Cut the tax rate for small businesses from28% to20%.3.15
●DisestablishAucklandCouncil's IndependentMāori Statutory
Board.2.79
●A$1bnational surveyof energy, geothermal andCO2 storage sites,
witha framework todevelop them.2.74
●Holda referendumon theMāori electorates.2.67
●KiwiKidsGrant: auniversal $5000ayear for eachof a family's first
threechildren.2.48
●Breakup theelectricity gentailers into separate generationand retail
companies.2.35
●Leave theParisAgreementonclimatechange.2.10
●Split Foodstuffs into twonational co-operatives tocompetewith
Woolworths. 1.76
●BuybackBNZandmerge itwithKiwibank to createaCrown-owned
bank (NZFirst estimates $7.5b-$15b; other estimatesareup to $24b). 1.42

What they are saying
●Oneof thebestpractical packagesof allminorparties,withonepiece
of fantasyeconomicsattached.This is a farmore seriousoffering than
anything from theGreensorTePātiMāori. The standouts area20%
tax rate for small business, returningmining royalties to the regions that
generate them,breakingup theelectricity gentailers, anddealingwith
theMāori electorates andAuckland's IndependentMāori StatutoryBoard.

—Educationboss.
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NZHERALDCEOs SURVEY

A stable path to further investment
EMAwants long-term plans in education, health and energy, on top
of the 30-year infrastructure roadmap, writesGraham Skellern

Stable policy
settings encourage
the international
investment the

Government says
we need.

John Fraser-Mackenzie,
EMA chief executive

J ohnFraser-Mackenzieandhis
EMAteamhaveonekey
priority: policy stability and
certainty, andapathway to

futureprosperitywhoever is in
governmentafterNovember7.

Fraser-Mackenzie, EMAchief
executive, says therehavebeen
many flip-flops inpolicywith
successivegovernments.

“Weare looking for somerespite
fromthecontinual cycleof repeal and
replace, anda longer-termapproach
and thinking fromthe leadership.
Whenchangesaremade, let them
bed inandgive themtime tomake
an impact.

“Thereare increasing calls for a
bipartisanapproach tokeypolicy
settings.Genuinebipartisanship in
decision-making is likely toohigha
bar toachievebut the sentiment
behind those callsunderlines the
EMA’spolicygoals for thenext term
of government.”

Fraser-Mackenzie saysanegative
view towardswhatbusiness contri-
butesbywayof taxes, jobs, opport-
unities andgrowthalsocontinues to
frustrate thebusiness community.
“Business is a force for good inour
economy.Peoplewhostart
businesses shouldbecelebrated.
There’s a lot of emotionand financial
commitment that goes intodoing this.

“Thatnegativeviewmanifests
itself inpopulist rhetoric singlingout
sectorsof theeconomy—rhetoric
that is also adisincentive to
investmentasbusinessesworry their
sectormaybe subjected to sudden
policychange.”

He saysafter adecadeofpolicy
reversals by successive
governments, international turmoil
andCovid-inducedeconomic shocks,
it’s time for certaintyandstability in

businesspolicy settings.
“Stable settings alsoencourage the

international investment the
Government saysweneed.”

Fraser-Mackenzie is encouraged
by the30-yearbipartisanNational
InfrastructurePlan. “That’s a great

exampleof a cross-party initiative.
Wehaveagood roadmap for the
community, business and local
councils to relyon.

“Having that long-termoutlook
helpsbuildandattract the skills
needed in the future.”

Hewouldalso like to see long-term
plans for energy, educationand
health,withcross-party support.
“Bipartisanshiphappens inother
countries;whycan’twedo it aswell,”
he says.

Anenergyplanwould showwhat
demandandsupply looks likeover
30years andhow it canbematched
up. “Weneed reliable andaffordable
energy supply, and resilience. There’s
work tobedoneon transmission,
someof it is regulatory.

“Thecountryhas29electricity
distributionnetworks— there’s an

opportunity tomake this simpler.”
Educationneedsa long-term

perspective—whensomeonestarts
school, it’s thebeginningof a 12 to
15-year journey. “It’s difficult for
teachers and the system itselfwhen
changesaremade. I’mencouragedby
the recent change, replacingNCEA.
Let’s stickwith it andbegoodat it.”

Fraser-Mackenzie saysNew
Zealandhasanageingpopulationand
there’s abig burden tocome.

“Weneedahealthplanaboutwhat
thepopulationwill look like in2050,
andeven2060.”

He is anxious that theResource
ManagementAct reformruns its
course. Thedifficulty inconsenting
andcostshasbeenprohibitive for
businesses. It’s beencomplicated to
get thingsdone, evenextendinga
factory.

“The reformpickedupsomeof the
changes theLabourGovernment
startedand therewascross-party
support—not everythingwas thrown
out. It’s anexampleofhowsignificant
structural policy changescanbe
done.

“The reformwill halve thenumber
of consentsneeded. It’s akey to
increasingproductivityasbusinesses
will find it easier to invest inplant,
equipmentand infrastructureand
makeprogress.”

Fraser-Mackenzie says theEMA
hasbeenworkingwith successive
governmentson theEmployment
LeaveAct, enacted inAugust to
replace theHolidaysAct, for a
decade. “The rewrite fixed structural

changes, andwe think it’s fairly
balancedbetweenemployers and
employees. Itmakes things clearer,
simpler andeasier tounderstand.

“Wearekeennot tohave thenew
Act thrownout. Thereare software
changes tobemadeand the imple-
mentation is still 18monthsaway. It’s
important to give thechangesa
chance tomakean impact, andnot
let political expediencyget in the
way.”

Fraser-Mackenzie says thereare
enoughpositive signs that the
economy is gettingbackon track.
“Business is always resilient and
adaptable. The tariffs cameasa
shock, butbusinesses reset andkept
going. They foundnewways to
execute their strategies and lookedat
diversification.

“With theoutbreakof the IranWar,
people thoughtwewouldnothave
enough fuel. TheGovernmentdida
good jobofmanagingand
communicating the fuel supply.

“Businessesput theirheadsdown
andkept executing their plans. They
have learned tobeagile and lookafter
their balance sheets. InMarch/April,
they found theworldwasnot going
toend, and it’s comeagainwith the
higher fuel prices. Second time
around, it’s notnew. It’s not ideal but
businesses cancarryon.

“Ourmessage to thenextGovern-
ment is simple:maintain thebroad
directionof travel, avoidunnecessary
disruption, andcreate thecertainty
businessesneed to invest, innovate,
growandhelpmoveNewZealand
forward,” he says.

EMA is a sponsor of theHerald’s
Moodof theBoardroomreport

Business wants a long-term strategy
Support for a bipartisan approach to infrastructure reflects deep frustrationwith NZ's stop-start approach

N ewZealand’s business
communitydelivereda
fairly clearmessage to the
political parties as they

headed into theelectioncampaign:
thecountryneeds to lift its economic
performance, andbusinesswants a
governmentwith thedisciplineand
long-term focus todo it.

Themessage fromthe2026
Deloitte andChapmanTrippElection
Survey, conductedbyBusinessNZ, is
thatNewZealandneedsa long-term
economic strategybuilt around
productivity, infrastructure, energy
security, skills andamorepredictable
policyenvironment.

The surveywas releasedat
BusinessNZ’s electionconferenceon
September 15.

Some423BusinessNZmembers
tookpart in the survey,with279
completing it fully. The2026sample
ismoreheavilyweighted towards
largecompanies thanprevious
surveys,withmore thanaquarter
employing500ormorepeople. But
thebreadthof the responsesmakes
thedirectionof travelhard to ignore.

Economic performance towers
over every other issue
Whenbusinesseswereasked to
identify themost important
government-relatedarea for
achieving sustainedeconomic
growth, 57.7%selected theeconomic
environment, comparedwith 16.5%
for infrastructureand 11.7% for skills
andhumancapital. Thatputs
productivityandgrowth firmlyat the
centreof thebusiness agenda.

Theunderlying concern is that
NewZealandhasnotbeengenerating
enoughproductivity growth to
support risingwages, investmentand
public services. Business respondents
areeffectively asking thepolitical
parties to join thedots.

A productivity problem
Businessesare looking for a long-term
growthandproductivity strategy that
encourages investment, innovation,
higherwages andstrongereconomic
performance.

But the surveyalso reveals that
businessbelieves theGovernment
needs to get its own fiscal house in
order.

There is a clearpreference for
spending restraint over relying
primarilyon tax increases. 54.3%
favoura combinationof spending
reductionsand increased taxes to
address long-term fiscal challenges,
while 39.1% favourprimarily
spending reductions.Only4.3%
favourprimarily increased taxes.

That is an important signal to the
political parties. Business isnot
necessarilydemandingan
ideological prescription. It is saying
theproblemneeds tobeaddressed,
with spending restraintplayinga
central role.

At the same time, businesswants
a tax systemcapableof attracting
investment. Fully93.5%regardan
internationally competitive tax
systemas importantorvery
important for attractingbusiness
investment. Yet theappetite for
wholesale changes topersonal and
corporate tax rates is relatively
limited.

Regulation is costing business
The regulatorypicture isparticularly
revealing.

Nearlyhalf—47.1%—say
regulatorychangesover thepast
threeyearshave increased their cost
ofdoingbusiness, comparedwith
41.7%whosay theyhavenot.

There is little evidencehereof
business regarding recent regulatory
reformas transformative. Just 3.7%
say reformshavesignificantly

improvedproductivity andeaseof
doingbusiness,while 35.4%say they
havedoneso to someextent.

Taxadministration is another
sourceofpressure,with37.6%saying
their tax compliancecostshave
increasedover thepast threeyears.

The lesson for the incoming
Government is that regulatory reform
needs tobe judgednotby thenumber
of rules repealed, butbywhether
businessesactuallyexperiencea
lowercost ofdoingbusiness.

The surveyalsoexposesabroader
desire for amore flexible labour
market—butnotderegulationat any
cost.

57.4%ofbusinesses say theyhave
experienceddifficulty terminatingan
unsatisfactoryemployee,while 59.6%
favourenterprise-level collective
bargaining. The resultspoint towards
demand for simpler, clearer
employment ruleswhile recognising
theneed to get thebalancebetween
employer flexibility andworker
protection right.

Energy a competitive issue
Perhaps themost immediate
pressurepoint is energy.

Fouroutof fivebusinesses—80.4%
—areconcernedabout futureenergy
costs.Among thoseexpressing
concern, electricity is
overwhelmingly thebiggest issue,
nominatedby88.7%, followedby
diesel at 64.4%andpetrol at 49.1%.

This is significantbecauseenergy
policy isno longer confined to the
climatedebate. It hasbecomea
competitiveness issue.

Thepolitical partiesmaydiffer
sharplyover theprecisemixof
renewables, gas, oil andother
technologies, but the survey
demonstrates that businesswants the
nextGovernment to treat energy
securityas aneconomicpriority.

Take infrastructure out of the
electoral cycle
If there is oneareawhere thebusiness
communityappears remarkably
united, it is long-term infrastructure
planning.

94.7%support abipartisan
20-30-year approach to
infrastructureplanningand funding.
That is oneof the strongest findings
in theentire survey.

It reflects deep frustrationwith
NewZealand's stop-start approach to
roads,water, housing, energyand
othermajor infrastructure.

Businesseswant toknowthat
projectswill survivechangesof
government. Theywant
infrastructurepipelines that allow
constructioncompanies and
investors toplan.And theywant
mechanismscapableof bringing
private capital intoprojects.

There is strong support forboth.
82.8%support recycling

governmentassets to fundnew
infrastructure,while64.5%support
greateruseofpublic-private
partnerships.

A further 31.7%supportPPPs
dependingon the sector.

Themessage is blunt:NewZealand
hasan infrastructuredeficit and
cannot rely solelyonconventional
Crownspending toclose it.

The human capital problem
Thenextmajor challenge ispeople.

Skills andhumancapital account
for 11.7%of the top-level business
priorities, but thedetailed responses
reveal amuchdeeper concern.

Businesses identify literacyand
numeracy, secondary school
standardsand school attendanceas
the leadingeducationpriorities.

At the tertiary end, only45.4%say
thequalityof tertiaryandvocational
educationgraduates is sufficient to

meet their businessneeds,while
32.7%say it is not.

Immigration remainspart of the
answer, but business confidence in
thecurrent settings is far from
overwhelming.Only53.5%have
confidence that current immigration
settingswill deliver the skills their
businessesneed,while 25.4%donot
and21.2%areunsure.

NewZealandneeds skilled
migrants to fill genuinegaps, but it
alsoneedsadomestic educationand
training systemcapableofproducing
theworkforce requiredbyahigher-
productivityeconomy.

And then there is AI
Thesurveycapturesanothermajor
change in thebusiness environment.

AI isno longer a futuristic
technologyquestion. It is becoming
aworkforcequestion.

58.5%ofbusinesses expectAI and
robotics tohavea significant impact
on the size andcompositionof their
workforceover thenext five to 10
years.

Amongcurrent employment
concerns, access to skills and talent
ranks first at 37.1%, but emerging
technologyandAI comes secondat
22.7%.

TheGovernment cannot simply
encouragebusinesses to adoptAI. It
must ensureworkers canadapt
alongside it. Thatmeansbetterdigital
skills, strongervocational education,
retrainingandamuchcloser
relationshipbetweeneducation
providers andemployers.

TheAI findingalso reinforces the
survey's central productivity
message. Technologyhas the
potential to lift productivity
substantially—butonly ifNew
Zealandhas the skills, capital,
infrastructureand regulatory settings
todeploy it.
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MOOD OF THE BOARDROOM2026

‘Lost our focus on climate change’
Climate action
focused on
emissions, not
adaptation

The changing climate

64%

of respondents have already introduced initiatives to
reduce emissions.

52%

are developing climate-friendly products or processes.

46%

have developed a data-driven, enterprise-level strategy
for reducing emissions andmitigating climate risk.

40%

have taken steps to protect their physical assets and
workforce from climate impacts.

Tim McCready

This El Niño could be the strongest in recent history.
B usiness leaders aredoing

more to reduce their own
emissions than toprotect
their organisations fromthe

effectsof a changingclimate.
Askedaboutproactively

addressingclimate-related risks, 64%
of respondents to thisyear’sMoodof
theBoardroomsurvey say theyhave
already introduced initiatives to
reduceemissions. Just overhalf (52%)
aredevelopingclimate-friendly
productsorprocesses.

Some46%say theyhave
developedadata-driven, enterprise-
level strategy for reducingemissions
andmitigatingclimate risk.

Only40%have takensteps to
protect their physical assets and
workforce fromclimate impacts, and
the sameproportion say theydonot
plan todo this at all.

Carbon pricing slow to catch on
An internal carbonpriceassignsa
dollarvalue to each tonneof emis-
sions, allowing the climatecost of a
newplant, vehicle fleet orproject to

beweighedalongside its financial
return.WhenCEOswereasked
whether theyapplyan internal
carbonprice indecision-making, 19%
said theyalreadydo,while63%said
theydon’t plan to.

Theenergyandutilities sector is
furthest ahead. Every respondent in
that groupsays theyhave initiatives
to reduceemissions andmeasures to
protectphysical assets. Some89%
haveanenterprise-level climate
strategy, and44%applyan internal
carbonprice.

OneenergyCEOpoints to the
commercial case: “98%renewable, up
from81% fiveyears ago, andEbitdaf
above$1billion, up from$450million
fiveyears ago. It is possible tobea
profitable, sustainablebusiness.”

Two-thirdsof agribusiness, fishing
andmining respondents say theyare

reducingemissions. But just 22%have
takensteps toprotect assets andwor-
kers fromclimate impacts, despite
theirdirect exposure todrought,
floodingandsevereweather.

Insurance tops climate risk
Respondentswerealso asked to rate
a rangeof climate-related risks to
their businesses, ona scalewhere 1
represents ‘minor risk’ and5
represents ‘extremerisk’.

Rising insurancecosts topped the
list at 3.22/5,with44%rating the risk
4or 5. Concernwashighest among
financial services respondents,who
rated it 3.69/5.

Since the2023Auckland
Anniversary floodsandCyclone
Gabrielle, insurershavemoved
further towards risk-basedpricing.
Premiumsnow increasingly reflect

the floodand stormexposureof
individualproperties,while coverhas
becomeharder toobtain in themost
vulnerable locations.

Theavailability of insurancecover
itself rated2.88/5. Property
respondentswere themostworried
about losing cover (3.40/5), reflecting
howmuch the sectordependson
insurablebuildings.

Disruption to transport linksor
supplychains fromsevereweather
was the secondmostpressing risk, at
2.91/5. Primary sector respondents
weremost concerned, at 3.50/5.

For exporters, the riskoften lies
offshore. “Sea freight exposure is the
major risk,” says a foodexporter.

Fewexpect climatechange to
forceaphysical retreat in thenear
term.Having to shift operations from
low-lyingor flood-proneareas scored

2.23/5.Having todecommissionhigh-
emissionsoperationsorplants scored
lowest, at 2.03/5.

El Niño on the way
Those risksmaybe tested sooner
thansomeexpect. EarthSciences
NewZealandhaswarned that theEl
Niñonowunderway is strengthening
andcouldbecomeoneof the
strongest in recenthistory.

The forecaster expects reduced
rainfall,more frequentdry spells and
drier soils in thenorthandeast of
both islands, alongwithunusually
windyconditionsandahigher risk
ofwildfire.

TheWestCoast and lowerSouth
Island face theoppositeproblem:
above-normal rainfall andagreater
riskofheavy rainandwindevents.

A researchorganisationCEO
warns that “geological andweather
hazardsareawhennot if question,
andcumulatively they risk
increasinglybeingadragon
economicgrowthand fiscal
sustainability”.

“NewZealand’s infrastructurewas
largelydesigned foryesterday’s
conditions, andmaintenancehas
beenmorehope thandeliberate
action,” says an infrastructureCEO.

A tourismaccommodationboss
identifieswhat they seeas the
boardroom’sblind spot: “Wehave lost
our focusonclimatechangeand the
significant fundingdecisionsweneed
tomake tomeet thecost of
adaptation.”

Fuel shock puts energy security in the spotlight
Tim McCready

Business leadersbelieveNew
Zealandcopedwellwith thisyear’s
fuel crisis. But theyare far less sure
itwould copewith thenext one—and
areevenmoreworriedabout the
long-termsupplyof gas.

Askedhowwell-preparedNew
Zealand is for aprolongeddisruption
to fuel supply, respondents to this
year’sMoodof theBoardroomsurvey
giveanaverage ratingof 2.80/5,
where 1 represents ‘notprepared’ and
5 represents ‘well prepared’.

Opinion is evenly split: 39%rate
preparednessat 1 or 2, 30%at 3and
29%at 4or 5. Themiddle ground
reflects a sense that thecountryhas
survived the shockbuthasnot fixed
theunderlyingvulnerability. “Better
thanwewerea fewmonthsago,
however there is stillmore resilience
thatweneed tobuild,” says thehead
of anengineeringconsultancy.

A fooddistributionbossagrees.
“Wehavedealtwellwith thecurrent
situation, but it hashighlighted the
riskand theneed to increaseour
reserves.”

An insuranceCEO ismoreoptim-

istic. “Governmenthashandled the
fuel supply challengeswell, and
further storage is beingdeveloped.”

Theharshest verdict comes from
anenergy leader,who rated the
country’s preparedness at the lowest
possible score.

“NewZealand’s fuel resilience is
poor relative toother countries.
Australia ismoving toaround40days
ofdiesel storedonshore,witha
further eight daysof government
strategic reserve— reflectingdiesel’s
critical importance for agriculture
and, inAustralia,mining.Wehavenot
seennewpolicy fromtheGovern-
menton improving fuel resilience
since thecommencementof
hostilities in theMiddleEast.”

Mainfreight’smanagingdirector
DonBraid is just asblunt. “Wedodged
the issueduring the fuel crisis this
year.Wearebynomeansprepared
for longer,moreaggressive fuel
shortages.Ouremergencyholding
capacity is patheticwhencompared
tootherdeveloped regions.”

A state-ownedenterprise chief
points toNewZealandhaving the
“lowestdaysof fuel supply in the
OECD”, being “too relianton

SingaporeandKorea” and “vulner-
able if theUS limitsdiesel exports”.

Despite this,manybusinessesare
notbuilding their ownbuffers.Asked
about their investmentplans for the
next 12months, just 25%of respon-
dents say theyhave invested in fuel
andenergy resilience, suchasbackup
supply, storageorhedging. Some47%
havenoplans to.

Gas a major issue
Confidence isweaker stillwhen
respondents lookahead.Askedhow
confident theyare thatNewZealand
will have secureelectricity andgas
supplyat competitivepricesover the
next threeyears, respondents gave
anaverageof 2.75/5.

Some42%arenot confident, inclu-
ding 16%whogave the lowestposs-
ible score. Just 27%areconfident.

Respondentsdrawacleardistinc-
tionbetweenelectricity andgas.

“Gas is the issue. Electricitywill be
fine,” saysnon-executivedirector
FraserWhineray.Anenergyexec-
utiveagrees. “I amconfident thatNZ
will have secure andaffordableelec-
tricityprices. I amnot confident the
samewill be true in the gas sector.”

Otherspoint to thecountry’shigh
levelsof renewable generation.
“Never in thehistoryofNewZealand
has the level of electricity generation
andstoragebeen sohigh,” saysan
insuranceCEO.

But securityof supply isonlyhalf
thequestion. “Yes, to secure—no to
competitiveprices,” saysa senior
investmentexecutive.

Producers versus users
Thesharpestdivide is between the
businesses that produceenergyand
those that dependon it.

Energyandutilities leaders are the
most confident about future supply,
rating it 3.78/5.Agribusiness leaders
are the least confident, at 1.86/5.

Formanufacturers, the stakesare
high. “Reliable andcompetitively
pricedenergy is critical for
manufacturers andwider
businesses,” saysDBBreweries
managingdirectorPeterHart. “New
Zealandhas strong renewableenergy
opportunities, but investment in
generation, storageand
infrastructureneeds tokeeppace
withdeclininggas supplyand rising
energycosts.”

Several respondentswant energy
treatedasamatterofnational
strategy rather than left primarily to
marketmanagement.

“Reliable and resilient energy,”
saysEMAchief executive John
Fraser-Mackenzie.Hecalls for “a
formal 30-year energyplan that
covers generationanddistribution
that iswell communicated so local
and international business canhave
confidenceof supply.”

Anentertainment industryCEO
calls on thenextGovernment to “treat
energy security as critical economic
infrastructure”.Amining sector
leaderwarns that “fuel andenergy
market regulatory settings arenot fit
forpurpose”.

Forothers, the answer is to reduce
relianceon imported fuels.

Ahotel groupbossnames “reliance
on fossil fuel” as a top issue facing the
nation. “Weneed to transition faster
toproducingat a greater capacityour
owncleanenergy.”

Anengineeringconsultancy
leaderputs it simply: “Affordable,
reliable energy is fundamental to
prosperity, security and the transition
toa lower-carboneconomy.”
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BUSINESSREPORTS WITH THANKS
TO OUR SPONSORS

NZHERALDCEOs SURVEY

The Herald’s Mood of the Boardroom survey has now covered eight elections
beginning in 2005 when we asked CEOs who would make the best Prime

Minister — Helen Clark or Don Brash.

At each election, CEOs have been forthright in their opinions on the politicians,
the parties and the policies we need to embrace as a nation.

The 2026 election is no exception.

For previous Mood of the Boardroom reports go to:
https://newzealandinc.com/category/publications/reports/mood/
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MOMENTUM
HAS A
POWERFUL
EFFECT
If you’re looking to create more
in your business, we can help.

Terms, conditions, fees and charges apply to Westpac products and services.
See westpac.co.nz/business for details.Westpac New Zealand Limited.
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