Thursday, October 22, 2026

MOOD OF THERA
BOARDROOM

nzherald.co.nz/business

INSIDE

* Chris v Chris
(again)
* Optimism
returns
* Coalition . Brocery
minefields breakup
e Trust in a crisis backlash
« Opportunity knocks  The Al

reckoning

Photos / Mark Mitchell, Sylvie Whinray




Bz

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

' MOOD OF THE BOARDROOM 2026

: election uncertainty have introduced The blg queStIOI.‘IS
_ more pessimism than optimism.” R f
Mood of the \ fted outofS
Boardroom \ The election factor 1=Muchless optimistic
Tim McCready - \ For many, this year’s optimism 5=Much more optimistic Global uncertainty,
fs J depends on the outcome of the —— . .
- L-f election. “If we have the Government Are youmore optimistic climate, geopolitical
ew Zealand's top business re-elected, I will be much more than you were a year ago tensions and
leaders haverediscovered / \ optimistic,” says Plato Creative’s John about the business . .
their optimism about the "~ ) Plato. situationin your economic volatility
domestic economy. 7 5 The head of an entertainment industry? remain significant
Confidence has climbed past the = J venue is more direct: “Optimismin
nine-year highrecorded in 2024. e ; : l the New Zealand economy is subject Score: 3 4 2 Challenges.

Respondents to the Herald's 2026 e ; totherebeingno changein ; ;

Mood of the Boardroom survey rated government in November. A change MHCh less 5% Notw1thstandmg, Tam
their confidence in the New Zealand Oil prices are the worry  ingovernment would changemy Slightly less | 15% even more confident
economy at 3.37/5,ona scale where . response to ‘much less optimistic’.” -

1 represe¥1ts “much less optimistic” and they underpin so P P . same [ 23% than a year ago in our
thanayear ago and 5represents much. War,oilandaglobaldrag Slightly more ability to find
“much more optimistic”. That'sa CEO optimism about the global Muchmore [l 11% " 1
sharprebound from last year's 2.82/5 Greg Gent, chair of Seafood New  economy has slipped further, from opportunities within
and above the 3.23/5recorded in Zealand and Dairy Holdings.  2.63/51ast year to 252/5. More than Are you more optimistic that complexity. We
2024. half (56%) of respondents are less than you were a year ago '

More than half (56%) of The Iran war may have optimisticabout the global economy about the global see many
respondents are more optimistic than . thanthey were a year ago, and just > opp ortunities to
they werea year ago, including 10% impacted short-term  15%aremore optimistic. RCOnOIYE
who are much more optimistic. Just spending and deferred Where tariffs dominated last year’s 2 52 succeed through
22% are less optimistic. . . ; concerns, this year it’s conflict in the Score: L. embracing the chanee

The stronger outlookreflectsa decision makingin  MiddleEastand itseffecton energy Muchless [l 9% 8 . " g ’
recovery that has finally taken hold. markets. : mvesung i
Ithas stayed on course despite the patches but “Oil prices are the worry and they BT 2 47% technol dt 1g t
fuel crisis, conflict in the Middle East fundamentally the core  underpinsomuch,”says Greg Gent, Same [N 29% €CNNOoLogy and talernt,
:lgc?ca}cljzglggglflectlon thatremains needs for the products glﬁzlﬁ?ﬁl; ?Ifo Slgei)rflggd New Zealand Slightly more [N 14% and having Confldence

“There are the right fundamental and services we provide “The war in the Middle East Muchmore [1% to take thoughtful risks
signs for economic growth,” says . continues tobe concerning, withno i | X
Rheem New Zealand general IE€MaAlllS.  endinsight;and volatility remains Are you more optimistic In pursuit of long-term
manager Mark McCutcheon. “2026 so Justin Mercer, CEO Jade Software  withregards to US tariffs,” saysa than you were a year ago growth.
far hasbeen solid, without being government agency leader. about the New Zealand
spectacular, and a vastimprovement Anenergy boss warns that “the economy? Amelia Linzey
on 2024 and 2025.” global energy balance, driven by the 3 37 Chief Execgtive

Port of Auckland chief executive situation in the Middle East, could . eca
Roger Gray is seeing therecovery in MOOd Of the have significant implications for Scoege
his port’s volumes. global growth and macroeconomic Muchless [l 6%

“We're seeing strong volumes of BOardrOO | | | stability”. Slightly less [l 16%
imports, reflecting increased demand New Zealand International
and economic activity.” Survey Business Forum executive director Same I 22% Mood of the

Simplicity founder Sam Stubbs Felicity Roxburghsaysexportersare  Slightly more Boardroom
says the economy has proven more still finding a way through. Muchmore [l 10%
resilient than many expected. The Herald’s Mood of the “Unprecedented disruption overseas Executive Editor: Fran

“If Kiwis had been told 10 years ago Boardroom 2026 Election CEOs hasmeant theinternational trading Herald Mood of the Boardroom CEOs Survey 2026 / O'Sullivan
that house prices would be down 20% Survey attracted participation from environment is tough, but our exports Herald Network graphic Writers: Cameron Bagrie, Grant
but the economy was still growing, 150 respondents. are booming due to our great market Bradley, Duncan Bridgeman, Bill
they wouldn't havebelieved it. But This year, 130 CEOs, 12 chairs access through FTAs, and our high- Bennett, Liam Dann, Andrea Fox,
that’s exactly what'shappening, and the heads of 8 business quality premium goods, which Anne Gibson, Richard Harman,
pointing to better times ahead.” organisations participated. consumers are prepared to pay more Unprecedented TimMcCready and Graham

Noteveryoneis convinced the
recovery has fully arrived.
“Conditions generally do feel like they
areimproving, butnot yetatalevel
suggesting sustained growth has

Therepresented NZ's biggest
companies: agribusiness, banking
and finance, manufacturing,
aviation and tourism, transport and
logistics, education, telecommuni-

rising interest rates and general

Optimism returns
to the boardroom

for. Plus commodity prices are high
and the dollarisweak.”

Some see an opportunity in global
uncertainty. “International
uncertainty and volatility is our

disruption overseas has
meant the international
trading environment is

Skellern

Subeditor: Isobel Marriner
Layouts: Isobel Marriner
Online subeditor: Sue Baxalle
Cover:Richard Dale

ayrived,” saysan energy sector cations, gnvi ronmental seryices, friend, making Ngw Zealand, asan tou gh, but our exports Graphics: R.icharq Dale
director. energy, insurance, professional investment destination, even more ; Sponsorship: Neil Jackson
Auckland Business Chamber chief services,and more. attractive. We should exploitit as far are boommg due to our Event Director: Katy Riddell
executive Simon Bridges questions The survey was in the field from asweareable,” says an energy CEO. reat market access Presentation assistance:
whether “okay” is enough. September 21-October 16. Non-executive director Fraser 8 Natalia Rimell
“The New Zealand economy is Key results from the earlier Whineray agrees. “The foglights are through FTAs, and our
okay,but the global economy does BusinessNZ election survey are on on,but we can't afford to stop. When hich lit . Mood of the Boardroom 2026
concernme. B41. therest of the world pauses in certain 1811-quallly premiurn is supported by sponsors:

“Onthatbasis,isjustan ‘okay’
economy good enough?I'd argue we

Ahuge thank you to everyone
who participated.

areas, thatis the time for pushing
forward with New Zealand’s

goods, which consumers

Aurecon,
Barfoot & Thompson,

need significant reforms that enable comparative advantages and are prepared to pay BusinessNZ, Datacom, Deloitte,
us to perform above the mean, not Fran O Sallivan structuralreform for the long term.” more for Dentons New Zealand, EMA,
atit” Executive Editor Company director Rob Campbell ' Fisher Funds,

Abanking executive ismore Mood of the Boardroom provides ameasured view: Felicity Roxburgh, Foodstuffs North Island, Port of

cautious. “New and ongoing global
geopolitical events, higher fuel prices,

“Optimismisnot abusiness virtue.
Neither is pessimism. Realismis.”

NZ International Business Forum
executive director

Tauranga, Vector and Westpac.

Mood of the Boardroom presentation

Finance Minister Nicola Willis and her
key opponent, Labour’s finance
spokesperson Barbara Edmonds, will
gohead-to-head in a widely anticipated
debate at a Herald CEOs breakfast co-
hosted with BusinessNZ.

The debate, which comes asrecent
polls point to a highly contested
political environment where both
major parties are under pressure, will

be moderated by NZME Editor-in-Chief
Murray Kirkness.

The event kicks off at 7.35am when
Mood of the Boardroom Executive
Editor Fran O’Sullivan presents the
results of the 2026 CEOs survey.

It can be viewed at nzherald.co.nz/
business and will be replayed later that
morning at https://www.nzherald.co.
nz/video/herald-now/

Nicola Willis

Barbara Edmonds

Murray Kirkness
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Labour

Party

leader

Christopher
Hipkins

The next Prime Minister willlead NZ through challenging times

Please rate the main party leaders on their following attributes, out of 5.

Political management skills Integrity

Integrity 2.70 Capacity to ensure firm

Trustworthiness 257 economic management 3.50
Ability to form a working coalition 252 Trustworthiness 349
Courage to make the right calls 242 Ability to form a working coalition 3.29
Leadership 218 Has a vision and strategy for NZ 3.16
Has a vision and strategy for NZ 212 Leadership 2.85
Ability to unite the country Courage to make theright calls 2.85
behind a national ambition 201 Political management skills 231
Capacity to ensure firm Ability to unite the country

economic management 1.86 behind a national ambition 212 e

Rating:1=Notimpressive - 5=Veryimpressive

Christopher

FIT TO GOVERN?

Christopher Luxon
leads Chris Hipkins
on growth, but CEOs
see cracksinthe
Prime Minister’s
leadership, writes
Fran O’Sullivan

usinessleadersback

Christopher Luxon as the

Prime Minister best placed

todrive economic growth
after the election, but their ratings
expose vulnerabilities in his political
management.

Finance Minister Nicola Willis,
meanwhile, edges ahead of Luxon as
theleader chief executives trust most
to steer New Zealand through
another global economic shock.

Luxon has acommanding lead
over Hipkinsin theboardroom’s view
over who should lead New Zealand’s
next phase of economic growth.

But the Herald's 2026 Mood of the
Boardroom CEOs survey —which
attracted 150 respondents — reveals
amore nuanced verdictonthetwo
men’s leadership and on the strengths
Labour canbring to an election fought
against abackdrop of household cost
pressures.

Asked whichleader had the
strongest capacity to drive growth as
Prime Minister after the election, 65%
of chief executives and company
chairsbacked Luxon, compared with
just 3% for Hipkins. A further 13%
favoured someone else, while 19%
were unsure.

Theresult gives National’'sleader
asubstantial advantage among
business decision-makers.

Butthesurvey’sdetailed lead-
ershipratings suggest that the contest
isnot simply a matter of economic
credentials versus economic
inexperience. Hipkins has strengths
of his own, particularly in political
management, while the Government
faces the challenge of convincing
households that its economic
programme is delivering tangible
improvementsin living standards.

Theleadership comparison puts
Luxon ahead of Hipkins on integrity,
trustworthiness, economic manage-
ment, vision and strategy,and the
ability to form a working coalition.
Luxon scores 3.6 out of five for
integrity, compared with Hipkins' 2.7,
and 3.49 for trustworthiness against
Hipkins'2.57.

Thebiggest gap comes on the capa-
city to ensure sound economic mana-
gement, where Luxon scores 3.5 com-
pared with Hipkins'1.86. On having
avision and strategy for New Zealand,
Luxon scores 3.16 against Hipkins’
2.12.And on the ability to forma

working coalition, the National leader
rates 3.29, ahead of Hipkins on 2.52.
Thoseresultsindicate CEOs have
greater confidence in Luxon’s eco-
nomic credentials and his ability to
lead a coalition government. For a
business community concerned with
investment, productivity, fiscal disci-
pline and the stability needed to
make long-term decisions, those
qualities carry considerable weight.
But the picture is not entirely one-
sided. Hipkins scores 3.23 for political
management skills, comfortably
ahead of Luxon’s 2.31. On courage to
make theright calls, Luxon scores
2.85 against Hipkins' 2.42 —amuch
narrower gap than the economic
management ratings suggest.
Hipkins'relative strength in
political management offers Labour
aplatformto argue thatleadershipis
also about handling competing inter-
ests, maintaining public confidence
and making government work. A for-
mer Prime Minister, he can point to
experience in the job, although that
alsoleaves him accountable for
Labour’srecord in government.

The cost-of-living test

The cost of living remains a potent
politicalissue, with households under
pressure from essentials including
groceries, housing, fuel and elec-
tricity.

Labour is arguing economic perfo-
rmance should ultimately be judged
by whether families can afford their
bills, whether wages keep pace with
costsand whether people feel secure
enough to plan for the future. It has
also challenged National to show that
itsfocus on economicrecovery is
translating into sustained improve-
mentsin household living standards.

That argument carriesrisks for
Hipkins. Labour governed through
theinflation surge that preceded the
change of government, and CEOs’ low
rating of his economic-management
capacity suggests he has substantial
work todo toreassure business.

Luxonfacesadifferent test.

Hislead on economic manage-
ment gives him a clear advantage

[ think Chris Hipkins is more
likeable’ to the public than the
PM. I think it's being positive
that he has said they won'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 and many business
people.

Company chairperson

withbusiness, butit alsoraises
expectations. National must show its
policies can deliver stronger produc-
tivity, investment and incomes, while
addressing the cost pressures that
shape voters’ daily lives.

The CEOratings are not a general-
election forecast, nor are business
leaders a proxy for the electorate.
They measure the confidence of a
particular group whose decisions
influence investment and employ-
ment.

But the gap between Luxon and
Hipkins on economic management is
striking, and Labour willneed to
addressit directly.

Willis edges Luxon on crisis
leadership

Nicola Willis

Thesurvey’s separate question on
which politician (or politicians) CEOs
would trust most to manage the
economy through another global
shock provides a further insight into
National's economic leadership.

Willis was nominated by 60% of
respondents, narrowly ahead of
Luxon on57%. Actleader and Deputy
Prime Minister David Seymour
attracted 33%, Labour finance
spokesperson Barbara Edmonds 30%,
and NZ First leader Winston Peters,
aformer Treasurer,15%.

Opportunity leader Qiulae Wong
and aspiring NZ First MP Craig Stobo
were also among those nominated.

Willis' result is notable because her
standing with business has come
under pressure. Yet she has attracted
strong praise for her leadership of the
Government's response to the fuel
crisis, suggesting CEOs distinguish
between their broader assessment of
the Finance Minister and their confi-
denceinher ability torespond when
economic conditions deteriorate
sharply.

Her narrow lead over Luxon also
underscores the importance of the
wider economic team. The Prime
Minister may be the central figurein
the election contest, but business
leaders are assessing who can main-
tain confidence, manage the public
finances and respond decisively
when international shocks threaten

Photos: TVNZ. Herald Mood of the Boardroom CEOs Survey 2026 / Herald Network graphic

New Zealand’s economic stability.

For Labour, Edmonds’ 30% nomi-
nation provides a measure of recog-
nition, although it remains well below
Willis’ result. It also puts the spotlight
on Labour’s ability to offer a finance
team that can reassure business while
addressing household pressures.

The combined findings present
Luxon withboth an endorsement and
achallenge. CEOs overwhelmingly
favour him over Hipkins as the leader
best placed to drive growth, and rate
him more highly on economic
management, integrity and coalition-
building.

Butthey give Hipkinsa clear
advantage on political management
skills, while Willis has the strongest
showing on trust to manage another
global economic shock.

CanLuxonsurvive a fullsecond
term?

Luxon has survived two leadership
challenges, but the 2026 Mood of the
Boardroom Survey suggests many
businessleadersremain
unconvinced he can hold the
National leadership for a full second
term.

Asked whether they were
confident Luxon would lead National
for three yearsif the coalition won
re-election, CEOs gave himan
averagerating of just 2.27 out of five.

Six in10 (60%) rated their
confidence at one or two, including
34% who gave him the lowest
possible score. Just 16% awarded him
four out of five and only 5% gave him
full marks.

Luxon called a confidence votein
April as speculation about his future
intensified amid poor polling and
doubts about his political standing. He
survived, but theresult failed to
silence his critics.

Four monthslater, hefaced a sec-
ond confidence vote after renewed
efforts to find an alternativeleader.
Luxon again prevailed, identifying
Defence Minister Chris Penk as the
MP behind the challenge and
stripping him of his ministerial
portfolios.

Therepeated challenges, in the

[ think the PM has done a good
job on the whole managing 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 we move towards
the election, decisions seem to be
more driven by political
expediency and populism than
what he might truly see as being
in the country's interests.
Unfortunately, because heisnot a
natural communicator, he hasn't
united the country behind him.

Company director

run-up to the November election,
havereinforced perceptions that
Luxon’s position remains vulnerable
despite his formal caucus backing.

Somebusinessleadersremained
firmly supportive. Greg Gent, chair of
Dairy Holdings, said Luxon had
“courage and a vision”, while another
described him as “a strong and
talented leader and certainly the best
person tolead New Zealand for the
nextthreeyears”.

Afood and beverageretailer took
amoreresilient view: “What doesn't
kill him only makes him stronger,”
predicting Luxon would emerge
more effective from the challenges.

An agricultural manufacturer
suggested an election victory would
give Luxon the stability to servea full
term, unless National suffered
another significant polling decline.

Aninvestment banker argued that
economic recovery would be critical
toboth the electionresultand
Luxon’s political future.

Will he stay?

Christopher Luxon has
called two caucus confidence
votes in his leadership in the

past year.

u How confident are you
Rating out of 5.
Very lEE 5%

that Christopher Luxon
would lead National for
confident
11%
3 24%

afull term if re-elected?

a
X
How CEOs answered

B
¥

Photo: Mark Mitchell. Herald Mood of the Boardroom
CEOs Survey 2026 / Herald Network graphic
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Bill Bennett analyses the CEO responses
regarding the party leaders in election year

I

hris against Chris — again

CEOs score Luxon poorly on political performance, while Hipkins needs to convince he isready to govern

hristopher Luxon headsinto the

November 7 election having

survived two internal

confidence votes in four months
amid reported caucus discontent —an
extraordinary position for an incumbent
Prime Minister.

Yet the business community’s verdict
onhisleadership is more nuanced: credit
for delivering on the international stage
and holding together an uneasy coalition,
but a pointed assessment of his political
performance and ability to connect with
voters.

The 2026 Mood of the Boardroom
survey reveals a striking leadership
paradox.

Luxon scores highest for promoting
New Zealand business internationally,
with4.31out of five, driven in large part
by the landmark New Zealand-India free
trade agreement.

Asone executive putsit,he hasbeen
“exceptionally good on the world stage”.

But those strengths have failed to
translate into broad political traction.
Luxonscores just 2.52 out of five for his
overall political performance as Prime
Minister.

“The amount of political rhetoric and
attack politics has not done Christopher
any favours. Nor the interference in New
Zealand business structures,” says
Mainfreight CEO Don Braid.

“Itisdisappointing and cynical. We
thought he would have focused on the
key objectives of a National-led
Government. Populist policy outside the
remit of good Government has
disappointed.”

His scores are morerespectable, if
hardly stellar, for leading a cohesive
Cabinet (2.66) and building confidence
withbusiness (2.86).

Businessleaders give Luxon credit for
management and coalition survival, but
question whether he has mastered the
politics of leadership.

His fiscal discipline and public-sector
restructuring agenda havebeen difficult
tosell, while critics argue he has ceded
toomuch ground to coalition partners
New Zealand Firstand Act.

The election debates have brought
Luxon’s communication difficulties into
sharp focus.

Atthefirst TVNZleaders debate,
Luxon insisted New Zealand was “turning
the corner”, citing economic growth,
lower inflation and interest rates,and a
stronger outlook for employment.

But Labour leader Chris Hipkins
countered with the question that
continues to haunt the Prime Minister:
are households actually better off than
they were three yearsago?

The second leaders’ debate, hosted by
Ryan Bridge, sharpened that dilemma.
Luxon acknowledged a weaknessin his
own communication, saying: “Youdon’t
always express yourself clearly or well

enough, and sometimes you cando
better.”

When asked whether he would raise
the minimum wage in line with inflation,
Luxonreplied: “Yes, and that's what
we'vemore or lessbeen doing.”

Hipkins immediately challenged the
claim, pointing out that minimum-wage
increases had fallen below inflation in
each of the coalition’s three years.

Luxon’s ability to keep New Zealand’s
first three-party coalition together has
earned genuinerespect.

Onerespondent says getting the
arrangement through a full three-year
term “isan achievementinitself”.
Another sayshe hasdone “avery
effective job in maintaining cohesion
with a three-party coalition and two
challenging partners”.

But the survey suggests his
managerial competence is more
apparent inside the Beehive than beyond
it.

One executive describes him as
“competent and strong managerially
within his caucus and within coalition”,
but says his individual dynamism s
“much less visible” to the wider
electorate.

Othersbelieve Luxonis better in
person than his public image suggests.
“Luxonisbetter in person than most give
him credit for,” says onerespondent,
describing him as “outstanding in smaller
group settings” and “very good in small
business settings”.

Another offers areminder that
political charismais not everything.

“He’s not arock star of popularity —
but that'snot what the country needs.”

“Chris’ tenure as PM hasbeen
shadowed by the negative movement on
prior gainsby Maori, including the
strength of the place of the Treaty in
legislation,” says Tainui Group Holdings
chair Hinerangi Raumati.

“This has created a significant negative
tonefor three years.”

Onebusinessleader offersamore
sympathetic assessment of the man
behind the political performance: “I think
the Prime Minister is a decent human
being who cares about New Zealand
enormously and is well motivated.

“Unfortunately heisless experienced
politically than his coalition partners and
they have madelife very difficult for him.
Heisnotagood listener or
communicator to the public. This makes
him come across as less effective to
business and the public.”

CEOs alsorated the Prime Minister at
3.2/5wherel=lessimpressiveand 5=
mostimpressive for delivering on the
Government’s economic plan; managing
relationships with coalition partners
(3.14/5), setting abold ambition for New
Zealand and selling it (2.96/5),and
administration of the National Security
and Intelligence portfolio (2.55/5).

2.52
/5

How CEOs rated
Christopher Luxon's
political performance
as PM

2.14

How CEOs rated Chris
Hipkins' performance
as Labour Leader

olitical veteran Chris Hipkins

has spent much of this

parliamentary term keeping

Labour out of the spotlight,
allowing the Coalition Government to
dominate the news cycle while he
concentrated on maintaining discipline
within his ownranks.

But asthe November 7 election
approaches, the Labour leader ishaving
to domore than hold his party together.
He must persuade voters that Labour is
ready to govern again —and that he can
assemble a credible coalition capable of
delivering stable government.

The campaign has given voters
glimpses of a more combative Hipkins.
AtLabour’s September launch, he
declared that the election was about the
cost of living, accusing Christopher
Luxon’s Government of making
household pressures worse. His “Better
startsnow” slogan promised more
affordable healthcare, lower household
bills and better jobs.

Hehasalsobeen more willing to take
thefight directly to Luxon. In the October
6 TVNZleaders debate, the two clashed
over the cost of living, economic
management and trustworthiness. A
panel of undecided voters favoured
Hipkins, with 49% saying he had won
their vote against 24% for Luxon. Yet it
was hardly a decisive breakthrough, with
more thana quarter undecided.

The campaign has also exposed a
tension in Hipkins’ political style. He has
sought to project greater energy and
impatience with the Government, but the
sharper rhetoric has not necessarily
translated into a convincing picture of
the team and coalition he would lead.

CEOsrated Chris Hipkins' perform-
anceas Labour Leader at 214/5.One
transport leader gives him credit for the
work done behind the scenes. “Hipkins
managed to keep his caucus tight and
unified while in opposition.”

Asked by the Mood of the Boardroom
survey whether Hipkins had forged
sufficient cross-party relationships to
present the Opposition as a cohesive
alternative government, just 12% of
businessleaders said yes. A decisive 67%
said no, while 21% were unsure.

Thatis asobering verdict for aleader
seeking a second chance at the prime
ministership. It highlights the difficulty of
an election in which support is spread
across more parties, and smaller players
could again determine who occupies the
Beehive.

A utilities chief executive believes
Hipkins can assemble a workable
administration but questions who would
ultimately call the shots. “Chris Hipkins
can clearly form a cohesive government.
However, it appears as though the
minority parties would hold the power.”

Hayden Wilson, chairman of Dentons
New Zealand, gives Hipkins credit for his

political connections, but says the
Opposition falls short of looking like a
governmentready to take office. “He has
strong cross-party relations, butIdo not
think the Opposition presents as a cohe-
sive government-in-waiting at this point.”

Othersbelieve political necessity will
force the parties together. An infrastruc-
tureboss says they will be able to form
agovernment if the numbersrequireit.

Amining CEO warnsthatan
assumption of eventual co-operation
could produce instability rather than
effective government. “Thereisan
assumption that the relationships will
form themselves for lack of any better
option, which results in unpredictable
policy that picks fights on the fringe.”

For one investmentbanker, the
distinction is fundamental: “He has the
relationships butIam very concerned
about cohesion.”

Another businessleader ismore
damning, questioning both the potential
partners and the capability of the team
they might bring to government. “He has
not one viable party to work with and
no convincing evidence that he hasbuilt
any level of a cohesive government-in-
waiting that has any remote level of skill”.

Te Pati Maori adds another layer of
complexity.In 2023, it won six of the
seven Maori electorates, creatingan
overhang that enlarged Parliament. Its
relationship with Labour is politically
sensitive, particularly as Hipkins seeks to
appeal to voters who may be wary of the
influence smaller parties could exercise
inaLabour-led administration.

An energy CEO says Hipkins must
navigate the political risks of working
with potential partners without
appearing beholden to them. “He has
struggled with the branding of his likely
partners. We canall see the finelinehe
is walking with the Maori seats, without
wanting tobe seen tohand TPM the
overhang due to their positioning with
the public — adifficultjob.”

The wider campaign has also put the
spotlight on Labour’s policy choices.
Hipkins has emphasised immediate cost-
of-living relief, including cheaper access
to GPs and public transport, while argu-
inginvestment in technology, innovation
and skilled jobs is essential torebuilding
the economy. Labour hasalsohad to
defendits fiscal credentials against
National's attacks onits spending record.

The question for businessleadersis
whether those promisesadd uptoa
coherent economic programme —and
whether the people around Hipkins have
the experience toimplement it.

Hipkins’ challengeis therefore
twofold: to convince voters that Labour
offersa credible alternative to Luxon’s
Government, and to reassure business
that any administration he assembles
would be more than amarriage of
political convenience.
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Education Minister is

still top of the class

Erica Stanford wins
the nod of approval
from CEOs

again, writes

Fran O’Sullivan

rica Stanford has once
againbeenrated the top
performing Cabinet
Minister in the Coalition
Government’s third year in office.

Her prowess as a Cabinet
minister,administering both the
education and immigration
portfolios, was acknowledged by
chief executives. Her clarity, ability
todrive changein the face of union
opposition and stay on message are
renowned.

Inthe 2026 Mood of the
Boardroom survey, 56% of
respondentsrated Stanford’s
ministerial performance as “very
impressive” —marginally above her
2025 rating.

Other Cabinet ministers whose
work wasrated “very impressive”
include Trade Minister Todd
McClay (38%) and Police Minister
Mark Mitchell (34%). Foreign Affairs
Minister Winston Peters’rating
slipped — just 13% rated his work
as “very impressive”.In 2025 it was
23%.

Erica Stanford has
delivered
meaningful positive
changein
education that will
benefit the youth of
New Zealand and
the country if
retained.

Stanford did cop a swipe from
atechboss. “She would haverated
a5,if she hadn’tbeen so slow to
deny she was implicated inthe
second attempt toroll Christopher
Luxon.”

Notably, Chris Penk, whoregist-
ered 10th place inthe 2025 survey,
left Parliament after the failed coup
against the Prime Minister was
exposed.

Luxonssits outside the Cabinet
Top 10 again on this year’s survey.
But Finance Minister Nicola Willis
hasreturned in ninth place.

CEOs alsorated the Coalition
Government’s performance in key
economic-related areas since the
2023 election onal-5scale, where
1="notimpressive”and 5="“very
impressive”.

Trade (including the India FTA)
topped thelist with a score of 4.42/5
with 53% ratingit “very impressive”.
Other areas that rated well include
educationat4.1/5(43% — “very
impressive”);law and order (3.94/5),
foreign policy (3.82/5) and the
response to the fuel crisis (3.82/5).

“I give Prime Minister Luxon and
Todd McClay huge credit for getting
the NZ-India FTA across theline,”
said agriculture envoy Nathan Guy,
chairman of the Meat Industry
Association.

Felicity Roxburgh, who heads
the NZ International Business
Forum, said: “Winston Petersisright
to prioritise a strong diplomatic
service.

How the
bExecutive
fared

CEOs rank Ministers on a1-5 scale

Erica Stanford (Education) 4.38/5
Todd McClay (Trade) 4.12/5

Mark Mitchell (Police) 4.00/5

Chris Bishop (Infrastructure) 3.71/5
David Seymour (Regulation) 3.44/5

Brooke van Velden (Workplace Relations)
3.40/5

Winston Peters (Foreign Affairs) 3.39/5
Simeon Brown (Health) 3.34/5

Nicola Willis (Finance) 3.17/5

10

Louise Upston (Social Development) 3.10/5

Andrew Hoggard (Associate Agriculture)
3.04/5

Simon Watts (Climate) 2.94/5

13

Christopher Luxon (Prime Minister) 2.93/5

James Meager (South Island) 2.91/5

Nicole McKee (Courts) 2.89/5

Paul Goldsmith (Justice) 2.89/5

Shane Jones (Regional Development)
2.88/5

Cameron Brewer (Commerce) 2.86/5

Casey Costello (Customs) 2.79/5

|
19=
Karen Chhour (Children) 2.79/5

Nicola Grigg (Environment) 2.79/5

Tama Potaka (Maori 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

Matt Doocey (Mental Health) 2.58/5

27

Penny Simmonds (Tertiary Education)
2.57/5

“Asasmall country, we can't
afford tobe absent when decisions
affectingusaremade. Weneed
diplomats and trade negotiators at
the table, protecting our interests.”

Roxburghnoted Todd McClay
“hasbrought energy and ambition
toNew Zealand’s trade agenda”.

The maintenance of tight fiscal
settings — central to Finance
Minister Willis’ policy agenda —was
scored at 3.43/5.“I think the
Government has tried very hard to
befiscally prudent,”added a
company chairperson.

“The changes they have made to
the RMA (gone) and Fast-track, plus
attracting investment in New
Zealand will — if sustained — help
address the infrastructure deficit
and the housing shortage.

“Erica Stanford has delivered
meaningful positive changein
education that will benefit the
youth of New Zealand and the
countryifretained. The
Government has managed the fuel
crisis very well —much better than
the Aussies.”

Infrastructure Minister Chris
Bishop’s RMA reforms camein at
3.71/5.

I give Prime
Minister Luxon and
Todd McClay huge
credit for getting the
NZ-India F'TA across

the line.
Nathan Guy

“He’s done incredibly well to
push through much-needed RMA
but could have done more to
demonstrate a predictable pipeline
of transport and infrastructure
projects,” said a utilities boss.

Execution matters. Policy
sequencing attracted some
criticism.

“This coalition is starting to make
good steps towards New Zealand’s
energy security but leftit too late
in thistermtoachieve any true
impact,” said a utilitiesboss.
“Cancelling some of theill-planned
infrastructure projects, fromthe
previous government, may have
been theright call butit took this
coalition toolongtoreplace those
projects with something better.”

Another chairperson added “I
think that they rolled back too
much of the previous government
policies early on, which meant they
had toomuch todeliver and were
spread too thin, working in areas
that didn’'t make areal difference.”

Several observed National and
Luxon deserved credit for
managing a difficult three-party
coalition and keeping it functional,
but that it should not be confused
with outstanding Government
performance.

“Coalition structurehasbeena
key constraint to progress. In-
fighting and point-scoring have
beendivisive,” said one director.

Other ratingsincluded:
infrastructure (3.14/5), consultation
with business (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),
addressing climate change (2.42/5)
and supporting Maori and Pasifika
aspirations (2.21/5).

Cabinet KPIs

1

Erica
Stanford
Education

4.38 in 2025

3

Mark
Mitchell
Police

3.66in2025

D

David
Seymour
Regulation

344

3.16 in 2025

/

Winston |

Peters
Foreign

Affairs

3.82in 2025

Nicola
Willis
Finance

@ National

@ New Zealand First

Cabinet Ministers ranked on
their performance out of 5.
1=Notimpressive

5=Very impressive

3.74 in 2025

Chris
Bishop
Infra-
structure

3.71

3.80 in 2025

b

Brooke
van
Velden

Workplace |
Relations

34

3.25 in 2025

Simeon
Brown ~
Health l\ﬁ’*

3.61in 2025

Louise
Upston
Social

Develop't ‘

3.10/4

@ Act
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[ MOOD OF THE BOARDROOM 2026

Election tops boardroom worries

‘Compounding concerns and political extremism figure among top issues for business writes Tim McCready

ach year the Mood of the
Boardroom asks CEOs to
assess their level of concern
aboutarange of domestic
issues. This year, boardroom
anxieties have shifted away from
electricity and towards politics and
the price of fuel.

Election policy uncertainties
ranked as the most pressing domestic
concern at7.62/10,on ascale where
1means “no concern” and 10 means
“extremely concerned”.

Fuel costs followed at 7.52/10, then
cyber attacks (7.22/10), infrastructure
constraints (7.08/10) and cost of living
pressures (7.07/10).

Institute of Directors chief
executive Kirsten Patterson says the
concerns can't be viewed inisolation.
“It'shard to say any of these are ‘not
aconcern’because they’re so
interconnected. Cost, capability,
confidence, infrastructure and
regulation all compound each other.
The challengeis toavoid treating
them as separate problems when
business experiences themall at
once.”

Cyber security is a growing worry.
Alogistics boss names staying on top
of “the cyber security risk, especially
with the addition of Al-related
threats” as abusiness priority, while
aninvestment firm leader wants New
Zealand to “join Australia’'s more
extensive cybersecurity
arrangements, while building our
ownover time”.

Energy worries shift to fuel
Electricity price increases scored
6.75/10,down from 7.41/10last year.
Security of energy supply fell from
7.26/10106.63/10.

Somerespondents say concerns
about energy have shifted towards
fuel and gasrather than electricity.

“My rating on security of energy
supply relates to petroleum-based
fuel security,” says an energy sector
director.“Iamalotless concerned
about security of supply in the
electricity sector, and indeed overall
energy security and total energy
costs would improve if we had more
energy independence —largely
electricity-driven.”

Another respondent singles out
“gasavailability and price”.

Policy risk

With the election approaching, many
respondents worry about whata
change of government could mean
for business settings.

Australia

Tim McCready

Businessleaders are increasingly
worried about losing skilled New
Zealanders across the Tasman.

Asked how concerned they were
about theloss of critical skilled
personnel to Australia and other
overseas markets, respondents to this
year’s Mood of the Boardroom survey
gaveanaveragerating of 352 out of
5,wherelwas “not at all concerned”
and 5 was "very concerned”.

Just over half (52%) rate their
concernat4or 5, including 21% who
say they are very concerned. Just 2%
say they aren’t concerned at all.

The pull towards Australiahas
intensified inrecent years, driven by
higher wages, alarger labour market
and strong demand for skills.

Stats NZ figures show 47,500
people departed for Australiain the
year to December 2025, while 19,000
moved in the other direction —anet
loss of 28,500 people — only slightly
down from 31,100 a year earlier.

Under the Trans-Tasman Travel
Arrangement, New Zealand citizens

“Employment legislation —and the
prospect of wholesale changes under
anew Government —makes it
difficult for business to evolve their
internal capability,” says EMA chief
executive John Fraser-Mackenzie.

A professional director is
concerned “about anew Government
becoming more interventionist in the
economy and increasing debt. That
just makes New Zealand less efficient
and attractive todobusinessin.”

Aninsurance CEO points to
“extreme political views on tax and
thebelief that success should notbe
celebrated. Thisleadsusto
mediocrity.”

Otherscite “sovereignrisk”and
“poor quality politicians” among their
domestic concerns.

Anenergy CEO warns against
derailing what they see as a healthier
recovery.

“The economy is experiencinga
realrecovery rather than an artificial
consumer demand-driven one.

“Weneed to take carenot totip
itupside down with ill-thought-out
policy settings that punish those in
primary industries and energy who
aredrivingtherecovery.”

Concern about labour productivity
remains high at 6.60/10.

“Therealissueis productivity, not
simply growth,” says Arup’s New
Zealand country leader Mayurie
Gunatilaka.

-
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Atthe other end of the scale, the
dairy price slump (4.39/10), emissions
reduction policies (4.49/10) and
immigration settings (4.78/10) were
theleast concerning domestic issues
for New Zealand executives.

Simplicity founder Sam Stubbs
says the concerns should be keptin
perspective.

“New Zealand is well placed
internationally. Domestic doom and
gloom needs tobe put into context.
Itis worse in most other OECD
countries,” he says.

Mixed fortunes across industries
Despite those concerns, optimism
about conditions within executives’
ownindustries haslifted overall. On
ascale wherelmeans ‘muchless
optimistic’ thana yearagoand5
means ‘much more optimistic’,
respondents rated the business
situation in their own industry at
3.42/5. This compares to 2.47/5in the
last election year.

Some 57% of respondents are more
optimistic than a year ago, including
11% who are much more optimistic.
Just 20% are less optimistic.

Thebiggest turnaroundisin
energy. Utilities and energy
respondentsrated their industry at
3.93/5,up from 2.40/5last year, when
they were near the bottom of the
table.

Manufacturing, and transport and

b M ] ol
ﬂ.,_f;_ iy

e

logistics (both 4.00/5) were the most
upbeat sectors, followed by food and
beverage (3.75/5), technology (3.71/5)
and financial services (3.64/5, up from
347/5).

“Hospitality has started torecover,
as evidenced by tourist numbers,”
says a food distribution boss.

China Travel Service’s Lisa Liis
“generally more optimistic about the
tourism and travel industry than I
wasa year ago. Despite uncertainties
around oil prices, exchangeratesand
the wider global environment, New
Zealand’s inbound tourism continues
to grow inboth volume and value.”

Last year’sleaders havelost
ground. Agriculture and agribusiness
optimism slipped from 3.80/5 to
3.54/5, whilereal estate fell further,
from 3.80/5t03.20/5.

“Political leadership at alocallevel
isnot there,” says an agribusiness
leader. “Far too much populism
driving very short-term decision
making.”

Professional services is now the
least optimistic of the major sectors,
at 2.85/5,down from 3.47/51ast year.

Entertainment and leisure has
recovered from the bottom of last
year’s table, rising from 2.20/5 to
3.20/5, though challenges remain.
One venue chief executive cites “the
current constraints of attracting
major entertainment content to New
Zealand”.

Top domestic
concerns
What impact do you feel
the following domestic

concerns have on business
confidence in NZ?

1=No concern
10 = Extremely concerned

Top
10
Election policy uncertainties | 7.62
Fuel costs 752
Cyber attacks 722
Infrastructure constraints 708
Cost of living pressures 707
Electricity price increases 6.75
Inflation 6.66
Security of energy supply 6.63
Labour productivity 6.60
Weak consumer demand | 6.35
Fconomic
issues
Government spendinglevel | 6.29
Government debt levels 6.29
Ratesincreases 5.97
Interest rate hikes 5.94
Resource management/
land use uncertainties 546
Exchange rate settings 519
Reserve Bank settings 5.03
Corporate tax
competitiveness 5.03
Housing unaffordability 4.89
Crime, law and order 4.85
Immigration settings 478
Emissions reduction policies | 449
= é Business
LLI= issues
Cost of capital 5.90
Skills and labour shortages | 5.66
Supply chain problems 5.62
Wage increases 5.27
Unemployment levels 514
Dairy prices slump 4.39
Herald Mood of the Boardroom CEOs Survey 2026 /
Herald Network graphic

continues to attract our skilled talent

canliveand workin Australia
indefinitely. Since July 2023, New
Zealanders who havelivedin
Australia for four years also havea
direct pathway to Australian
citizenship.

Arecurring concernamong chief
executivesis theloss of young New
Zealanders who cannot see enough
opportunity at home. “New Zealand
needstobeacountry where talented
people see opportunities,” saysan
engineering CEO. “There are just no
jobs for them and they areleaving
tofind opportunities and potentially
won't comeback.”

Mainfreight Group’s managing
director, Don Braid, is seeing the trend
first-hand: “The number of our
younger graduate recruitments
moving offshore hasincreased in the
past12months.”

A state-owned enterprise chief
reports the same pattern: “Weare
seeing anincreased loss of youth
around 23 to 30 leaving New Zealand
withno intention of returning.”

A professional services director is
particularly concerned about young

men. ‘It seems harder and harder for
our young male graduates to secure
rolesinareally tight labour market,”
they say.

For others, the pressureis
concentrated in industries competing
directly with Australian employers.

A constructionboss points to the
“loss of key talent to increased
opportunitiesin Queensland”,as the

The number of our
younger graduate
recruitments
moving offshore
has increased in the

past 12 months.
Don Braid, Mainfreight

stateramps up infrastructure invest-
ment ahead of the 2032 Brisbane
Olympics. Their answer is to “get jobs
out ASAP and stick to the plan”.

A healthcare executive says the
country needs to “stop New Zealand
doctors and nurses leaving the
country” by making it more attractive
tostay.

Itisn’tjust frontline skills. “We are
anet exporter of leadership talent,”
says another professional services
leader.

Could the tide be turning?

Despite the concern, some think the
tideisabout to turn. Economist
Cameron Bagrieisrelatively relaxed.
“Australiais headed into adownturn
and with that we will see alot of
people come to New Zealand.”

Areal estate chief says they are
already seeing it happen.

“Weare seeing many New
Zealandersreturning and buying or
renting here again.”

They attribute that partly torecent
changesin Australia, saying the
property market has cooled and left
many people “with less money in
their hands”.

Whether the migration cycle turns
onitsown or not, the concern running
through many of theresponsesis that
New Zealand cannotrely on
returning expats to solveits skills
problem. Italso hasto give talented
people — particularly younger New
Zealanders —enoughreasontostay.

Anenergy CEO putsit plainly: “We
need these skills back for the
potential economic boom in front of
us.”
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Geopolitics to the
fore as the war in
Iran impacts fuel
prices and causes
headaches for
planning, writes
Tim McCready

year ago, tariffs and great-

power rivalry dominated

boardroom concerns. This

year, the fuel crisis and oil
priceshave taken over.

Asked torate international risks to
business confidence, respondents to
this year’s Mood of the Boardroom
survey put the fuel crisis at the top
of thelist, with a score 0f 7.86/10, on
ascale where lrepresents “no
concern”and 10 represents
“extremely concerned”.

“While New Zealand hasalarge
moat around it, we remain highly
exposed to global events and
movements in global markets,” says
abanking executive. Linked to this,
oil prices followed at 7.59/10, up
sharply from 6.45/10 last year.

Geopolitical volatility,last year’s
top concern, now ranks third. Its
score has slipped slightly, from
7.28/10t07.23/10,and it hasbeen
overtaken by the energy shock stem-
ming from conflict in the Middle East.

For some, the conflicts have made
planning almost impossible. “The
wars inIran and Ukraine make
forecasting very difficult,” says one
chief executive.

“Geopolitical risk has gone
backwards since the last survey,” says
oneinvestment firm director.

Institute of Directors chief
executive Kirsten Patterson says the
shift is showing up in theboardroom.

Fuel shock tops global risk list

“Cyber security has been the global
issue keeping directors awake for
years, but geopolitics has now
overtakenit.”

Tariffs fade, protectionism
remains

Company chairperson Sarah Ottrey
says “real wars, soaring energy costs,
trade wars and trade posturing” are
“negatively impacting rules-based
systems and have undone decades
of good work on multilateralism, and
we cannot assume that these systems
willreturn to the previous.

“Increasing tariffs and non-tariff
barriersbring additional cost into key
sectorslike food production ata time
when food security around the world
isarumbling volcano.”

US tariffs have slipped from third
placelast year (6.95/10) to eighth
(6.49/10). Political tensions between
the USand China, rated 6.99/10 last
year, have fallen to 6.39/10. But
concern about thebroader retreat

from open trade remains high. Protec-

tionismisrated 6.97/10, while rising
nationalism has eased only slightly,
from 6.54/10last year to 6.41/10.

“Increased tariffs and protect-
ionismare a concern for asmall
trading nation at the bottom of the
world,” says a professional director.

Synlait acting CEO Leon Fung
names the “global trend of
nationalism, protectionism and
geopolitical tensions” among the top
issues facing the nation.

Anotherrespondent isblunt: “The
dead hand of ‘America first’ is ablight
onallour houses.”

New Zealand International
Business Forum’s Felicity Roxburgh
warns: “Conflict in our ownregion
would be severely damaging for

Top international risks

What impact do you feel the
following intermational
risks have on business
confidence in NZ today?

1=No concern
10=Extremely concerned '_._

Fuel crisis 786
Oil Prices 759
Geopolitical volatility 723
Cyber attacks 719
Protectionism 6.97
Global recession 6.95
Al - major disruption 6.91
US tariffs 649
Rising nationalism 641
US-China tensions 6.39

Rising freight costs 6.37
Supply chainissues 6.36
Chinese economic

slowdown 563
Unfavourable currency
realignments 5.62
Access to foreign direct
investment 5.61
Major weather events 547
Availability of well-priced
insurance 547
Natural disasters 5.38
USdebtlevels 5.27
Sharp fall in asset prices 5.27
Russia-Ukraine war 5.26
Climate change imperative | 4.99
Food security 45
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The dead hand of
‘America first'is a
blight on all our
houses.

Survey respondent

exporters and our access to global
supply chains.”

Supply chainissues haverisen to
6.36/10, from 5.75/10, whilerising
freight costs have climbed to 6.37/10,
from 5.68/10, as higher energy prices
feed through the system.

Foodstuffs North Island chief
executive Chris Quin says those
pressures flow straight through to
shoppers. “New Zealand relies
heavily oninternational food supply
chains, so what happenstothe
exchangerate,aswellas
international supply and shipping
costs, ultimately flows through to
what New Zealanders pay for many
products.”

Concern about access to foreign
direct investment has also crept up,
from5.34/10t05.61/10.

One professional services CEO
says the shiftis already visible: “Our
global parent had been very

enthusiastic about New Zealand, but
now the appetite is very limited.”

Anagritechinvestmentleader
says: “Thereis so much geopolitical
and market uncertainty itis
challenging to takerisk given
uncertainty. It needs a higher risk
appetite than usual”

Some globalrisks recede
Somerisks have eased. Rising United
States national debt fell from 6.21/10
t05.27/10. Major weather events
dropped from 6.18/10 t05.47/10,and
the Russia-Ukraine war from 5.92/10
t05.26/10.

Arup’s New Zealand country
leader Mayurie Gunatilaka argues
that our best defence isat home. “New
Zealand needs stronger economic
resilience: diversified export markets,
reliable energy, efficient infrastruc-
ture, sound fiscal settings and stable
policy that givesbusiness confidence
toinvest despite a volatile global
environment.”

Simplicity founder Sam Stubbs
sees constant vigilance as part of the
job.“Ifasaleader you aren't perma-
nently alittle concerned about the
state of the world, you aren't doing
yourjob.”

Deloitte chief executive Mike
Horne calls for “amore active up and
outwards approach to the world. We
areanisland nation, but can'tbean
island as to how we approach the
global economy, technology and
connectedness.”

Ottrey sees an upside. “Negative
global impacts highlight the
competitive advantage thatis
Aotearoa New Zealand — a stunning,
safe destination for travel and the
world-class producer of high-quality,
trusted protein and other food.”

Backing business.
Building the future.

We're New Zealand's largest business advocacy body, advocating for the policy settings that
enable enterprise, investment and productivity for thousands of New Zealand businesses.
Backed by the country's most respected economic and policy voices, together we ensure
the voice of business is heard, and acted on.

Make sure your voice counts.

businessnz.org.nz

BusinessNZ 4

THE VOICE OF BUSINESS
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Corporate NZ is ready to spend again

CEOs expectations over the next12 months

Mood of the
Boardroom
Duncan
Bridgeman

ew Zealand chief
executives are preparing
for growth by increasing
investment, particularly in
technology and capital projects.
However, they remain unconvinced
that stronger revenues will
necessarily translate into higher
profits, reflecting lingering concerns
about costs, consumer demand and
the uneven nature of therecovery.
According to the Herald's Mood of
the Boardroom survey, 75% of CEOs
expect their businesses torecord
revenue growth in the coming year,
up from 73% this time last year,and
abiglift on the 55% reported in
October 2023 —at the time of thelast
general election. Just5% are
expectinglessrevenue growthin
their businesses in the year ahead.
Despite this, the survey shows
company profit expectations have
stayed still, with 62% forecasting
increased profits over the next 12
months, compared to 61% this time
last year and 44% in October 2023.
Hiring intentions remain subdued.
Just 32% of respondents plan to
increase staff numbers, while 22%
expectadecrease and 44% expect
tokeep the status quo. This time last
year 31% said they planned toinc-
rease staff numbers, 34% expected a
decrease and 34% expected to stay
the same. Itisa meaningful improve-
ment on the 2023 election year,
when only 25% of respondents said
they intended hiring more staff.
The standout finding is businesses

it Unsure
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More
1
1

ﬁ 10139
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=

- =
Same 2% 5ly Same
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appear willing to spend again. There
hasbeen an upward shift among chief
executives when it comes to capital
expenditure. Half of those surveyed
(50%) said they were planning to
invest more, up from 43% this time
last year. Just 13% said they expected
to cutback on capital expenditure,
compared to 21% last year, with 37%
expecting to spend the same —up
slightly on the 34% reported last year.
IT spending intentions are increas-
ingly buoyant, with 62% expecting to
increase investment, compared to
59% last year and 46% in 2023.
Theresultsreflect a somewhat fra-
gile and uneven economic recovery,
which NZIER said was highlighted by
improvingbusiness confidence yet
weak household demand, profitabi-
lity and underlying activity. Exports
and construction are providing some
support, butinflation and therisk of
renewed oil price increasesleave the
next Government facing tight fiscal
and economic policy trade-offs,
NZIER said in its Insight report.
Longer term, NZIER says stronger
productivity will require greater
business investment, wider adoption
of technology and carefully targeted
infrastructure spending.

The export sector has beenboos-
ted by strong dairy price payouts and
Fonterra’s capital return to farmer
suppliers. Fonterra’s cashreturn
almost topped $20b this year when
the payout, dividend and return from
its consumer brands sale were tallied.

Across the wider corporate scene,
New Zealand listed companies
delivered a surprisingly strong
August 2026 reporting season.

Earnings growth outperformed
expectations while corporate
outlooks were noticeably more
positive despite lingering concerns
about high fuel costs and a pre-
election slowdown.

Following its analysis of the results,
Forsyth Barr determined thata
patchy economicrecovery appeared
tobe gaining traction, even if
companies remained cautious about
the pace of improvement.

Among 31 companies that reported
in August and September, 15beat
earnings expectations, seven met
expectations and nine missed.
Median normalised earnings per
share (EPS) growth was 21%, well
ahead of the 15.6% forecast, marking
the second consecutive major
reporting season, in which earnings
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growth wasboth double-digitand
above expectations.

Even excluding the electricity
generators, which benefited from
exceptionally strong conditions, EPS
growthstill cameinatahealthy 12%
compared with an 8% forecast,
Forsyth Barr noted initsreport.

Thebroking firm described the
season as “particularly healthy” and
noted it was the second consecutive
reporting period in which beats
outnumbered misses across the main
earnings measures.

The strongest signal for the year
ahead was management
commentary. Forsyth Barr found 13
companies delivered more positive
outlook statements, compared with
only five that became more negative.

Outlook upgrades were the single
biggest contributor toitsreporting
season scorecard and represented a
significantimprovement from the
May reporting period.

Thebroker said thisimprovement
“bodes well for the (somewhat
uneven) economicrecovery”and
reflects amore optimistic tone than
was evident three months earlier.

Companies with the most impro-
ved outlooks included Contact Ener-

gy, Channel Infrastructure, Mercury,
Summerset, Freightways, Heartland,
Scales, Skellerup, Sky TV, Spark,
Vector, Vista Group and Vulcan.

Forsyth Barr recorded 12 upgrades
toFY27 dividend forecasts against
only four downgrades, describing the
dividend trend as “areasonable
signal of economic recovery
optimism”.

Like the Mood of the Boardroom
survey, the outlook was not
universally positive. Forsyth Barr
highlighted higher fuel costs, weak
housing activity, a 5.6% unemploy-
mentrate and ongoing macroeco-
nomic uncertainty as key risks.

Companies with notably weaker
outlooksincluded Air New Zealand,
Steel & Tube, and the a2 Milk
Company.

However,in general, the positives
outweighed the negatives.

“Despite a seemingly fragile
domestic backdrop, elevated fuel
costs, and the inevitable pre-election
slowdown, outlook commentary
appears more positively skewed than
three months ago,” Forsyth Barr said.

@® DuncanBridgemanis NZME
Managing Editor — Business

Deloitte.

Together makes progress
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‘A four-way coalitionis
next-level complexity’

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

usinessNZ chief executive
Katherine Richis “cautiously
optimistic” that 2027 willbe
abetter year for the
economy and business performance.

“Isensethereisanincreasein
business confidence with growth
figures starting tobe positive. It's early
daysbut atleast we are headingin
theright direction.

“It's clear that households are
being cautious. . . untilthereisa
major boost to consumer confidence
to get people spending more.

“Surveys are still reporting that
households are feeling financially
worse off, and that's thereason the
election is being fought on the cost
ofliving.”

But whatRich, a former National
Party List MP, is feeling nervous about
isthe outcome of the election.

“The three-way coalition has
worked well. There’sbeen some
robust discussions and debates, and
that'sthe way itshould be.

“MMP has come of age.

“But going from three to a four-way
coalition is a next-level complexity.
That would be fascinating.

“The Opportunity Party leader
[Qiulae Wongl has performed well but
there hasn't been much scrutiny of
the six or seven MPs she could bring
with her into Parliament.”

Rich saysthe present coalition has
been areforming government and
the policy changes need timetobed
in. Business wants policy certainty.

“Business wants durable,
predictable settings to encourage
investment. The last thing it wantsis
for the next Government, whatever
the make-up, to undo what hasbeen
donein thelast three years —that
would be adisaster.”

She says the flip-flopsin
policymaking don’t work in New
Zealand. Thereform of the Resource
Management Act and in education,
foreign directinvestment and
employmentlaw haveallbeen
through a proper process.

“Some of the changes are not
instant fixes and some are starting to
befelt,and they shouldn't be undone.
We are seeking abipartisan approach
onmajor reforms, such as what's
been happening with the
infrastructure discussion.”

BusinessNZ produced a manifesto
intended as a practical resource for
the next Government and members
of the 55th Parliament. Here’'sa
snapshot of the policy demands:

@® Remove thestatutory obligation to
concludea collective agreement,
keepingbargaining voluntary, and

Our ambition shou

Scott St John

For generations, New Zealand’s
distance was described as a tyranny
—acost for businesses trying toreach
markets, attract capital or bringideas
home.

The digital world changes that.
Knowledge, software, research and
services are largely weightless,and
educationis the infrastructure that
enables a nation to create and export
them.

Education is more than social
policy or a hand-up. Done well, it
drives employment, earnings,
productivity and innovation.

Every political party says
education matters, but thereal test
iswhether we canbuild abroad
system ambitious enough to lift both
people and the economy.

Better attendance, strong
foundations in reading, writing and
mathematics,aknowledge-rich

~
By
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The three-way
coalition has
worked well.

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

allow employers to opt out of multi-
employer collective bargaining
where it does not suit their
operations.

@ Reducethecorporate taxrateand
lower barriers to investment — New
Zealand’s corporate tax rate sits
above the OECD average of 24.1%,and
astaged reduction from 28%,
alongside continued Overseas
Investment Actreform, will
strengthen New Zealand’s ability to
attract and retain capital.

@ Fiscal dragis pushing workersinto
higher tax bands without any
deliberate policy choice.Index
thresholds to CPI or wage growth to
preventbracket creep.

@ IncreasetheResearchand

curriculum, excellent teachersand
reliable assessment is what is
required to create world class schools
inNew Zealand.

Wealso need a sustained public
conversation about what children
learn and how well the system
prepares them for life and work.

But our ambition must extend
beyond schools.

In encouraging more young
peopleinto university, New Zealand
allowed vocational education —
trades and industry training — to
become a second-tier option, despite
persistent skills shortages and strong
opportunities for qualified
tradespeople.

The New Zealand Initiative’s 2025
Trade Routesreport notes that 11% of
16-to-19-year-olds are notin
employment, education or training,
while only 6 per cent participate in
workplace-based learning. It argues
that “trades academies” and

Development Tax Incentiveratetoat
least 25% — the current 15% rate is
internationally uncompetitive,
making New Zealand arelatively
unattractive location for R&D
activities compared with thelikes of
Australia, Ireland and Singapore.

@ Education: Stay the course on
curriculum and qualification reforms,
including the Foundational Skills
Award and new upper-secondary
certificates. Foundational literacy
and numeracy have declined, and too
many learners leave school without
work-ready skKills. Qualifications and
vocational pathways are not
consistently aligned with employer
needs.

@ Increasetherate of
Apprenticeship Boost for first-year
school leavers coming through
vocational pathways to support
transitions into work.

@ Retain Skilled Migrant Category
reforms, new residency pathways,
seasonal visas, and Active Investor
Plus settings. Businesses face delays
and uncertainty due to slow
processing by Immigration New
Zealand.

@ Exportand International Trade:
Reaffirm New Zealand’s leadership in
therules-based trading system and
pushback against protectionism,and
accelerate high-quality trade
agreements and economic
partnerships that deliver real market
access gains and create greater
choice andresilience for all New
Zealand exporters, including the
Maori economy.

@ Energy:Develop aforward-looking
national development map and long-
term network blueprint to better co-
ordinate transmission, distribution,
generation and major demand
planning.

@ Update electricity security
standards toreflect currentand
expected renewable generation,
hydrobehaviour,demand growth,
gasavailability, thermal plant
availability, storage and demand-side
flexibility.

@ Thereare ongoing concerns with
increasing and cumulative cost
recovery fromregulators, so the
Ministry for Regulation should
undertake areview of all levies to
ensure they are consistent with the
principles of good regulatory
practices outlined in section nine of
the Regulatory Standards Act.

“Gateway” programmes remain
fragmented add-ons, rather thana
coherent pathway from school to
work.

Wesshould establish a clear
vocational route alongside the
university track, with stronger
industry leadership and arecognised
qualification of equal status.

Germany shows what is possible:
89 per cent of vocational upper-
secondary students combine
classroom and workplace learning,
and 94 per cent of vocational
graduates are employed within two
years.

Adapting that model would
require Wellington tolet go.
Employers would help define
standards, schools would provide the
foundations, and young people
would move smoothly into
apprenticeships and work. Academic
and vocational excellence would
become partners.

BusinessNZis a sponsor of the
Herald’s Mood of the Boardroom
report

@® The Government must undertake
acomprehensivereview of the long-
term sustainability of NZ
Superannuation and healthcare
funding in light of demographic
change.

@ KiwiSaver shouldremain
voluntary unless compelling
evidence demonstrates that the
benefits of compulsory contributions
outweigh the economic and social
costs.

@ Local government: Greater
incentives for housing and
infrastructure growth, including
consideration of GST-sharing
arrangements with councils.

@ Health: A sustainable health
systemrequires greater investment
in prevention, timely treatment and
medicines that reduce demand on
therest of the system. New Zealand
allocates just 4.9% of public health
expenditure to pharmaceuticals,
compared with 13.3% across
comparable OECD countries.

Rich says BusinessNZ is optimistic
about the country’s future.

“Webelieve our best yearslie
ahead if we have the confidence to
back the people who create
opportunity, jobs and prosperity
every day —New Zealand’s
businesses.

“Weareasmall country withan
extraordinary record of innovation,
entrepreneurship and international
success. From small and family
businesses, Maori enterprises and
manufacturers to exporters, farmers,
technology companies and global
firmsheadquartered here, New
Zealand businesses have repeatedly
shown they can compete with the
very bestinthe world,” she says.

Rich saysbusinesses do not expect
the Government to create success,
however, they do expectitto provide
the conditions in which enterprise
cansucceed.

These are clear and durable policy,
sensible regulation, competitive tax
and investment settings, reliable
infrastructure, secure and affordable
energy, access to skilled people and
open markets, and the confidence to
invest for thelong term.

Universities and polytechnics are
equally important.

We should ask what it would take
tomove, say, the University of
Auckland from the world’s top 100
into the top 50, and to turn our
agricultural education and research
into a genuinely world-leading
platform.

Tertiary institutions should lead
applied researchin fields critical to
society and our future economy. But
research also needs stronger links to
entrepreneurs, venture capital and
global markets.

Government can helpby
rewarding businesses that host
researchers, test intellectual property
and incubate science alongside their
operations.

Fisher & Paykel Healthcare shows
the enduring value created when
engineering, science and commercial
discipline meet.

Government cannot deliver this

Topissues
facing
the nation

‘..“—"-_-‘-

Bryan Thomson
Harcourts Group

@® Ournumberoneissueisthe
quality of leadership at political
level.

We need leaders who canseta
vision and communicateitina
manner that gives our population
the confidence to be positive and
“haveago”. Thisis sadly lacking
across the political spectrumright
now.

@® Weneedalong-term vision for
New Zealand and cross-party
support for delivering.

Currently we have athree-year
cycle of political parties making
announcements and decisions
designed to get elected rather than
being designed for the long-term
success of us all as a nation.

We are the greatest little country
inthe world. We need to get out

of our own way and get on the front
foot.

@® Wehaveasegmentof our
society who have been left behind.
We see many of them living on the
streets.

We have afailing welfare system
and services for the disabled that
are far from fit for purpose. These
areas are staffed by people trying
to do their best with deep care but
they simply don’t have the
resources.

We need toreset our systemto
provide a hands-up platform to
allow everyone the opportunity to
succeed, and a welfare system that
ensures those of us who simply are
unableto support ourselves have
the safety netany successful
community would expect.

To have children and adults unable
tofeed or house themselvesin
2026 in New Zealand should be
simply unacceptable to usall.

d extend beyond schools

agenda alone, though.

Employers must invest in training
and open workplaces to learners.
Universities and polytechnics must
reward collaboration and
commercialimpact, schools must
present trades and degrees as equally
serious choices and parents must let
go of theidea that success has only
one educational shape.

Funding willalwaysbe
constrained but that makes a clear
national debate about priorities more
important, notless.

New Zealand will never win
through scale, but we can win
through talent, knowledge and the
speed with which we turnideasinto
value.

Becoming an education-led nation
isan ambition capable of changing
our future.

@ Scott St John is the Chair of Mercury
Energy and ANZ Bank New Zealand
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Topissues facing the nation
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-(Os have their sa

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
Zealand while specifying a
relatively small number of
strong worker protections that
are simple, balanced and
predictable.

@ Global capital investment. We
need to increase the
attractiveness of overseas
funds and HNW 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 action we need a stable
sense of long-term direction
and policy settings, along with
amature longer-term
discussion on the key issues
driving debt and affordability.

@ Ambition. Look through
uncertainty, and be prepared
to take some risk and a more
active up and outwards
approach to the world — we
are an island nation but can’t
be anisland as to how we
approach the global economy,
technology, and
connectedness.

Mayurie Gunatilaka
Arup New Zealand

@ We are 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 infrastructure more
reliable.

@® We have 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
growth well behind the OECD
average weighs heavily. While
we can't fix scale and
geographic isolation
challenges we 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
development will help too.

@ Cost of living. Sustained
productivity improvements
are needed to deliver real
income growth. Considering
the construction sector alone,
productivity improvements
that deliver more affordable
housing would 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. We would ideally
have minimum 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
investiment.

@ Pressure on Health Services.
Public/private partnerships to
shorten the wait list, lift public
health system productivity
and reduce wasted costs.

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

Blair Turnbull

Milford Asset Management

@ Confidenceinthe governingand
economic environment. This could be
resolved through bipartisan
consensus on whatis best for our
future prosperity.

@ Lack of investment ininfrastructure.

Resolved through bipartisan support
for appropriate, long-term funding of
key projects.

@ Poor savings culture with
unsustainable Super settings.
Resolved, again, through bipartisan
support of sensible reform.

John Fraser Mckenzie, EMA

@ Stability and certainty in key
business settings: increase bi-partisan
approach and long-term planning.
Allow policies to be implemented and
assessed before changing. The
National Infrastructure Planis agood
example of this approach.

@ Reliableand resilientenergy: a
formal 30-year Energy Plan that
covers generation and distribution.
Well communicated solocal and
international business can have
confidence of supply.

@ Develop anintegrated workforce
and skills strategy in consultation with
business —aligned with immigration
and education settings.

Doug Paulin, Sealord

@ Fuel pricing.

@ Political uncertainty.

@ Populist policies from all parties.

Roger Gray, Port of Auckland

@ Reduce both centraland local
government debt. Cut spending at all
levels of governmentand returnto
surplus.

@ Reduce the waste at both levels of
government, reduce the number of
non-core programs thatdon’t deliver
for the people. We need to radically
cutlocal and central government

public sector staff levels.
@ Build the infrastructure we need for
the next100 years.

John Plato, Plato Creative

@ | think the left bloc government is
nuts with their tax policies, this will kill
growth andinnovation.

@ Bipartisan agreementson
infrastructure programmes and
10-year planning to stop waste.

@ Rising cost of living and low
productivity puts pressure on wage
growth and cost pressures of business.

Matthew Cockram

Cooper and Company

@ Productivity: investin productive
infrastructure.

@® Common purpose: stronger, legible
coherent leadership narrative.

John McWhirter

Wools of New Zealand

@ Poor leadership and co-governance.
@ High costs are making NZ globally
uncompetitive.

@ Lack of capital, investment and
business acumen.

Leonard Sampson

Portof Tauranga

@ Address the critical infrastructure
deficit through a30-year bipartisan
infrastructure pipeline, supported by
enabling regulatory settings, including
RMA reform.

@Lifting productivity and economic
growth. Weak productivity growth
constrains wages, competitiveness
and living standards. Sustained
economic growth requires greater
investmentininnovation, skills,
infrastructure and capital formation
@ International competitiveness and
resilience — New Zealand'’s prosperity
depends heavily on global trade.
Global tensions, trade disruptions,
changing energy prices and shiftsin
supply chains create ongoing

uncertainty. New Zealand needs to
remain competitive, expand into more
markets, strengthenitsresilience and
attractinvestment as global trade and
shipping continue to change.

Kim Ballinger, AsureQuality

@ Clear vision for the country, what
New Zealand will and will not be —i.
e.what we will be famous for.

@ Productivity, use of Aland
technology for both efficiencies and
growth.

@ Health system —requires total
overhaul and transformation
considering all 12 elementsin
McKinsey operating model, butin
particular process and system
architecture and building blocks.

LisaLi

China Travel Service (N2)

@ Drive sustainable growth across
both inbound and outbound travel,
with astronger focus on value rather
thanvolume alone.

@ Strengthen product innovationand
customer experience, responding to
changing traveller expectations for
more personalised, authenticand
high-quality experiences.

@ Build resilience and capability
through stronger partnerships, digital
development and investmentinour
people, while navigating global
economic and geopolitical
uncertainties.

Sam Stubbs, Simplicity

@ Governance mindset towards
growth.

@ Too many lobbyists and easy access
toinfluencein Wellington.

@ The ongoing impost of bank and
other duopoly oligopoly cartels.

Mark McCutcheon

Rheem New Zealand

@ National debt levels, the need to
reduce debt, and the impact this has

onour ability to fund growth.

@ How NZ thrives through the next
technology revolution.

@ Anorderly electrification transition
and how we plan for this through
changing policies between three year
elections, while investment
timeframes are much longer than this.

Justin Watson

Christchurch International Airport
@ Make New Zealand easier to invest
inand do business with.

@ Costof infrastructureand
compliance: reformto create asystem
that can get things done quicker and
cheaper.

@ We need to earn more fromtherest
of the world by accelerating
agriculture and tourism exports.

Don Braid, Mainfreight

@ Investmentininfrastructure.
@ Government performance.
@ Economic confidence.

Leon Fung, Synlait

@ Unstable governmentand
inconsistent governance policy/
directions.

@ Global trend of nationalism,
protections and geopolitical tensions.
@ Increasing energy and labour costs.

CraigDavidson, Aecom

@ Our inability to engage in the hard
conversations around prioritisation.
Soaring healthcare costs, funding
retirement, climate change/
retrenchment are all examples where
hard choices are needed. Elect —and,
importantly, support —individuals
who have the courage to engage and
debate topics that needto be
addressed.

@ Leadership capability: weareanet
exporter of leadership talent. We need
to consolidate public sector entities to
ensure we are not spreading our
limited leadership depth too thin.

@ Minor partiesare havinga
disproportionate impact on policies.
Voters are not getting what they
thought they voted for. Ultimately,
MMP is not delivering its promises.

Michelle Palmer

Retirement Villages Association

@ Cost of living and affordability: focus
on productivity, housing supply and
reducing cost pressures on
households and businesses.

@ Constant reform and regulatory
change: consolidate, simplify and
allow businesses and communities
time toabsorb and implement change
before launching further major reform.
@ Pressure on the health system:
prioritise access, workforce capacity
and practical improvements that
deliver better frontline outcomes.

Cameron Bagrie

Bagrie Economics

@ | seealot of talk of a cost-of-living
crisis, which is masking the real crisis:
anincome crisis. You fix the latter via
productivity.

@ Fixing educationrequires
addressing alot of societal evils that
have entered the classroom, such as
poverty.

@ Infrastructure: we build stuff and
mismanage it. We need a NZ Super
Fund-style organisation that manages
Crown physical assets.

Mike Hearn, Amcham

@ Cost of living: we need strong
policies to grow the economy. Easing
financial strain by adjusting income tax
thresholds, reducing regulatory costs
on businesses to lower consumer
prices, and boosting national
productivity.

@ Strong government policies to
encourage and support businesses.
@ Healthcare: significantincrease in
funding is needed to support the
sector.
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Businesses must invest for growth

Westpac CEO warns
election policy
uncertainty is
holding back
investment, writes
Andrea Fox

utting investment on hold

based on the assumption our

uncertain world will one day

return to “normal” no longer
feelslike theright decision, says
Westpac NZ chief executive
Catherine McGrath.

“How the world is operating has
definitely changed from where it was
five or six years ago, soI think this
regularity of shocks and uncertainty
we'vebeen dealing with foralong
period of time is thenorm.”

Businesses that have long deferred
investment are starting to see thisand
determining they need toinvest to
drive their growth, irrespective of
global events, she says.

Westpac NZ plans toincrease
capitaland IT spending despite
expecting flat revenue, profit decline
and staff numbers tofall.

“We expect the economy to start
to getbetter. Economists are telling
us we should expect about 3% growth
next year. But competitionisreally
fiercein the financial services and
banking sectors, so that's what's
driving therevenue flat despite the
fact we're seeing a bit of growth in
the economy.

“Cyber-spend isanarea that’s
definitely going up for the bank to

__‘

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

make sure we continue to protect our
customersreally well but also to
ensuretools are used in the right way
tofree up our teams a bit more so
they can spend even more time
talking to customers.”

McGrathidentifiesregulation,
infrastructure and government
policy uncertainty as the three
biggest constraints on economic
growth. “The thing that's most
challenging is the chopping and
changing of policy and regulation and
therefore, what's happening with
infrastructure.”

Catherine McGrath

Sheurges New Zealand to
recognise thatin the world’s new
operating “norm”, predictability isan
asset and that the country hasa
stellar reputation internationally asa
stable economy,agood placetodo
business and a safe harbour for
capital from overseas.

“Weneed to make sure those
assetsand the way we're seen
continue tobe strengthened as
opposed to eroded.

“It'sareal opportunity for usto
continue to stand up as a country, as
abit of ashininglight of sanity ina

world that’s feeling less predictable.
Sousbeing predictable, witha very
strong democracy,avery cohesive
society and therefore a great place to
bothliveandinvestis, I think, really
important.”

Asto what infrastructure decision
the next government could make that
would mostboost productivity,
McGrath saysit's not about wholesale
change.

“Itsabout staying on the pathin
terms of decisions already made and
letting businesses and offshore
investors see thereisabipartisan
agreement about how infrastructure
isdone and delivered in New
Zealand.”

McGrathis highly concerned
about the impact of election policy
uncertainty, while acknowledgingit’s
an “inevitable consequence” of an
electoral system that produces
coalition governments.

“What'sbecoming increasingly
clear, if it wasn't before, is that you
might vote for Party A and they then
need todoacoalition agreement with
acouple of other parties.

“Therefore, the policies you end up
with by definition and by the
construct of the systemare
compromised in one way, shape or
form. This hasits upsides butitalso
has downsides —and thatis
uncertainty.”

Asked if political volatility is
becoming an economic
competitiveness issue, McGrath says
oncoreareas like infrastructure, the
country needs tohavemorethana
three-year view and bipartisan
supportisreally important.

“Itdoesn’'t matter whether it's big
bits of infrastructure like roading or
whether it's overhauling the
education system, there are things

Westpac is a sponsor of the Herald'’s
Mood of the Boardroom report

that we simply can’t afford to change
every threeyears.”

McGrath says for New Zealand to
become genuinely competitive for
international capital, “it's about
overseas investorsbeing able tohave
real confidence in the way our
Government looks atbusiness, the
way we make longer-term decisions
and not chop and change every three
years.

“Continuing to have an amazingly
stable democracy and a very
cohesive community are all thingsI
think really help us be competitive
for investment on the world stage.”

She doubles down on her view that
the time for Kiwi businesses to hope
for areturn to plain sailing withno
economic uncertainty is over. “That
means businesses need to make sure
they're future-fit, which means
investing for growth, better customer
service, productivity, whatever is
mostimportant to them.

“The fundamentals we can see are
heading in theright direction and our
economists are currently predicting
3% GDP growth, so for investing in
thingslike cyber protection or
whatever you need to make your
businessfit for the future, now feels
likeareally good time.”

Driving the improved outlook is
the expectation that therewards from
strong agri-sector performance will
start flowing from rural regions to
cities next year, and conservative-
spending consumers adjustingtoan
uncertain world.

“We'reall getting used tothe
uncertainty that is our new norm.”

DENTONS

Redefining possibilities. Together, everywhere.
With New Zealand legal expertise and global reach,
Dentons helps business leaders navigate change,

manage risk and turn ambition into action.

© 2026 Dentons. Dentons is a global legal practice providing client services worldwide through its member firms and affiliates.
Please see dentons.com for Legal Notices.
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CEOs like the way
Barbara Edmonds
engages with
business but
wonder whether
the numbers stack
up, writes
Graham Skellern

nthelead-up totheelection,

Barbara Edmonds has more

than held her ownin the debates

ontheeconomy. The
parliamentary two-termer has also
beenmore forceful.

When challenged, she quickly
points out that she’sbeen atax lawyer
for more than 10 years, she’sbeenan
analyst for tax policy development
and she’sbeen an adviser for both
National and Labour ministersin
government. “Iknow what I'm talking
about.”

Atthe ASB Great Debatein
Queenstown, Edmonds wasted little
time in acknowledging Actleader
David Seymour’sremark, evenif it
was a quip, that she’s “one of the
smartest peoplein the Labour Party.”

Theboardroomiis still not quite
sure about the Labour Party finance
and economy spokesperson’s
credentials and vision.

Thebusiness leaders were asked:
Has Edmonds (the MP for Mana)
presented herself asa credible
Minister of Finance? The response
was: 55% said yes, 30% no and 15%
were unsure. This hardly changed
from last year’s Mood of the Board-
room survey when 53% said yes, 26%
were unconvinced and 21%
undecided.

Thebusiness leaders wanted more
detail on Edmonds’approach and
plans. Labour’s fiscal strategy and
economic and tax policies are out.

Aninvestment banker said
Edmonds was credible, engaging,
caring and smartbut she will get
eaten up by her political colleagues,
though.

Willingness to engage

Don Braid, group managing director
of Mainfreight, said there wasan
element of capability but “we are yet
to see that flourish amongst the
electionrhetorics.”

Anenergy chief executive said: “1
don’'t agree with all her positions,
however her understanding of the
issues and willingness to engage with
business hasbeen impressive.”

Edmondslaid out her vision
during the Queenstown Great Debate:
‘Twant a New Zealand where your
friends, children and family can make
afuture here. In order todo that, we
need an economy that works for
everyone, not justafew.

“Weneed to ensure we support job
creation and back our business,
especially the 97% in New Zealand
that are small businesses,and we
need to deal with the cost of living.

“WhenlIgoupanddownthe
country,andrightherein
Queenstown where a number of your
workers are struggling, they say the
cost of living is the number one issue.

“Labour has a plan to tackle all
threekey areas,and 'm going tobe
the next Minister of Finance, not
Chloe Swarbrick, not Nicola Willis.I'm
hereto ensure we have an economy
foreveryone.”

Later, Edmonds said “the number
one thing young people want from
usadultsistofigure out how they
keep their future.

“They need to have jobs when they
come out of the education system.
Weneed to support the businesses
to create the jobs, and we can support

Does Barbara Edmonds present as a credible Finance Minister?

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

those jobs staying in New Zealand.
“Alis going tobe an opportunity
aswellasadisruptor. How do you
think about the future of work for our
young people? Are they learning the
skills at university, polytechnic,
secondary and primary schools to
lead them to the future of work?
“Part of our Al strategy ishaving
theleadership with the Department
of Prime Minister and Cabinet. Alis
already here. How do we safeguard
the kids? How do we protect copy-
right, data sovereignty, privacy? It
needs strong leadership andright at
the top, under the Prime Minister.”

Fiscal plan

Labour’sfiscal plan seesareturn to
surplus by 2029/30 using the original
operating balance before gains and
losses (Obegal) including ACC;
reducing net debt to 20% of gross
domestic product (GDP);and core

Crown expenditure and revenue held
at 33% of GDP when the capital gains
tax is fully implemented.

Anew Parliamentary Budget
Office would be established to
independently analyse the books and
every party’s spending commitment.
The Reserve Bank would have a dual
mandate: price stability (tackling
inflation) and maximum sustainable
employment.

Twobusiness leaders provided
interesting perspectivesto the
economic and fiscal plan.

Chris Quin, chief executive of
Foodstuffs North Island, said
Edmonds has demonstrated a
willingness to engage and hear a
range of perspectives on economic
issues, which is an important part of
therole.

“While opinions will differ on
Labour’s economic policies, she has
generally presented herselfasa
considered and pragmatic voice
within the party.

“Whether sheis considered asa
credible future Minister of Finance
will ultimately depend on voters’
confidence in Labour’s broader
economic programme and its ability
tosupport growth, investment and
fiscal stability.”

Anne Gaze, founder of Gaze
Foundation and CampusLink, says
Edmonds cannot make her party’s
numbersaddup ..ataxbackground
isnot economicleadership.

“Labour is committed torestoring
full pay equity, abill Treasury once
put at around $13 billion, and her plan
doesnot putacost onit.

“The three-year fuel tax freeze has

nolinein her costingstable.

“Three free GP visits for everyone
are tobe paid for out of money
already set aside for existing health
pressures. Her capital gains tax raises
$2.8b against $24.5b of spending, and
even that depends on property prices
rising in a market that is going the
other way.

“Ayear ago, she would not say how
she would fix the structural deficit.
Shesstill hasnot. Thatisnota growth
agenda. Itis aspendinglist with the
awkward items left off the page.

“Thave seen no economic
leadership, no fiscal discipline and
nothing to suggest she understands
what it takes to grow an economy.”

Hayden Wilson, chair of Dentons
New Zealand, identified Edmonds as
the politician he would trust most
through another global economic
shock, rating her 4/5 as frontbench
performer and a credible Finance
Minister.

Labour’sbhest MP?

Aresearch chief executive went
further. “‘Edmondsis perhaps the best
MP in Labour’s ranks. She clearly
understands the issues yet seemed
unable tobring her party to arational
position on tax and spending.”

An agrimanufacturer said
Edmonds has shown admirable
willingness to engage with and listen
tobusiness but he’s not sure whether
she will be able to push back against
the more left-leaning policies
advocated by others in opposition.

Many CEOs agree she hasthe
ability —she needs more clearly
articulated positioning.

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 proposing a New Zealand
Future Fund by pooling dividends
from State-owned enterprises and
Crown Assets. It would repeal the
Investment Boost tax incentive and
expand the Elevate venture capital
fund by redirecting up to $50m a year
from the government contribution to
the NZ Super Fund.

It would raise the GST threshold
to $80,000, make big businesses pay
small suppliers within 15 days, back
30,000 apprentices with an
expanded apprenticeship boost,and
guarantee every eligible graduate
nurseajob.

Labour has pledged it willrestore
pay equity legislation within the first
100 days of being in power and it will
give a $4 an hour pay rise to 65,000
care and support workers from
January 1nextyear.

Taxingissues

One of the prickly policies is the 28%
capital gains tax on profits from
commercial and residential
investment properties sold after July
1nextyear.

Edmonds told the Queenstown
audience: “Labour is proposing a
simple, targeted capital gains tax
whichnine out of 10 New Zealanders
won't pay —it does not affect the main
home.

“If you are areal property investor,
thereisasectionin the Income Tax
Act where theincome you make from
buying and selling property is already
covered. We want people investing in
productive assets — this helps the
allocative efficiency, where you go
looking toinvest inland or business.
By taking away the tax advantage of
going into property, we want to even
that playing field.

“Thetargeted tax willnot tax you
on paper gains — thereisamedian
rule which I helped develop with the
tax working group in 2019. You will
havefive years from July 1,2027 to
provide either a market value or
rateable value, or a standard default
method by the IRD if you don't elect
it. Under the medianrule, you take
the highest of those two thingsand
youminus the disposal cost — that’s
therule of the tax working group.”

On splitting the supermarket
duopoly, Edmonds said Labour’s
policy is tobreak up the wholesale
and retail arms of the larger players.
“Why? The wholesale arm is the price
given to the smaller independent
firms — the independent butchers and
greengrocers.

“Weback them to get better prices
atthe wholesaler so they canbe
competitive. We are proposing
greater teeth for the Commerce
Commission.”

The central questionis: Can
Edmonds persuade CEOs that Labour
has a coherent, fully costed economic
strategy that will encourage
investment, improve productivity
and deliver better public services
without undermining fiscal
discipline?

Does Edmonds offer a genuinely
different and credible route to
growth, or is Labour still developing
the economic plan business wants to
see?

One suspects thereis stillmore
worktodo.
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fiscal

Nicola Willis wins
the business
credibility test —but
the growth
dividend remains
elusive, writes

Fran O’Sullivan

icola Willisheads to
election day with a solid
endorsement from the
business community —but
also a warning that credibility as
Finance Minister is not the same as
delivering the economic
transformation New Zealand needs.

The Herald's Mood of the
Boardroom survey found 74% of chief
executives and chairs considered
Willis a credible Minister of Finance
(Oneinfive (20%) disagreed, while
6% were unsure.

Thatisarespectableresult fora
minister who inherited a difficult
fiscal position from Labour’s Grant
Robertson and has had tonavigate
asluggishrecovery and international
economic shocks.

But the commentsreveal amore
qualified verdict. Willisreceives
credit for restoring spending
discipline, pursuing a pathback to
surplus and introducing incentives
for business investment. Yet critics
question whether she hasdone
enough to tackle debt, lift
productivity and create the
conditions for sustained growth.

Don Braid, chief executive of
Mainfreight, captured the uncertainty
surrounding the fiscal outlook: “Yet to
decideifitisall waffle or it has the
ability to deliver a surplus that weall
understand.”

Economist Cameron Bagrie argued
that three successive expansionary
Budgets had added to fiscal pressures
rather than addressed them. Greg
Gent of Dairy Holdings was more
blunt: “Debt continues toincrease,
that alone takes away her credibility.”

For Willis, the challengeis to
persuade voters that the
Government’s economic programme
isbeginning to deliver — while
convincingbusinessleaders that
fiscal repair will translate into
stronger investment and
productivity.

Fiscal discipline, but an unfinished
job

Willis’ supporters acknowledge that
sheinherited a difficult set of books
and hasbrought greater focusto
Government spending. Her caserests
onaprojected return to surplusin
2028/29, tax relief the Government
saysis fully funded, the Investment
Boost incentive and regulatory
reformintended to encourage
economic activity.

Anne Gaze gave Willis qualified
credit for holding new spending to
$21billionin the latest Budget and
setting out a path froman $11.9b
deficit to a forecast $2.6b surplus. She
also welcomed Investment Boost,
describing it as the first serious
incentive for business investmentin
years. But Gaze argued Willishad
stopped the deterioration without
undertaking the deeper reform
required. The core public service
remained around 63,000 people,
while the Crown’s annual wage bill
hadrisenby more than 45% since
2017.Core spending remained above
32% of the economy, against Willis’
own target of 30%.

Her verdict was that Willis had
stopped the bleeding but had not
operated.

Other respondents questioned
whether the Government had done
enough torestrain spending and

Is Nicola Willis a credible Finance Minister?

Beating up on the
banks, gentailers,
Foodstuffs and
other successful
New Zealand
businesses is cheap
politics and not in
the country’s
interests.

Chairperson

confront the long-term costs of an
ageing population. One argued that
the 2024 tax cuts camebefore the
deficithad been fixed, offsetting
much of the benefit of spending
restraint.

The concernis thatanear-term
surplus will not resolve the structural
pressures building on the public
finances.

Inadiscussion with the Herald,
Willisidentified KiwiSaver reform,
implementation of the national
infrastructure plan,achievinga
surplus and examining future
productivity-focused tax reformas
priorities if returned as Finance
Minister. Superannuation is another
looming challenge, with business
leaders arguing that changesrequire
advancenotice and cross-party
agreement.

Thedistinction emerging from the

survey is between fiscal stewardship
and economic leadership. Willis is
credited with trying torestore order
tothe Government’s accounts, but
business wants greater ambition for
growth.

One utilities chief executive
described her as a “good steward of
the Finance portfolio” but said that as
Minister for Growth, she had been
“completely lacking”.

Investment Boost

The election campaign has
sharpened the debate over whether
National’'s economic policies are
delivering sufficient results.

Atthe October 14 ASB Great Debate
in Queenstown, Willis defended
Investment Boost, National’s flagship
incentive for business investment,
against Labour’s alternative
approach.

Her argument s that tax incentives
can encourage firms toinvestinnew
equipment, expand operations and
improve productivity. She has cited
businesses telling her that the policy
helped them proceed with planned
investments.

Inan earlier campaign finance
debate, Willis said the average asset
claimed under Investment Boost was
worthjust over $60,000,based on the
taxreturnsreceived at that point.

She argued that Labour’s proposed
$10,000 asset write-off would be too
limited for businesses with bigger
ambitions, such as abakery opening
another outlet or acompany
investing in machinery.

“Our policy creates certainty in the
tax environment,” Willis said,

claiming that Labour’s alternative
would impose an additional $5 billion
intax.

The exchange captures the
competing economic narratives
facing voters. Willisis pitching
continuity, investment incentives
and fiscal restraint as therouteto
recovery. Labour’s Barbara Edmonds
argues for a different approach,
including more targeted support for
smaller businesses.

Willis has alsoindicated that
further tax reform could be
considered if the fiscal position
permitsit, with an emphasis on
putting more money in workers’
pockets and encouraging businesses
toinnovate and invest.

Forbusiness leaders,however, the
testis not simply whether the policies
sound attractive. Itis whether they
generate measurableimprovements
ininvestment, productivity and
economic performance.

Foodstuffs controversy

One of the most damaging criticisms
inthe survey concerns Willis’
proposed structural separation of
Foodstuffs, which has exposed
tensions between National's pro-
business message and its willingness
tointervene in established
companies.

Somerespondents accept that
competition problems in super-
markets and banking need addre-
ssing. Othersbelieve Willis has
pursued politically attractive targets

atthe expense of investor confidence.

A company chairperson acknow-
ledged Willis had handled the fuel

challenge?

crisis well, restoring credibility
through her response. But the chair-
person argued that she too often
pursued the politics of an issuerather
than what was economically right.

“Beating up on the banks, gentai-
lers, Foodstuffs and other successful
New Zealand businesses is cheap
politics and not in the country’s
interests,” the chairperson said.

Another respondent questioned
what a National Minister of Finance
was doingleading attacks on the
business community, citing the
Fonterrabutter controversy and the
supermarket proposal.

The concernis that businesses
contemplating long-term
investments may begin to wonder
whether the rules will change after
they have committed capital.

The Foodstuffs proposalis
particularly contentious because the
Government’s own inquiry into
barriers to supermarket competition
identified issues such as zoning, slow
consenting and regulation. Critics
question whether restructuring an
established New Zealand-owned
cooperative addresses those
underlying obstacles.

Atthe ASB debate, Willis defended
the prospect of breaking up the super-
market duopoly, with reports of the
debate indicating she argued prices
could fallby 3-4%. Actleader David
Seymour pushed back, warning that
intervention could create uncerta-
inty and arguing that barriers tonew
entrants should be the priority.

The disagreement highlights the
difficulty for Willis: she must
demonstrate that competition reform
candeliver better outcomes for
consumers without undermining the
investment confidence National says
is essential to growth.

An election-year liability?

Willis’ prominence makes her
economic record central to National’'s
campaign. As Finance Minister and
deputy National leader, sheis one of
the most visible faces of the
Government’s case for re-election.

Her position is not without
strengths. The survey shows that
most businessleadersstillregard her
as credible, and her handling of fuel-
security pressures has attracted
positive comment. Supporters also
point to Investment Boost, trade
agreements and regulatory reformas
measures intended to improve the
economy’s medium-term prospects.

But her political exposureis
increasing as the campaign forces
National to defend the gap between
itseconomic promises and the
recovery experienced by households
and businesses.

Willis occupies the No. 2 spoton
National's 2026 party list, behind
Prime Minister Christopher Luxon.
Ontheface ofit, her formal list rank-
ing should not be vulnerable. Her poli-
tical standing, however, is tied to Nati-
onal’s electoral performance and
whether the party can persuade
votersits economic programmeis
working.

The survey suggests that business
leaders have not dismissed her.
Rather, some of those who accept her
stewardship are unconvinced she
hasdelivered enough on growthand
productivity.

The overall Mood of the
Boardroom verdict is that Willis has
retained substantial credibility, but it
is conditional. The 74% endorsement
gives her a platform; the 20% who
disagree, together with thereserva-
tions expressed by some supporters,
show how much remains tobe done.

Her ultimate test is not simply
whether she can deliver aforecast
surplus. Itis whether she can turn
fiscal management into sustained
growth, higher productivity and
greater business confidence —and
convince voters that National
deserves another term to finish the
job.
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Boardroom Election 2026

survey of businessleaders

revealsasharp divide over
both the Opportunity Party’s
prospects and Prime Minister
Christopher Luxon’s decisiontorule
out working with it. Chief executives
are divided on whether leader Qiulae
Wong has positioned Opportunity as
acredible Coalition partner: 41% of
respondents agree; 40% don'tand a
further 19% are unsure.

Some CEOs see Opportunity asa
fresh political voice capable of
attracting voters disillusioned with
established parties and potentially
offering amore workable coalition
partner than some of the existing
alternatives. Othersregarditstaxand
redistribution policies as
fundamentally incompatible with the
investment-led growth New Zealand
needs.

But even among those sceptical of
its policies, there isrecognition that
Opportunity’srise has created anew
dynamic in the election contest.

Wong hasbeen the wildcard at the
2026 election.

“She has transformed the
landscape for this election — well
done,” one energy CEO said.

The 38-year-old ex-business
consultant was parachuted into the
leadership of the Opportunity Party
after getting the job by answering an
advertisement on Seek.

Prominent list membersinclude
deputy leader Daniel Eb, whorunsa
communications agency, Wellington
public servant Jessica Hammond and
environmental policy specialist Dr
Kayla Kingdon-Bebb.

“Bizarrereally thatajobad fora
leader has worked so well,” said
Simon Bennett of Metro Performance
Glass.

Opportunity, formerly TOP, has

failed three times toreach Parliament.

But the party registered 8%
support on the latest INews Verian
poll translating into 10 seatsin
Parliament. If Opportunity’s support
holds ata similar level at the
November 7 election, it would bein
the kingmaker position to choose
between theright and left blocs.

The party’s headline policies are
an annual land-value tax on urban
property and a universal basic
income paid to every adult, alongside
compulsory KiwiSaver, climate
action and a $30,000 cap on political
donations.

There’s anirony with that last
policy: Opportunity has accepted six
gifts above that this year, worthmore
than $400,000. At the time of writing,
thatismore inlarge donations than
Labour hasreceived. Wong concedes
the opticsare awkward but says the
party must “play the game” to getinto
Parliament.

Many businessleaders are
impressed by Wong and
Opportunity’s performance but
unconvinced by policy.

This view is summed up wellby
the CEO of aresearch business:
“Opportunity presents as united and
media-savvy. Yet their policies donot
add upfiscally.”

Anne Gaze, founder and CEO of
Campus Link Foundation says:
“Wong will win votes at this election,
and not for her policies. She is young,
articulate, quick on her feetand
always smiling, and thatisnow what
wins elections.”

However, Gaze is more critical of
Opportunity’s policies.

Commenting on Opportunity’s
proposed land tax and $19,400
“citizen’sincome” she says: “Her
economic thinking isbackward, and
it would gut the productive,
investment-led economy New
Zealand needs.”

Another executive described the

Opportunity Party’s rise
reshapes the election

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

positioning of a centrist party capable
of working across the political divide
as politically astute, despite
questioning whether its policies were
economically credible.

The emergence of Opportunity has
alsoraised questions about the
importance of political presentation
inan election increasingly shaped by
media exposure and voter
dissatisfaction with established
parties. One agribusiness boss said
Wong had led the party welland
appeared a more credible coalition
partner on theleft than Te Pati Maori
or the Greens.

A utilities CEO agreed that theidea
of a centrist party was attractive, but
warned that Opportunity’sidentity
remained unclear.

N

“While Qiulaeisastrong
communicator, she struggles once
conversation goesbeyond the
prepared script,” the executive said.

Other CEOs were more dismissive,
questioning whether the party hada
coherent policy platformbeyond its
slogans.

“What do they stand for except
slogans?” asked Roger Gray, chief
executive of Port of Auckland.

Anenvironmental services
executive similarly criticised what
they saw as a lack of policies, while
an energy CEO described the party
as still coming across as “the doctor’s
party” — with an answer for
everything and arequest for consi-
derably more money to deliver it.

Tax and redistribution at the heart
of concerns

The most contentious aspect of
Opportunity’s programmeisits
proposed restructuring of the tax and
welfare system.

They have notbeenincludedin
Wong's five bottom-line policies for
any post-election negotiations.
“Taking key policies off the table as
non-negotiable undermines
credibility and smacks of political
opportunism,” says an agribusiness
manufacturer.

The party’s proposal for an annual
land-value tax of 1.75% on urban land
and 0.5% onruralland, alongside a
$19,400 annual payment to every
adult, including those receiving New
Zealand Superannuation, has drawn
particularly strong criticism from
businessrespondents.

These two proposals were among
theleast impressive of the policy
options assessed by respondents. The
annual land-value tax attracted a
weighted average score of just 1.31,
with 79% of respondents giving it the

lowest rating of one. Only 2% gave it
the highest rating of five.

The proposal toreplace main
benefits, including NZ Super, witha
$19,400 annual payment to every
adult scored only 1.47. Some 63% gave

National might have

to swallow this rat.
Energy CEO

itthe lowest rating, while just 1% rated
itfive.

Aninvestment banker described
the policies as “loopy”, although the
executive acknowledged that
Opportunity’s positioning as a party
potentially able to work with both
sides was politically astute.

Aresearch CEO also questioned
whether the party’s policies added up
fiscally, despite its united and media-
savvy presentation.

Theresults were not uniformly
negative. A proposal to establisha
renewable energy capacity invest-
ment scheme, with government
dividend revenuering-fenced,
received a weighted average of 2.46.

Simplifying income tax to three
brackets scored 2.45, while capping
political donations at $30,000 per
donor per party per electoral cycle
scored 2.35.

National’s decision: tactical
success or strategic mistake?
National leader Christopher Luxon’s

decision torule out a coalition
arrangement with Opportunity has
generated its own debate among
CEOs.

Luxonhasrepeatedly ruled outa
deal. He says he won't dobusiness
with a party that wants to tax more
and spend more. Wong calls that
premature and says she will
approach theleader of the largest
party first if Opportunity holds the
balance of power.

Aresearch CEO describeditasthe
right tactical move to stop National
bleeding support to Opportunity,
while acknowledging that National
might have torevisit the question
after the election.

Atechnology executive called the
decision an obvious strategic
blunder.

Atransportboss argued that ruling
out Opportunity reduced National's
options, while a utilities chief
executive suggested thatamore
productiverelationship with
Opportunity might be possible than
with New Zealand First.

“Thereis areasonable argument
that ruling out the Opportunity Party
so early was a short-sighted decision,”
said Chris Quin, chief executive of
Foodstuffs North Island.

He argued that, under MMP,
pragmatism and flexibility could be
important in forming stable
governments, and that keeping
options open could provide greater
leverage and more pathwaysto
implementing a policy programme.

By ruling out the party before
voters had delivered their verdict,
Quin said National had narrowed its
coalition options in anincreasingly
fragmented political environment.

Other executives suggested the
decision could bereversed if the final
results left National needing
additional support. “Everything can
benegotiated,” oneinfrastructure
CEO said.

Anenergy CEO wasblunter:
“National might have to swallow this
rat”

Cameron Bagrie of Bagrie
Economics saw a clear political
strategy behind the Prime Minister’s
position, arguing that it was designed
to protect National's party vote. But
he added that National would almost
certainly pick up the phoneif
Opportunity’s support became
necessary.

“It'sall hearsay until the coalition
negotiations get under way,” said
Mainfreight chief executive Don
Braid.

Labour leader Chris Hipkins has
also warned voters that supporting
the Opportunity Party risks “giving
their voteaway” and could ultimately
help National stay in power.

Hipkins stated that votersbacking
the Opportunity Party are letting
someone else decide who forms the
Government, arguing thatanyone
wanting a change of government
should vote directly for a Labour-led
government.

A new home for protest votes?
Some business leaders believe voters
arelooking for alternatives to the
major parties and that a fresh political
voice can attract support from people
dissatisfied with the existing choices.
The challenge for Wong will be to
turn that appetite or a fresh voice into
durable support by demonstrating
that Opportunity hasa credible
economic programme, rather than

g i

positioned Opportunity
as a credible Coalition
partner?
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relying onitsleadership profile and
positioning between the established
political blocs.

Some CEOs see the party’s ability
to present itself as a potential bridge
between left and right as its greatest
political asset. Others warn that its
willingness to positionitselfasa
centrist alternative does notresolve
the tensions between its policy
ambitions and the practicalities of
economic management.

Thebottom line is 62% of survey
respondentsbelieve there would be
anegativeimpact onbusiness
confidence if Opportunity holds the
balance of power after the election.

Clearly, Wong has work todo.
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tion minefield looms as
narties jockey for power

A coal
minor

<)

Mood of the
Boardroom
Richard Harman
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hichever side wins this
election will walk
straightintoa
governmental and
constitutional minefield. That willbe
because the vote for small partiesis
so high and the vote for the twomain
partiesisrelatively low.

On current polling, National and
Labour would get somewhere in the
high 50sto 60% of the vote.

Both could face up to half their
Cabinet coming from support parties.

Australian political consultant and
commentator Kosmos Samaras told
arecent conference in Wellington we
livein an age of fragmentation.

He put this down to the over-reach
by the political class during the Covid
crisis, with the disillusionment of Gen
Xersnow realising they would never
enjoy the prosperity the Baby Boom-
ersdo. Add to thistherealisation by
many Millennials and Gen Zer’s that
they face existential threatsranging
from the demographic to Aland
environmental change.

The historic geography of politics
that pitted the wealthy against the
poor has gone. Politics in New Zea-
land is now a hydra-headed monster,
and managing that fragmentation will
be thebiggest challenge the next
Prime Minister faces. The current one
is clearly not enthused.

National could easily lose its majo-
rity in Cabinet to a combined Act-New
Zealand First set of ministers. Though
leader Christopher Luxon has kept
both New Zealand First and Actinside
the centre-right tent over the past
three years, it has plainly got to him.

“Idonot want tohave tobe dealing
with ministers from other minor par-
tiesthat end up ina coalition govern-
ment,” he said a week ago.

Thereis a similar though not quite
as absolute view from Labour. Cam-
paign chairman Kieran McAnulty last
week said his party was “on the verge
of being able to form a coalition with
just the Greens and Opportunity.So
that'smy focusand myrole.”

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

He said the party was trying to
form a government with theleast

possible number of coalition partners.

When asked if he would rather
work with Opportunity than Te Pati
Maori, he said: “I would, yeah sure,
but at the end of the day, you deal
withthe cardsyouaredealt.”

In fact, Labour would be highly
unlikely toinclude Te Pati Maoriin
acoalitionbut rather havethemas
aconfidence and supply partner,
much like the Greens were during the
Ardern Government.

That preference for Opportunity is
also evident on the centre-right of
politics, though Luxon hasruled out
including them in Government.

Actleader David Seymour says he
couldbe opentoa “four-headed
beast” coalition with Opportunity to
stop a left-wing coalition taking
power.But privately, Actinsidersare
not so enthusiastic about a “four-
headedbeast”. Their ideal position
would be if New Zealand First was
excluded from government and it
wasjust National, Actand
Opportunity.

That gets to the heart of the prob-
lem —particularly, Act’'s antipathy to
New Zealand First. National ministers
havebeenable to work with
ministers fromboth parties but the
two coalition partners have often not
been able to work with each other.

Politics in New
Zealand isnow a
hydra-headed
monster, and
managing that
fragmentation will
be the biggest
challenge the next
Prime Minister
faces.

Act’s Associate Agriculture Mini-
ster, Andrew Hoggard, for example,
hasreally been the Agriculture Mini-
ster, with the nominal minister, Todd
McClay, preoccupied with his trade
portfolio. Infrastructure Minister
Chris Bishop has been able to work
closely with New Zealand First’s
Regional Development Minister,
Shane Jones, implementing the Fast
Tracklegislation and getting infra-
structure projects off the ground.

But there have alsobeen serious
clashes. Thelatest hasbeen Foreign
Minister Winston Peters' man-alone

determination toignore National on
foreignpolicy.

‘Tllsay it slowly. The personin
charge of foreign policy is the Foreign
Minister. That's me, not the Prime
Minister,” he told Parliament in May.

Act’s Treaty Principles Bill saw a
bizarre accommodation within the
Government. National supported it
through to the select committee but
then voted against it. Luxon brushes
off criticisms of this decision, saying
it was a consequence of MMP.

‘Tdjustsay toyouweliveinan
MMP environment,” he told a post-
Cabinet press conference in 2024.

“We’rein amultiparty coalition
government. It's no different from
what happens in Germany or what
happensin the Netherlands or any
other part of Western Europe that has
an MMP system.

“Itrequires compromise, and this
is one of those things that both parties
would say up front we've
compromised on.”

Actand National might have
compromised onit,but New Zealand
First’'s Peters promptly announced he
would seek itsrepeal.

The personal dynamics between
the coalition party leaders have not
been good.

Petershasbeen clear that he has
little time for Seymour. He has
indicated he would campaign on

repealing Act’s showpiece
Regulatory Standards Act. Seymour
reciprocates the animosity.

The Prime Minister has tended to
deal with his two partners either by
making concessions to them,ashe
did with Seymour over the Treaty
Principles Bill, or by ignoring a
defiance of the constitutional con-
vention of Cabinet collective
responsibility.

Thus, whenever he was ques-
tioned about the Treaty Principles
legislation, he would say it wasa
product of MMP.

Labour leader Chris Hipkins faces
amore challenging partnership with
the Greens. Because of that, Labour
hasbeen quietly talking to the Greens
all year about policies and, in turn,
the Greens’ appointment of their
former MP (and one-time Young
National) Kevin Hague as chief of staff
hasbrought a degree of order to the
way they go about things.

However, therecent pictures of
some of their MPs with the Mongrel
Mob show their potential to make any
relationship with them a wild ride.

Thereremains the question of the
Opportunity Party. Heavily influ-
enced by the former Greens co-leader
who achieved bipartisan consensus
on zero-carbon legislation, they have
bipartisan agreement at the top of
their list of political priorities.

“It's time to stop the policy flip-
flops and block the political
extremes,” they say on their website.

“We will work with both National
and Labour for long-term action that
sticks across election cycles.”

Labour would almost certainly
contain them by not going into coa-
lition with them, having them only
asa confidence-and-supply partner.

What all thisindicatesis that the
next Prime Minister will have tobe
much more of adealmaker than
Luxonhasbeen.

Whatever the next Government s,
it willlikely face a minefield as small
parties — with more in Cabinet than
the current coalition —jockey for
position. Decision-making will slow
down and compromise willbecome
the order of theday.

@ Richard Harmanis arespected
political commentator and author of
the Politik newsletter

CEOs want practical reform, not culture wars

avid Seymour has helped
deliver some of the Coa-
lition Government’s most
consequential deregulatory
reforms. But his Treaty crusade
threatensto overshadow the
economic agenda that gives Actits
strongest claim to influence.

The Herald's Mood of the
Boardroom 2026 survey found 59%
of business leadersbelieve Seymour
has helped make the Government
morebusiness-friendly; 30% disagree
and 11% are unsure.

For Seymour, the endorsement
reflects a tangible record: establishing
the Ministry for Regulation, restoring
90-day trials for all employers, rein-
stating interest deductibility for resi-
dential property and scrapping the
ute tax and Auckland Regional Fuel
Tax. Acthasalso helped drive therep-
lacement of the Resource Manage-
ment Act, with new planning and en-
vironmental legislation passed in
September.

Thereformsreflect Act’s core argu-
ment that excessive regulation, com-
pliance costs and an oversized state
are holding New Zealand back. The
RMA replacement is particularly
significant, promising a more
property-rights-based planning
system and faster approvals for

David Seymour’s economic credentials win CEO backing — but
Treaty politics cloud Act’s pitch, writes Fran O’Sullivan

development and infrastructure. The
economic gains, however, will
depend on implementation.

Yet Seymour’s economic creden-
tials are complicated by his pursuit
of the Treaty Principles Bill and the
culture-war politics surrounding it.

“Actis clear and consistent with
their policy asit pertains to making
it easier to dobusiness in New
Zealand,” one utilities chief said.

An executive praised Seymour for
challenging bureaucracy and making
the Government more accountable.
“WhatIrespect mostisthat he gets
hammered personally and politically
and still doesn’t back down. He takes
the attacks, holds hisline and keeps
going. That takes backbone. New Zea-
land needs more of this.”

Aninvestment banker described
Actas “thebestin Government on
economic matters”,and suggested
Seymour should be the next Minister
of Finance.

But other business leaders believe
he has squandered political capital.

“Act’'sdiversion into Treaty rheto-

richasdistracted it from its contri-
bution to the Government,” said
Hayden Wilson of Dentons NZ.

Alocal government chief execu-
tive warned: “Idon’t see the pursuit
of distracting culture wars as being
business-friendly in the long term. We
havebeen focused onthe wrong
things.”

Anenergy chief also cautioned
that Act’s Treaty positioning risked
affecting investment decisions by
major commercial Maori entities.

CEOsback practical reform

An education sector leader described
Act’selection platform asthe
strongest of any party, arguing that
while other parties debate how to
distribute public money, Act asks
why government costs somuch.

The survey’s policy ratings suggest
businessleaders favour practical
improvements over some of Act’s
more contentious proposals.

Expanding the conditions phar-
macists can treat, including ordering
blood tests, scored 4.01 out of five.

Consolidating 43 government dep-
artments into 19 scored 3.98, while
increasing pharmaceutical spending
by one percentage point of the health
budget annually until reaching parity
with Australiareceived 3.93.

Building a $2 billion cancer centre
with Auckland and Christchurch
campuses scored 3.78.

By contrast, adding parliamentary
sovereignty, therule of law and
equality before the law as principles
in the Constitution Act scored 3.15.
Limiting tikanga in court decisions to
cases expressly permitted by
Parliament scored 2.99, while
repealing Maori employment and
engagementrequirementsin the
public service scored just 2.72.

Introducing noise camerasto fine
vehicles exceeding a decibel limit
was the weakest-rated proposal, at
2.49.

Themessageis that CEOs are not
giving Actablank cheque. They want
measurable improvementsin
productivity, government efficiency
and business confidence.

leadership of Act helped
to make the Government
more business-friendly?

ves | 5%
No [N 30%

Unsure [Ju%

Q Has David Seymour’s

§
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A final run

at the top jobh?

inston Petersis
campaigning on exper-
ience, economic natio-
nalism and a promise to
putNew Zealanders first. Butas the
veteranleader seeks to strengthen
New Zealand First'shand at the
election, the Mood of the Boardroom
survey exposesreservations among
business leaders about what some
see as his ambition tobecome prime
minister — and his party’s
interventionist economic policies.

Peters has spent decades making
himself indispensable to New Zea-
land politics. He has served as deputy
prime minister and foreign minister,
negotiated coalition arrangements
withboth Labour and National, and
repeatedly demonstrated his ability
to extract concessions fromlarger
political partners.

Now, at 81, he wants another
opportunity to shape the next
government. News media haverun
stories saying Peters wantstobe
prime minister. For CEOs thisraises
questions about leadership,
succession and whether New
Zealand First's economic
prescriptions would deliver the
stability and growth they want.

The CEOs’ comments reveal
unease about a Peters premiership.
Onerespondent said the leader
should come from the largest party
inacoalition. Another said Peters had
doneagood jobasdeputy prime
minister and foreign minister but
questioned whether he should lead
the government.

“Winstonis now in the Trump-
Biden twilight zone. Heneeds to
gracefully step aside,” wrote one
respondent.

Another expressed concern about
Peters’ emotional control, whilea
further comment suggested his
premiership mightbe the “bottom
line” for New Zealand First.

A party built around its founder
Petersremains New Zealand First’'s
dominant figure. His senior team
includes Shane Jones, a prominent
advocate for regional development
andresources, and Casey Costello,
who brings ministerial experience.
The party’s wider parliamentary
bench includes Mark Patterson,

Greens fail to convince as coa

he Greens are fast gaining
traction on the political left,
but New Zealand’sbusiness
leadersare deliveringa
blunt verdict on their readiness to
govern: they are not convinced.

The Herald's Mood of the
Boardroom 2026 survey found 66%
of chief executives and chairs
surveyed did notbelieve co-leaders
Chlée Swarbrick and Marama
Davidson had positioned the Greens
asacredible coalition partnerina
Labour-led government. Just 26%
said they had, with 8% unsure.

Theresult exposes the challenge
facing Swarbrick, in particular who
has aspirations tobe Finance
Minister, as she attempts to turn the
Greens ' political momentum into
governing credibility. Though some
business leaders acknowledge her
debating skills and growing profile,
many see a party increasingly
detached from the economic realities
facing New Zealand.

One company chairperson argued
that since former co-leader James
Shaw left politics, the Greens had
become more focused on a “grabbag”
ofissues motivating their base than
onpresenting themselvesasa
credible coalition partner focused on
climate and the environment.

If New Zealand First

holds the balance of power
after the election, should
the coalition give

Winston Peters a period
as prime minister?

Yes -13%

No

Unsure [JJo%

Photo: Sylvie Whinray. Herald Mood of the Boardroom
CEOs Survey 2026 / Herald Network graphic

representingits regional and agri-
cultural constituency, and candidates
with backgrounds in business, broad-
casting, local government and public
administration.

Former National minister Alfred
Ngaro, broadcaster and former MP
Michael Laws, former National MP
Harete Hipango-Brownlie and
financial-services figure Craig Stobo
are among names adding breadth to
the party’s 2026 list. Former All Black
Taine Randell and former Wellington
mayor Andy Foster also bring profiles
beyond traditional party politics.

Economic intervention faces atest
New Zealand First’'s economic
programme combines regional advo-
cacy, nationalism and intervention in
markets dominated by large
businesses.

Its proposal to break up electricity

A dairy chief executive was
unequivocal: they did notregard the
Greens as credible and did not expect
themtobea coalition partner. An
energy-sector executive said they
were more confused about the party’s
values than at the previous election.

A utilities chief executive warned
that their growing support on the left
meant a Labour-led government
could be forced to cede considerable
power to them.

Aninvestment banker tookamore
pragmatic view, arguing that despite
policies they considered unrealistic,
the Greens could stillbe a credible
partner for Labour.

Swarbrickleads, but thebar islow
Swarbrick emerges as the stronger of
the co-leadersin the survey’s asses-
sment of opposition leadership per-
formance over the past three years.

Onascale of one tofive, she scored
aweighted average of 2.18,ahead of
Davidson on1.69.

Onelocal government CEO said
Swarbrick was underestimated. After
hearing her speak at abusiness
breakfast, the executive and other
attendees were surprised by her
grasp of issues, openness and
effectivenessin debate.

Davidson faces a parallel

gentailers into separate generation
and retail companiesrecorded an
average score of 2.35 out of 5by CEO
respondents to this year’s survey.

Splitting Foodstuffs into two natio-
nal co-operatives to compete with
Woolworths scored 1.76, while buying
back BNZ and merging it with Kiwi-
bank to create a Crown-owned bank
scored just142.

Electricity prices, supermarket
competition and access tobanking
arelegitimate economic concerns.
The question for businessleadersis
whether break-ups and state owner-
ship would improve competition, inv-
estment and productivity — or intro-
duce fresh costs and uncertainty.

Other policies alsoreceived mixed
assessments. A $1billion national
survey of energy, geothermal and
carbon-storage sites, with a frame-
work todevelop them, averaged 2.74.

Leaving the Paris Agreement on
climate change scored 2.10.

The proposal to hold areferendum
onthe Maori electoratesrecorded
2.67, while disestablishing Auckland
Council’'s Independent Maori
Statutory Board scored 2.79.

Tax cuts and KiwiSaver find more
favour
Not all New Zealand First policies
fared poorly. Compulsory KiwiSaver
from birth, with a kick-start payment,
received anaverage of 3.54/5the
party’shighest scoreinthe survey.
Returning 50% of mining royalties
totheregions where mining occurs,
for infrastructure also figured.

The kingmaker’s next move

Peters’ supporters can point to his
diplomatic experience and mastery
of coalition politics as valuableinan
unsettled international environment.
Critics will ask whether that experi-
enceis matched by a forward-looking
economic programme capable of lift-
ing productivity and attracting
investment.

Forbusiness, the centralissueis
not simply whether Peters can
negotiate his way back into power.
Itis what he would do withit—and
whether New Zealand First can turn
its promise to put New Zealanders
firstinto policies that deliver lasting
economic gains. — Fran O’Sullivan

challenge: maintaining the party’s
focus oninequality and social justice
while helping establish its credentials
on economic management and
coalition discipline.

Wealth tax and state ownership
The Greens’ economic policies are the
biggest obstacle to winning
boardroom confidence.

Their proposed 2.5% annual tax on
net wealth above $10 million was
singled out by the New Zealand
Initiative’s chairman, Roger Partridge,
who questioned whether therevenue
could be collected reliably, citing risks
from capital flight, tax avoidance and
the difficulty of valuing assets.

Other businessleaders warned
that the party’s wider economic
programme could undermine
investment and weaken the private
sector on which public services
depend.

The proposed government-owned
supermarket chain, KiwiMart, also
drew criticism, with respondents
questioning whether state ownership
would deliver cheaper groceries.

On the survey’sfive-point scale,
zero-interest loans for household
solar installations scored a weighted
average of 2.65, while protecting at
least 30% of New Zealand’s marine

CEOs deliver damning
verdict on Te Pati Maori

nternal warfare, parliamentary
suspensions and a court defeat
compound business leaders’ doubts
about Debbie Ngarewa-Packer and
Rawiri Waititi.

Te Pati Maori faces a steep credibility
hurdle with business leaders, 93% of
chief executives saying its co-leaders
have failed to position the party as a
credible coalition partnerina Labour-led
government.

Thefinding inthe NZ Herald’'s Mood
of the Boardroom 2026 survey reflects
concernabouta parliamentary term
marked by public confrontations,
internal warfare and allegations that
have spilled into the courts.

Not one respondent answered yes
when asked whether Ngarewa-Packer
and Waititi had established the party’s
coalition credentials. The remaining 7%
were unsure. “Too many issues —
internal and external — that suggest poor
leadership and undermine credibility
within the wider New Zealand,” one
respondent said.

The party’s controversies have
included the November 2024 haka
protest against the Treaty Principles Bill,
which led to Ngarewa-Packer and Waititi
being suspended from Parliament for 21
days and Hana-Rawhiti Maipi-Clarke for
seven daysin 2025. This became a major
flashpointinthe debate over
parliamentary conduct and Maori rights.

The party was engulfed by bitter
internal conflictinvolving MP Maria-
meno Kapa-Kingi and party leadership.
After she was expelled, the High Court
ruled the decision unlawful and ordered
her reinstatement, finding the party had
failed to follow its own constitutional
processes. The dispute exposed serious
fractures withina party that had incre-
ased its parliamentary representation
fromtwo MPs to six at the 2023 election.

“Te Pati Maori has had a shocking
term with conflict and disagreement
withintheir own party. It's hard to see
them working well with others when
they cannot even work togetherasa
party,” said a utilities boss.

Anenergy CEO countered, “To befair,
they are taking the bait from Act, but
leadership andrising above it would
possibly be a better strategy.”

The controversies have overshad-
owed the party’s policy agenda. Business
leaders gave low weighted-average
ratings to its major tax proposals, using
ascaleof onetofive.

Making the first $30,000 of income
tax-free was the highest-rated policy, at
2.26. Taxing profits transferred offshore
scored 2.01, whileaban on seabed
mining received 1.86. A proposed

itlon partners

areascored 2.82. A proposed 5% with-
holding tax on profitslarge tech
companies send offshore scored 2.40.

Social policies fared no better.
Restoring the school lunch prog-
ramme and expanding it to another
400 schools scored 1.99, while legis-
lating for aright to healthy food and
creating a national food strategy
scoredjust1.94.

Climate identity atrisk

The Greens are also facing criticism
from executives whobelieve the
party haslost sight of its
environmental foundations.

A tech-sector respondent comp-
lained that there was toomuch
emphasis on social issues and not
enough on climate policy. Others
questioned whether the party had
moved too far fromits traditional
brand.

For Swarbrick, who holds the
finance and climate change port-
folios, rebuilding confidence will
require demonstrating that environ-
mental ambition can bereconciled
with economic growth, investment
and export competitiveness.

If Labour needs Green support
after the election, the party could
wield significant influence regardless
ofits standing in the boardroom.

Have Debbie Ngarewa-
Packer and Rawiri
Waititi’'s leadership of

Te Pati Maori positioned
it tobe a credible coalition
partner in a Labour-led

government?

Yes 0%

No
Unsure [J] 7%
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company taxincrease to 33% scored1.33.
A wealth tax on net assets above $2
million averaged 1.28, while new top
income tax rates of 39%, 42% and 48%
received the lowestrating,at1.23.
Entrenching Te Tiriti o Waitangi and
prohibiting Cabinet decisions that

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

A utilities boss

breachit scored 1.43, while a proposed
Te Tiriticommission to enforce Treaty
obligations averaged 1.36.0ne
respondent warned the programme
risked driving investment, employers
and capital offshore, describing it as “too
much tax, too much state, too much
constitutional engineering”.

Theresults suggest Te Pati Maori has
yet to persuade business leaders that its
economic and constitutional ambitions
cantranslate into workable policy and
stable political partnerships.

Have Chlde Swarbrick
and Marama Davidson’s
leadership of the Greens
positionedittobea
credible coalition partner
in a Labour-led
government?

Yes -26%
No [N <%

Unsure [J] 8%
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CEOs Survey 2026 / Herald Network graphic



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

Ijj B17

NZHERALD CEOs SURVEY

Barbara
Edmonds
Finance and
Economy,
Savings and
Investment

Megan Woods

Energy and
Resources,

Manufacturing
and Industry,
Assoc. Finance

Chris
Hipkins
Leader,
National
Security

& Intelligence

Vanushi
Walters
Foreign
Affairs

Willow-Jean
Prime

Social
Development

& Employment !

Labour's frontbenchrated

Performance rating: 1=Not impressive « 5 = Very impressive

Kieran
McAnulty
Housing,
Infrastructure
& Public
Investment

Dr Ayesha
Verrall
Health,
Wellington
Issues

Carmel
Sepuloni
Deputy Leader,
Auckland Issues,
Pacific Peoples,
Women

Willie
Jackson
Maori-Crown
Relations

Tangaere-
Manuel

Maori Economy, '\

Forestry,

Emergency Mgmt '

Photos: Mark Mitchell, Michael Craig, Jack Riddell, Cameron Pitney, Andy Thompson, RNZ, Getty Image
Herald Mood of the Boardroom CEOs Survey 2026 / Herald Network graphi

Front bench fails to convince

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

government-in-waiting

needsmore than aleader and

acollection of policy

promises. It needsa front
bench that business can identify, trust
and envisage running the country.

On that test, Labour has work todo.

The Herald's 2026 Mood of the
Boardroom survey finds chief execu-
tives struggling to identify a convincing
alternative government in Labour’s
senior ranks. While Finance
spokeswoman Barbara Edmonds and
Infrastructure spokesman Kieran
McAnulty emerge as the strongest
performers, the wider team attracts
criticism for its lack of visibility with
business, capability and a distinctive
economic vision.

One executive described Labour’s
frontbench as “deeply underwhel-
ming”, arguing it represented toomuch
of the thinking that had damaged New
Zealand’s economic performance.
Another said Labour had been largely
silent for much of the parliamentary
term, describingits approach as a “Ming
vase strategy”.

Edmonds and McAnulty set the pace
Edmonds tops the Labour frontbench
rankings with an average rating of 3.39
out of five, followed by McAnulty on
3.31.Some 50% of CEOs rate her either
a4(37%)ora5(13%) onascale of1-5
where 1="notimpressive” and 5= “very
impressive”. Megan Woods scores 2.36,
Dr Ayesha Verrall receives 2.33. Hipkins
israted 2.25, followed by deputy leader
Carmel Sepuloni on 2.21. Vanushi
Walters on 2.00, Willie Jackson 1.79,
Willow-Jean Prime 1.73 and Cushla
Tangaere-Manuel 1.72.

Oneinvestment executive described
Edmonds as smart and engaging, sug-
gesting she could become a key player,
but warned she would face the chall-
enge of working with less capable
colleagues. That assessment captures a
broader concern: individual talent is not
enoughiif the collective team cannot
demonstrate the experience and cohes-
ionneeded to governacross complex
portfolios.

Whereis Labour’s wider team?

Areal estate executive contrasted
Hipkins’ approach with Prime Minister
Christopher Luxon’s delegation of resp-
onsibilities to ministers, arguing Lab-
our’sleader appeared tobe the party’s
principal public voice. They questioned
how many of Labour’s other senior MPs
were well known and said they could
notrecall Sepuloni speaking publicly.

The visibility issue matters. A govern-
ment-in-waiting must give votersand
business confidence that its prospective
ministers understand their portfolios,
can explain their priorities and are
ready tomake decisions.

Hipkinsreceives credit for keeping
Labour’s caucus together. A dairy sector
chief executive thought he had led the
party adequately, while another execu-
tive noted he had maintained a commit-
ted caucus without open challenges to
hisleadership.

One CEO said Hipkins had spent too
much time trying to get re-elected and
not enough demonstrating how he
would take New Zealand forward.
Another argued Labour had left its
policy disclosures too late to establish
itself asa credible alternative, waiting
for the Government to make mistakes

rather than actively challenging it.

Policies expose economic divide
Labour’s policy ratings offer some clues
towhereits frontbench is connecting
withbusiness —and whereitis not.

Targeted small-business measures
fare comparatively well. Raising the
compulsory GST registration threshold
t0 $80,000 scores 3.29 out of five, while
allowing small businesses to immedia-
tely write off up to $10,000 of new
equipment scores 3.37.

The party’s commitment toreturnto
surplus by 2029/30 and reduce net debt
toabout 20% of GDP scores 3.08.

Several prominent employment, tax
andregulatory proposals attract much
weaker ratings. Reinstating Fair Pay
Agreements scores1.71,removing the
20% Investment Boost deduction for
new business assets 1.78,and reversing
the coalition’s pay-equity changes 1.84.

Labour’s proposed 28% capital gains
tax onresidential and commercial
property, excluding specified assets
such as the family home, scores 2.38.

The message for Labour’s
prospective ministersis that policy
ambition needs to be accompanied by
acredible explanation of costs,
incentives and economic
consequences.

Oneleisureindustry executive
questioned whether Labour could
deliver its commitments without
materially affecting debt levels,adding
that there was no clear explanation of
how some initiatives would be funded.

Another CEO argued that
government expenditure of 33% of GDP
could be acceptableif taxpayers
received value for money.

Port of
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he prescription for a brighter future

Productivity

Theissue: Real wage growth

depends on productivity

growth, yet productivity has
been flat for adecade and weak for
nearly three.

The outcomeisthat wesitinthe
bottom half of the OECD for income
per person. We have fallen from
second in the OECD for regulatory
quality in1998 to twentieth, and now
rank last for administrative burden.

Only about half of regulatory
impact statements meet the
Government’s own quality standard,
and agencies face no consequence
for keeping unnecessary rules once
they aremade.

Remedy: Every regulation, new
and existing, should have to show
benefits to New Zealanders that
exceedits costs, with periodic
reassessment so accumulation does
notresume the moment political
attention moves on. The Regulatory
Standards Actis a start,but it isamild
measure that does not force
compliance.

Tworeforms also need finishing.
Overseas investment screening
should rest on national security
grounds alone, and foreign capital
should otherwise be treated like

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
and what he thinks is necessary for a prosperous future.

domestic capital.
Andtheschoolreformsare the
bestlong-runinvestmentin
productivity we have. We will never
have a highly productive workforce
if we don't have a well-educated one.
The Government’s education reforms
are showing promise. The share of
new entrants meeting the phonics
standard rose from 36%to58% ina
single year. Children who donotlearn
toreadin their first years seldom
catchup. Thelast wrong turnin our
classrooms ran from 2007 until last
year before anyone acted on the
results. Government must hold the
course on Education Minister Erica
Stanford’sreforms.

The public finances,and
superannuation aboveall
Theissue: Successive
governments have spent

more thanthey haveraised every
year since the pandemic, and about
half the current deficit is structural
rather thancyclical.

A government electedin 2023 to
repair the books willhave borrowed
some $34 billion over three years,
close to 60% of the country’s entire
net debt before the pandemic.
Treasury projects debt reaching
200% of GDP by 2065 on current
settings.

Thedriverisno secret: seven
working-age New Zealanders
supported every retiree in the 1960s,
four do today, and two will by 2065.

Remedy: Link the superannuation
agetohowlong welive —automatic,
gradual and signalled adecade ahead
—and establish a Parliamentary
Budget Office. National has set fiscal
targets and proposed nobody
independent to test them. Labour has

proposed the office, and promises
that will need testing. Both halves are
necessary. Government forecasts and
party promises alike should be tested
by somebody other than the people
who make them.

Public service performance

and accountability

Theissue: New Zealand runs

43 departments and more
than 80 ministerial portfolios, when
comparable countries manage with
about half the departmentsand a
third of the portfolios. Ministers can
neither appoint nor remove the chief
executives of their own departments.
A company’s biggest day of the year
isitsresults announcement.
Government’sbiggest day is Budget
day, which is about what willbe
spent. Thereisno day for what the
spending achieved.

Remedy: Publish each agency’s
outcomesbeside its money every
year —literacy rates, waiting lists,
beneficiaries into work —makea

department chief executive’s
tenure depend on delivering them,
thin the machine so the address for
failureis easy tofind, and put thelot
instatute soit survives a change of
government.

The top 10 issues facing New Zealand

The message from business leaders
responding to the NZ Herald’s Mood
of the Boardroom survey is that New
Zealand’s problems are inter-
connected: weak productivity, inade-
quate infrastructure, political uncer-
tainty and declining confidence are
holding back growth, while mounting
pressures on health, housing and
retirement threaten the country’s
longer-term prosperity.

CEOs are not simply asking for more
government spending or less
regulation. They want a credible long-
term economic direction, consistent
policy, better public-sector
performance and cross-party
agreementonissues that cannot be
solved within a three-year electoral
cycle.

Thetop10issues —and what CEOs
say should be done

growth

CEOs see persistently weak
productivity as the underlying
problem behind poor wage growth,
declining living standards and New
Zealand's loss of competitiveness.
Respondents point toinadequate
innovation, low technology adoption,
insufficientinvestmentand afailureto
turnthe country's naturaladvantages
into greater prosperity.
How they would solveit:
@ Make productivity and innovation
national priorities, with greater
investmentinresearchand
development.
@ Accelerate adoption of Al, digital
technology and automation.
@ Improve education, vocational
training and workforce skills.
@® Encouragebusinessinvestment
through stable policies, stronger
competitionand simpler regulation.
@ Developaclear national growth
strategy, with targeted investment.
The central message: New Zealand
needs to grow the economic pie, not
simply redistribute it.

1 Productivity and economic

short-term policymaking
Political instability, policy rever-
salsand ideological swings are
undermining business confidence.
CEOs worry governments repeatedly
changedirection before reforms have
time to work, while coalition
bargaining and populism make long-
term decisions more difficult.
How they would solveit:
@ Establishbipartisanagreementon
major long-term priorities.

2 Political uncertainty and

@ Provide greater stability and
certainty inregulatory and economic
settings.

@ Allow policies to beimplemented
and evaluated before changing them.
@ Adoptamore consistent, outward-
looking approach totrade and
international relationships.

@ Encourage political leaders to
prioritise national prosperity over
electoral advantage.

The central message: Businesses
need predictablerulesanda
government focused on solutions, not
perpetual policy churn.

CEOs highlightinadequate
investment, high construction
costs, slow delivery, consenting delays
and the waste created when projects

are repeatedly postponed or
reprioritised.

How they would solveit:

@ Deliveralong-termnational
infrastructure programme that
survives changes of government.

@ Securebipartisan support for
priority projects and sustainable
funding.

@® Improve project selection,
planning, procurement and delivery.
@ Speed up consenting and address
regulatory barriers.

@® Welcome private and overseas
capital on appropriate commercial
terms.

@ Improve management of existing
public assets, not just construction of
new ones.

The central message: Agree on what
the country needs, fund it properly and
getitbuilt.

3 The infrastructure deficit

affordability

The cost of livingisarecurring
concern, encompassing housing, food,
fuel, energy and the pressure on
households whenincomes fail to keep
pace with costs. Several CEOs argue
that the deeper problemis anincome
and productivity crisis, rather than
prices alone.
How they would solveit:
@ Lift productivity to support higher
real wages and incomes.
@ Reduce unnecessary compliance
and operating costs for businesses.
@ Increase housing supply and
improveinfrastructure provision.
@ Consider targeted taxreliefand
adjustments toincome tax thresholds.
® Improve competitionin
concentrated markets, including
groceries, banking and energy.
@® Maintain credible fiscal policy to

4 Cost of living and declining

help containinflationary pressures.
The central message: Sustainable
affordability depends on stronger
incomes and a more productive
economy, alongside measures that
reduce structural costs.

and public-sector

performance
CEOs are concerned aboutthe
sustainability of public finances and
whether taxpayers are receiving value
for money. Some see excessive
bureaucracy, duplication, poor
accountability and spending that fails
to deliver measurable results.
How they would solveit:
@ Reduce waste and non-essential
spending across centraland local
government.
@ Setclear performance targetsand
measure outcomes.
@ Streamline government agencies
and reduce unnecessary layers of
management.
@® Improve accountability for public-
sector leadership and service delivery.
@ Address long-termfiscal pressures,
particularly superannuation.
@ Consider amoredisciplined
approachto local-government
spending and rates.
Views differ on the scale of cuts
required, butthe common demandis
for greater efficiency and
demonstrable results from public
spending.

andresilience

Reliable, affordable energy is
seen as a prerequisite for economic
growth and industrial investment.
CEOs identify fuel-price exposure,
electricity supply and pricing,
dependence on fossil fuels and
uncertainty over energy policy as
major risks.
How they would solveit:
@® Developalong-term,30-year
national energy strategy covering
generation and distribution.
@ Providestable regulatory settings
toencourage investmentin new
supply.
@ Acceleratethetransitiontoreliable,
domestically produced clean energy.
@ Treatenergy security as critical
economicinfrastructure.
@ Improvesupply-chainresilience
and acknowledge therole of private
investmentinthe energy transition.
The central message: Energy policy
needs to deliver security, competitive
prices and lower emissions without
undermining economic performance.

6 Energy security, affordability

and access

CEOs highlight pressure on
hospitals, workforce shortages,
inadequate primary care, rising costs
and concerns about access to
treatment and medicines.
How they would solveit:
@ Developalong-term health
investment and reform strategy.
@ Strengthen primary care,
diagnostics, prevention and early
intervention.
@ Improve workforce capacity and
retain doctors and nurses.
@® Reducebureaucracy andimprove
operational performance.
@ Make greater use of digital health,
technology and innovative medicines
where these improve outcomes or
reduce longer-term costs.
@ Establish bipartisan agreementon
the health system's future structure
and funding.
The central message: Reform should
improve frontline access and health
outcomes, rather than concentrate
solely on short-term cost containment.

7 Health-system sustainability

and the loss of talent

CEOs worry weak educational
outcomes, gaps in vocational training
and the departure of skilled New
Zealanders are undermining future
productivity. They identify barriers to
attracting international talent.
How they would solveit:
@ Improve foundational education
and maintain consistent direction for
school reforms.
@ Alignvocationaltraining and
tertiary education with business
needs.
@ Developanintegrated workforce
strategy linking education,
immigration and skills shortages.
@ Reduceunnecessary barriersto
recruiting qualified migrants.
@ Investininnovationand create
attractive, high-value jobs to retain
young people.
@ Improve links between universities,
researchinstitutions and industry.
The central message: New Zealand
needs to develop theskillsit requires,
attract talent where necessary and
create opportunities that persuade
peopletostay.

Ageing population,
9superannuation and
retirement funding
CEOs are concerned about the
growing fiscal cost of anageing
population, the sustainability of
superannuation and the adequacy of

8 Skills shortages, education

national savings. They see thisasan
issue successive governments have
avoided because the necessary
decisions are politically difficult.

How they would solveit:

@ Build cross-party agreement on
long-term retirement-income settings.
@ Gradually raise the age of eligibility
for superannuation, with afair
transition, as suggested by several
respondents.

@ StrengthenKiwiSaver and the
country's savings culture.

@ Improve long-termfiscal planning
and assess costs of current settings.

@ Address healthand aged-care
funding pressures through prevention
and improved workforce productivity.
The central message: The country
needs to confront the demographic
arithmetic now, rather than pass an
increasingly expensive problemto
younger generations.

Social cohesion,
1 Oinequalityand declining

national ambition
Some CEOs warn political polarisation,
populism and widening social divisi-
ons are weakening the country's ability
to make difficult decisions. Others
point to poverty, youth unemploy-
ment, disadvantaged childrenand
communities left behind by economic
change.
How they would solveit:
@® Promote constructive political
debate and reduce divisive, short-term
electioneering.
@ Establishaclear national vision that
businesses, communities and
government can work towards.
@ Address poverty and inequality
through effective education, health
and social services.
@® Improve pathways into employ-
ment for young people and
disadvantaged groups.
@ Balance environmental sustaina-
bility with the need to earn export
income and expand the economy.
® Encourageleaderstofocuson
shared national interests and long-
term opportunity.
The central message: Economic
growth needs social trust, a sense of
direction and confidence that people
can participateinthe country's future.

@ TheHerald used Alto summarise
150 individual views from CEOs who
were asked to identify the top three
issues facing the nation and how they
would solve them. Individual views are
sprinkled throughout the Mood of the
Boardroom report to give a flavour of
“the mood”.
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Kiwi business needs animal spirits

ew Zealand business

leaders are not short of

ambition. But when it

comes to putting capital
behindit, too many are still playing
defence.

Thatis the verdict fromthe
Herald's 2026 Mood of the Boardroom
survey —only 3% say business
leaders definitely have the appetite
toinvest,innovate and take
calculated risks, while 39% believe
they mostly do.

But58% of respondents say
businessleadersarenotreally — or
definitely not — displaying enough
“animal spirits” to drive the next
phase of economic growth.

The findings give Prime Minister
Christopher Luxon’s controversial
Rotoruaspeech —in whichhe
challenged business to get on with
business — some backing, while
highlighting the conditions CEOs say
are holding themback.

“There’s plenty of ambition in New
Zealand business, but toomuch
energy is still going into managing
uncertainty rather thanbacking
growth,” says Kirsten Patterson from
the Institute of Directors. “Some New
Zealand boards are very good at
asking what could go wrong; we need
to get much better at asking what
could goright. If the risk register
dominates the boardroom and the
opportunity register is missing, we
shouldn’t be surprised when
investment, innovation and growth
stay cautious.”

Itisasharp critique of corporate
decision-making —and areminder
that the investment deficit cannot be
blamed entirely on Wellington.

Yetthesurvey alsodeliversa
strong message to politicians:
businesses making long-term
investment decisions need
confidence that the rules will not
change every three years.

Company chairperson Sarah
Ottrey, whose sectors include food
and fast-moving consumer goods and
aviationinfrastructure, says
companies in capital-intensive
industries plan over long horizons,
making New Zealand’s short political
cycleasignificantimpediment.

A strongbalance sheet can
withstand policy shifts, she says, but
confidence toincrease investment,
innovate, outperform and grow the
workforcerequires alonger-term
New Zealand Inc approach.

A utilities chief executive says

The Mood 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

businesses investing on 30-to-50-year
horizons cannot afford to stop every
time an election approaches.
“Business leaders need to stop waiting
for the Government or election
cycles,” the CEO says.

“Wehave athree-year election
cycle,and we just have to get on with
things.”

The price of caution
Thereisa growing concern that
defensive management hasbecome

Plan for growt

Vector group chief
executive officer
Chris Blenkiron
wants the
Government to play
amore
interventionist role
in the economy,
writes Bill Bennett

ector group chief executive

officer Chris Blenkiron

wants the Government to

play amore interventionist
rolein the economy.

“The age of neoliberalism, open
markets and free markets served us
very well through the Key and
English Governments as well as the
governmentsbefore and after,” says
Blenkiron. “Butnow the worldisa
different place.Idon't believe that
thereisafree marketin a strategic
industry anywhere in the world.”

Blenkiron argues that the
Government has focused on finding
efficiencies but has done little to set
outa plan for economic growth. A
more strategic approach would see
government and business work
together to identify industries where
New Zealand can build an advantage
and decide which sectors to
encourage.

Whenit comesto the energy
sector, he believes the discussion
needs tomovebeyond setting yet
another energy strategy. What New
Zealand needs, he says, islonger-term
planning around its abundant
renewable electricity.

“What’s never really that clear is
once we have those green electrons
of various size and magnitude, what
do we want to use them for? I think
thatis far moreinteresting and far
more valuable,” he says.

Cloud computing, Aland data
centresrepresent a potentially
lucrative use of our renewable
electricity.

“Data centres providean
enormous economic opportunity for
this country, but they should come
with some clear settings.”

Blenkiron says data centres should
bring their own energy with them.
“They should have strong

embedded in corporate culture.

An education CEO delivers one of
the survey’s most cutting assess-
ments: “Too many boards are running
aretirement village for capital. We
havea generation of directors whose
boldest move this year was appro-
ving a consultant’sreport on AL”

The challenge is not simply
whether companies are spending
enough, but whether boardsare
prepared toback new technology,
develop markets and make decisions
that may not deliver immediate
returns.

Beca CEO Amelia Linzey says New
Zealand businesses have spent recent
yearsbuilding resilience. The next
phase needs to be about ambition.
“We willnot outperform our way to
prosperity solely by becoming more
efficient. We also need tobe more
ambitious, more innovative and more
willing to purposefully invest in the
future we want.”

Foodstuffs Northern CEO Chris
Quin, meanwhile, backs the
underlying message of Luxon’s
Rotoruaremarks: business needs to

displaying enough
‘animal spirits’ —
willingness to invest,

innovate and take
calculated risks —

to drive the next phase
of economic growth?

Definitely [|3%
Mosty [N 39%
Not reatly | 51%

Definitely not [J] 7%

Q Are NZbusiness leaders
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get on with business, while the
Government gets the settings right.

Companies are not asking for
subsidies, protection or special
treatment, he says. They want stable,
predictable conditions that give them
confidence to invest and compete.

“The more governments attempt
to prescribebehaviour through
regulation, penalties and
intervention, the harder it becomes
to create the confidence and animal
spirits that drive growth.”

A national fear of failure?
Somerespondents see a deeper
cultural problem.

Tower’s Paul Johnston says New
Zealand could learn from
international markets that are more
unapologetic about growth.

“Asacountry, we get too worried
about failure, getting it wrong or
disappointing people. Growing
means taking calculated risks,
backing good ideas, and accepting

that you won't please everyoneall the
time.”

Hinerangi Raumati of Tainui
Group Holdings is equally blunt: “New
Zealand business seems particularly
depressed. Business leaders need to
lead and stop waiting for someone
else to provide the solution.”

Auckland Business Chamber’s
Simon Bridges acknowledges that
there are pockets of animal spirits, but
saysmoreisneeded —and that
Government hasarolein enablingit.

“While it would be great to see
more animal spirit from Kiwi
businesses, there are odd pockets of
itand, infairness, it requires theright
enabling settings from Government
toallow forit.

“Thisis still very muchaworkin
progress.”

The cautionisnot universal. A
company chairperson says the
businesses they oversee are
accelerating investment in growth,
innovation and productivity. A
technology boss reports that most
businessleaders they speak with
have growth ambitions and want to
keep improving.

Others point to smaller enterprises
asmore willing tomove.

But thebroader picture is compli-
cated by weak domestic conditions,
constrained margins, global
geopolitical volatility and uncertainty
over future policy settings.

Abanker says international
volatility and a sluggish economy are
keeping many businesses cautious,
while an entertainment executive
expects 2027 tobearecovery year
but says short-term margin pressure
isaffecting investment sentiment.

For some companies, survival
remains the priority. Haumaru
Housing chairperson Adrienne
Young-Cooper says businesses facing
lower activity may need to cut costs
or divest to survive, while retaining
the capability to grow quickly when
conditionsimprove. Thatisamore
nuanced picture than simply
accusing business of lacking courage.

Mainfreight CEO Don Braid says
thereis enough confidence, but asks:
“Could we alldomore? That answer
hastobeyes.”

The challenge now is to turn that
confidenceinto action.

AsRoger Gray, chief executive of
Port of Auckland says, “We canlead
NZ out of this funk, we just have to
believe asbusiness leaders and get
onandinvest.”

— Not just efficiency

[ don't believe that
thereisafree
market in a strategic
industry anywhere
in the world.

Chris Blenkiron

environmental credentials that we
hold them to account for. We should
make sure that they’re contributing
overall to the national good in this
country.”

Atthe same time, he thinks we
can't simply leave decisions about
building data centres to market
forces. Government interventionin
thisareaisincreasingly importantas
governmentsin the economies we
compete with take amore strategic
approach.

New Zealand has a strong
competitive advantage inrenewable
energy, which puts the nationinan
enviable position.

“The world over, countries are
desperate to transform their
electricity sectorsinto 80%to 90%
renewables. We have thatas our
starting point.”

Thereis some urgency to make
use of thisadvantage; he doesn't
think this will be around forever.

Vector isalso planning for the
growthin demand frommore
datacentres. “We've got a healthy
electricity network that is growing,
but we continually need toinvestin
that network tomake sure thatit’s
ready for not just today, but also
tomorrow.”

Thelines company planstoinvest
$5.4 billion between 2026 and 2036.

While Blenkiron says the
company’s investment appetite is
greater than 12 months ago, he fears
“continued political interference”

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

could derail those plans.

Energy security remainsa
significant concern for New Zealand.

While Blenkiron is fully behind the
electrification of the economy, that
doesnot mean abandoning gas.

“When we say electrify everything,
Ithink that's the goal.

“However, the timelines that
attach to that will be different for
varying processes.

“For those that can electrify, we
should electrify them as much and
as quickly as possible to free up the
gas for those thatreally doneedit.
We will need more firming back-up,
whichlargely will come from coal or
gas.”

Blenkiron wants the Government
tobe clear about what it wants New
Zealand'srenewable electricity tobe
used for. He describes the energy
transition as an opportunity.

“Having everybody aligned to
what we can use this energy for and
then moving as quickly as possible
towardsit, not debating every setting
and debating everything aroundit,I
thinkis critical.”
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The Al Reckoning

Artificial
intelligence has
quickly become a
topic NZ's chief
executives cannot
ignore, writes

Tim McCready

sked toname upto three

issues most likely to keep

them awake at night, 34%

of respondents to this
year’s Mood of the Boardroom survey
chose “adopting Al effectively”.

That putsit ahead of sourcing
skilled staff (22%), cyber security
(22%) and achieving revenue growth
(28%). Only the impact of policy
uncertainty (39%) ranked higher.

Alisnow firmly embedded in New
Zealand'sboardrooms, but the harder
work of redesigning businesses and
jobs around it has only justbegun.

“Aland cyber threatsareata
whole new level of concern,” says
Simplicity founder Sam Stubbs. “If it
isn’tatop three concern for
executives, it should be.”

Almoves into the mainstream
Asked which investments their
companies plan to make in the next
12months, almost every respondent
is either already giving staff
generative Al tools or considering
doingso.

Some 75% say they have already
rolled out generative Al tools,and
another 24% are consideringit.

The pattern is similar for
automating processes and systems:
69% are already doingitand 28% are
consideringit.

Alagents — software that can carry
out entire workflows rather than
assisting with individual tasks —are
moving quickly into business. Just

CEOs on Alinbusiness

Whatkeeps

CEOs awake

atnight

Impact of

policy

uncertainty

Adopting Al

effectively

Achieving

top-line
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growth

Regulatory

challenges 24% Already Considering Noplans Don’t

Sourcing and implemented know

retaining .
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over half (55%) of respondents say
they arealready using them,and a
further 38% are considering doing so.

Governance policies are keeping
pace with adoption. Some 75%
already have an Al governance and
risk policy in place,and 24% are
considering one.

The harder work starts now
Only 40% of respondents say they
haveredesignedrolesaround Al —
less than half the proportion already
giving staff Al tools.

Itisalso the area with the largest

group still undecided: 41% are
consideringredesigningrolesanda
further 15% have no plans to.

Predictive Al, which usesdata to
forecast demand, risk or customer
behaviour, has a similar profile: 45%
arealready usingitand 41%are
consideringit.

AsureQuality, which won this
year’s Best ICT Team Culture &
Inclusion Award, was one of the few
respondents to have already made
every Alinvestment on the survey’s
list,including redesigning roles
around Al Yet it expects no material

change in headcount asaresult.

Chief executive Kim Ballinger says
the company didn't treat Alasa
technology project. Instead itbuilta
“movement”, linking communities of
practice, strategic planning and
modern ways of working.

“Successful digital transformations
start with people,” she says. Theresult
is “aninclusive, frontline-connected
workforce equipped to embrace
digital, technology and Al change
with confidence”.

Others have made theleap too.
“Wehave doubled our profitby re-
engineering our business model to
adapt to changes with Al,” says Plato
Creative managing director John
Plato.

Anon-profit chief says their best
achievement of the year was “using
Alto completely transformall our
business processes”.

Beca group chief executive Amelia
Linzey says the firm has “broadened
the conversation frombusiness
performance to focus on innovation,
Alasatool forimproved productivity
and effectivenessindelivery,
ownership culture, positive impact
and long-termresilience”.

Deloitte chief executive Mike
Hornedescribes the challenge as
“building our workforce of the future
—thesKills, capability and fungibility
required for an integrated human and
Al-enabled workforce.

“Thisis a sKills, confidence and
enablement exercise.”

A financial servicesleader credits
“rapid training, adoption and
implementation of Al alongsidea
permissiverisk culture to support the
use of these tools”.

Al as acost-cutting tool
Asbusinesses brace for economic
uncertainty, Al hasbecome one of
their main tools for cutting costs.

Asked what actions they are taking
or contemplating to safeguard against
economic challenges over the next12
months, 54% say they are already
using Altoreduce costs.

A further 39% are consideringit.

Alis a major 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
Al delivers real benefits, not
only through efficiency,
which is easier to measure,
but through growth,
innovation and better
outcomes for customers.
Therisk is that New
Zealand talks itself into a
negative economic
mindset and loses
momentum on innovation,
investment and
opportunities for growth.
Paul Johnston, Tower

Just 6% have no plansto.

Only general operating cost
reductions (57%) are more
widespread. By comparison, just 25%
say they are reducing their
workforce, 15% have imposed hiring
freezesand 15% are slowing
investment.

Fewer jobs or different jobs?

Asked what effect Alwillhave on
their company’s total headcount over
the next three years, 41% of
respondents expectadecrease. A

continued on B22

‘Access does not equal benefit’

Datacom CEO Greg
Davidson warns
that Al adoption
does not mean
business progress,
writes Bill Bennett

atacom CEO Greg Davidson
warns against confusing
adoption of Al with
progress.

“Access does not equal benefit,”
Davidsonsays. “Thereisn’ta
correlation between giving
everybody access to Al and getting
economic benefit to your
organisation; or even momentum.”

Thereason is that when Allooks
like plain English and everyone can
have a go, organisations skip the hard
part:judging whether it's doing the job
well enough. “Not enough
organisations are understanding it or
going to the effort toinvest in that,”
headds.

Alisnear universal amonglarger
New Zealand businesses. Datacom’s
2026 State of Al Index found 91% of
surveyed organisations use the
technology. That's up from 66% two
yearsago.

Although Aluseisnow
mainstream, in practice most
organisations surveyed by Datacom
are still in the early stages of maturity.
Only 4% said it has transformed their
core operations, while 81% remained

in the exploratory phase or operate
atadepartmentallevel.

AT'srisk profile shifts dramatically
as organisations move from passive
chatbots to autonomous Al agents
that perform work. With
conversational chat,ahuman sees
and verifies every answer. Withan
agent, Davidson notes, businesses
must either prove the system
outperforms a human or maintain
human oversight.

“What's the difference betweena
rogue spreadsheet and arogue Al
agent?” he asks. “The spreadsheet
waited until you pressed enter.”

Because agents operate
autonomously, they require rigorous
pre-deployment testing using
evaluation frameworks known as
“evals.” Davidson also recommends
tracking how often staff override Al
outputs. “If they’re never overriding
it,then we fully delegateit.”

Datacom’s Index data shows few
New Zealand organisations have

What's the
difference between
arogue spreadsheet
and arogue
Alagent?

The spreadsheet
waited until you

pressed enter.
Greg Davidson, Datacom CEO

established these controls. Only 38%
mandate a human-in-the-loop for Al-
assisted decisions, 29% conduct
regular system audits. Just 22% report
on Al governance to the executive
teamorboard.

Davidson says that this discipline
isn'thardtoputinplace.

Knowing where not touse Alis
equally vital. Davidson points out that
core deterministic tasks, such as
payroll calculations, should remain
built on proven, traditional software
coderather than probabilistic
models. Traditional code is faster,
cheaper and exact. Aladds value
when interpreting complex payroll
policy against official documentation;
provided clear boundaries are set.

“Itsimportant tobereally clear on
what you're okay with an agent doing
and deciding and where you aren’t
willing to trust or delegate that
activity,” Davidson says.

Governance accountability
remains uncommon. Only 22% of

New Zealand enterprises havea
dedicated Al executive, while 26%
have tacked the responsibility onto
an existing C-suiterole.

Costis still an operational hurdle
in Aladoption. Alinfrastructure
companies bill users on their
consumption of tokens. Costs can
balloon rapidly.

AtDatacom, internal token
consumption spiked sixfold between
January and September. To manage
costs, Datacom implemented evals to
systematically route heavy users
from top-tier models to lower-cost
models without degrading quality.

Unmonitored, fast-acting agents
present an even greater costrisk.
Davidson says when they operate at
speed, organisations can quickly rack
up bigbills. While 79% of enterprises
expanded their Albudgets this year,
15% reported unexpected cost
overruns. Twenty per cent have yet
toinstitute formal cost management
protocols.

Beyond operational controls and
token economics, Davidson says
external vendor dependency
represents the single largest strategic
vulnerability boardrooms face.

Datacom’sresearchreveals that
45% of business leaders are
concerned about over-relyingona
single Al provider. Thatrisk became
concrete this year whenaccessto
Anthropic’s flagship Fable and
Mythos models was temporarily
suspended following offshore
jurisdictional rulings.

Thenthereis the broader issue of
data sovereignty. Davidson dismisses
superficial definitions of sovereignty,
urging directors to consider three

Datacom is a sponsor of the Herald’s
Mood of the Boardroom report

practical tests:

@ Operational Resilience: Wheredo
your primary data and identity
management systems physically
reside? How quickly can yourecover
if thatregion fails?

@ Jurisdictional Reach: Which
foreign governments can lawfully
compel access to your company’s
assets?

@ Economic Value: Which national
economy ultimately captures the
financial upside of the technology?
This makes digital infrastructurea
matter of national resilience and
strategic importance.

While New Zealand has consented
twomajor Al-scale data centres
exceeding 100 megawatts, Davidson
argues these facilities must be built
and operationalised locally rather
than treated as speculative real estate
assets.

He calls for multi-region
redundancies (planning) outside
Auckland and opportunities for
domestic capital investment.

Ultimately, Davidson’s primary
concernreturns to people, to human
capability. He says generative Alis
proving tobe a double-edged sword
for workforce development.

Whileitis “vastly improving” the
immediate output of junior staff, he
warnsitrisks “destroying their oppor-
tunity at mastery.” By automating
early-career tasks, organisations risk
removing the foundational learning
curves that build senior expertise.
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Why Al is demanding attention

Fran O’Sullivan talked to Dame Therese Walsh about how boards of directors should govern for artificial intelligence

ame Therese Walshis
currently chairwoman of Air
New Zealand and ASB Bank,
giving her a valuable
perspective across aviation, banking,
technology, customer data and risk.
Notably, Air New Zealand’sboard
specifically identifies technology and
digital innovation, including
oversight of digital transformation
and cyber risks, asaboard capability.

Herald: Has Alnow becomea
boardroomissuerather thana
technology issue? What's
changed?

Walsh: Yes absolutely. That is
becauseboards areregistering the
speed, breadth and potential impact
of Al,and importantly thatit could
impact trust whichisan
organisation’s most important asset.
Somerisks and issues are considered
by boards in committees. Alis now
sobroadreachingasbothariskand
an opportunity thatitisnow being
considered regularly at the main
board tablesIsitat.

Froma governance perspective,
thisisn't solely a technology issue. It
touches strategy, customer and
employee experiences, operating
models, capital allocation and the list
goes on. Boardrooms, from my
experience, are pivoting quickly to
treating Al as akey strategicissue
demanding much attention.

Whatevidence do youneedtosee
before youbelieve an Al
investmentis genuinely
delivering areturn?

Weare increasingly moving beyond
broad organisational upliftin
capability and reviewing use cases to
looking for evidence at the
boardroom of a genuinereturnto the
business. So thereisa call from
boardrooms to executive teams to
prove an uplift in customer
experience, quicker more efficient
processes, and economic value
delivered. For example Air NZis now
developing Altools to take dozens of
pieces of information and
recommend optimal decisionsin
severe weather impactsto allow
normal operations torestart more
quickly. No single human or team
could optimise across the same
number of variables.

From abanking perspective,
external fraud and financial crime are
ontheincrease and Alis highly
effective atidentifying patterns,
anomalies and emerging threatsin
large data setssoit is,and will
increasingly be, a formidable tool to
use against an increasingly difficult
societalissue.

Arehoards demanding enough
accountabhility from CEOs for the
productivity gains they expect
fromAI?

Probably not. While the right
questions around productivity gains
and economic value are starting to
be asked more consistently, we are
only at the beginning. So key focus
areas have tended tobe more about
adoption, exemplars and systems.

However, there are two key issues
broader than short term productivity
gains that demand attention. Firstly,
Alis creating real and present
security risks on a significant scale
and these are currently dominating
boardroom conversations. Although
cyber risk hasbeen around for a
while, we have managed this through
controlling asbest we can the high
risksas they are assessed. Emerging
Almodels turn this onits head where
combinations of low risks can expose
acompany to significantimpacts.
How to govern for thisisbeing
grappled with,and while models are
starting to emerge thishasnotbeen
solved for yet.

Secondly, boardsrequire their
CEOs to articulate the operating
model needed to take advantage of
Al within the organisation. Enterprise
wide transformationis often required
totake advantage of the
opportunities Al presents. Simply
inserting Alinto current business
structures and processes is unlikely
tomaximise its benefits.

If Al delivers amajor productivity
dividend, who should captureit—
shareholders, customers or
employees?

Ultimately all of the above. Aligning
the commercial drivers for
shareholders, customers and
employees will always be the most
sustainable and productive way
forward. However, itis early daysand
things are volatile so value could
skew in different directions while it
isbuilding.

Does Al ultimately mean fewer
people doing more work, or more
people doing higher-value work?
Both. Al already isand has the
potential to further eliminate
administration tasks and more
quickly analyse data. It will shift job
opportunities. It should allow people
to spend more time inroles exercising
judgment, solving problems, and
serving customers.

However, itisn’talinear transition, so
aboard’sresponsibility is to manage
the transition thoughtfully and
transparently. The key question for
aboard is whether we’re deliberately

redesigning work, roles and
capability rather than simply layering
Alontotoday’s organisation.

What worries youmore: that New
Zealand businesses will adopt Al
too slowly, or that they will adopt
it without changing how they
operate?

Both arerisks, but adopting Al
without changing the operating
model willlikely be the more
expensive mistake.

New Zealand businesses cannot
afford tobe slow adopters. Things are
moving too fast for that. However,
superficial adoption may be even
more dangerous, becauseit creates
theillusion of progress while
competitors fundamentally reinvent
how work is done. Boards need to
grapple with this point and
understand where the executive
teams are driving the future
operating model.

New Zealand hashad a
productivity problem for decades.
Can Al genuinely change that
equation?

Aladoption does not equal produc-
tivity gains. Aladoption alone won't
change our productivity problem,
usingitalongside enterprise trans-
formation, however, createsareal
opportunity. We have a small popula-
tion, so Al allows us to essentially
grow the capability we can’t solve
through immigration. It allowsusto
do more with the population base we
have.

Whatis the biggest Al risk that
boards are currently
underestimating?

The fastest-growing threat that we are
all grappling with is cyber security.
Anthropic’s Mythos work is quite
sobering. Al changes the economics
of cyber attacks. For meitis not about
boards underestimating therisk, itis
about how to mitigate the risks that
isthe hardest part. The basic issueis:
Can our cyber defence keep pace
with the offensive capability of AI?I
don'tbelieve thereisacompany in
New Zealand who can answer that
question confidently.

However, perhaps the most under-

The most
underestimated risk
with Alis not moving
fast enough on
enterprise
transformation. Itis a
bit like buying a tractor
to plow the fields
faster, and then we
harness the cattle to
the tractor so they can
both pull it only to
slow things down.

Dame Therese Walsh

estimated risk is not moving fast
enough on enterprise transformation.
Itisabitlikebuyinga tractor to
plough thefields faster,and then we
harness the cattle to the tractor so
they can both pullit only to slow
things down.

Are New Zealand companies
becomingtoo dependentona
handful of overseas technology
companies for critical Al
infrastructure, models and data?
Global company concentrationrisk is
anissue thatdeservesboard
attention.We already manage
dependency on critical suppliersin
many parts of our businesses. Al
should be no different. We are
unlikely to build many foundation
models at global scalein New
Zealand, so partnershipisinevitable.

While partnership is important,
dependency without optionsis
something quite different. So the
strategic question for boards to
consider is what capability, data, IP,
and optionality we need toretain
ourselves.

Five years from now, what will we
lookback on and realise we
completely misunderstood about
Ar?

Itishard to know but, if |had to pick
something, it’s that thereis abig focus
onwhat Al can donot how to change
organisations to useit. ButI think we
will all look back and think we should
have moved faster in both publicand
private sectorstouse Alasaway to
getahead.

Looking across aviation and
banking, two highly data-intensive
industries, where do yousee Al
having the greatest potential to
change the economics of the
business?

Bothindustries have enormous
amounts of data, complex operations
and thousands of decisions being
madeevery day. Thelargest prizeis
probably not one spectacular thing
but thousands of decisions being
madebetter and more easily.

Atthe moment there are many areas
across aviation and banking
exploring or using Al toimprove

An Al reckoning that CEOs cantignore

continued from B21

further 49% expect no material
change, and just 7% expect Al to
increase their headcount. The
companies furthest down the Al path
are the most likely to expect fewer
staff. Among respondents expecting
alower headcount, 62% are already
using Al agents, compared with 40%
of those expecting no change.

Even so, most expect the change
tobemodest. A banking executive
expects Alto cut headcount “around

the edges,but not dramatically”. An
infrastructure servicesboss also
expectsadecrease,butonly a
“marginal” one. For others, the nature
of the workforce limits theimpact. A
food distribution boss points to the
company’s “large blue-collar
workforce”.

Several leaders stress that Al is
meant to augment staff, notreplace
them. “We don’t see Alreplacing our
workforce. We see it enhancing our
people’s skills and capabilities,” says
an engineering CEO. “We will still

need the human-to-humanand
critical thinking element.”

Areal estate chief who hasrolled
out Al tools for salespeople and prop-
erty managers says: “Where we save
through Al we want tomove those
peopleinto other areas to keep them

inemployment if they have the skills.”

Investment in people is keeping
pace.Some 68% of respondents are
already upskilling their workforce in
priority areas,and 24% are consid-
eringit. The minority expecting Alto
grow their workforce seeitasan

engine of growth rather thana cost-
cutting tool. “It's an opportunity that
we should grab with both hands,”
saysan energy CEO.

NZ’s productivity opportunity
Executives say the stakes are higher
for New Zealand than any one
company’sbottomline.

Many respondents see Alas one
of the few levers that could make a
meaningful difference tothe
country’slong-running productivity
problem.

processes especially in customer self
service and knowledge building with
customer facing teams, through to
engineering modernisation, and
weather disrupt decision making.

What can abank or airline safely
delegate to Al - and what should
always remain a human decision?
Overall Al powered decision-making
atpre-approved levelsisalready
starting tobe implemented in many
organisations. But forme —and1I
would guess for many organisations
—material decisions or ones which
require alot of judgment are not being
delegated.

For aviation, any decisions
affecting safety or airworthiness
would have to meeta highbar as
efficiency will never outrank safety.

Inbanking, while Almay
increasingly make
recommendations, customers must
have confidence that decisions made
are fair, explainable and subject to
appropriate oversight. So human
accountability will alwaysbe
retained.

Would you be comfortable with Al
making a decision that materially
affects a customer’s financial
position or travel experience
without human intervention?
Potentially, but it depends onthe
consequence and the ability to
remedy it. Automationisnotnew and
so Aldoesn’t change that, but
customers need to know that there
are safeguards and an effective path
tohuman intervention. Whatever
technology or way of working any
organisations uses, efficiency cannot
come at the expense of fairness or
trust.

What have youlearned from
seeing Al adoption fromtwo
differentboardrooms — ASB and
Air New Zealand — that you would
apply to other companies?
Thereisno one formula,and
experimentationisimportant to get
things going.

Butthekey thingI have seen at
both Air New Zealand and ASBis that
Alshouldnotbetreatedasa
technology programme, buta
business transformation programme,
and thinking that way ata
governance level is key to unlocking
thebenefits of AL Ultimately the
question for boardsisno longer
whether Al will reshape their
industry but whether the
organisationis prepared toreshape
itself.

And finally security, security,and
security. There is a whole tsunami of
unknown security risk coming at us
from Al models externally and we
needtobeasready aswecanbe.

After 15 yearsin governance, for me
thisis one of the most significant
strategic shifts have encountered.
What makes it different is the imp-
lications are well beyond any single
company, industry or country.

Itis challenging usin governance to
rethink how to create and sustain
value.

Butsomeseescaleasabarrier.
“The size of the New Zealand market
limits the return oninvestment for
larger capital automation projects,
ultimately placing New Zealand ata
GDP per capita disadvantage,” says
Rheem New Zealand general
manager Mark McCutcheon.

Anenergy sector director sees Al
asapotential “game changer in terms
of health, education and productivity
benefits”,but warns that New Zealand
“should grasp the opportunity or risk
beingleft behind”.
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Technology writer Bill Bennett talked with a leading software development firm CEO, the chief executive of
a leading corporate and a serial tech entrepreneur about the impact of the Al revolution on business.

ade Software chief executive

Justin Mercer says artificial

intelligence won't make New

Zealand more productive onits
own. Al amplifies sound business
fundamentals, he says, but does not
replace them.

Mercer recently hosted the Jade
Velocity Summit at Te Paein
Christchurch which brought together
leaders fromacross Aotearoa witha
simple shared purpose: Harnessing
technology to drive New Zealand
forward. The clearest single
takeaway of the day was that Alis
acultural challenge,nota
technological one. Tools are
necessary —Jade’s own positionis
that people should be enabled with
theright ones —but unlocking value
liesin what organisations actually do
with them.

Christchurch-based Jade’s
businesses include anti-money
laundering and dairy sector supply
chain software. It bought Madcap, the
world’sleading dairy supply chain
software, to accelerateits growth
ambitions.

Mercer says Al has not changed the
problems those products solve.
Financial crime teams stillneed to
spot “the needle in the haystack” and
dairy processors still need to keep
farmersinformed and show
transparency across the milk supply
chain. Aljust means solving problems
faster and better. He says Jade’s
product and engineering teams are
New Zealand-based, predominantly
in Christchurch, and they intend to
continue investing to strengthen their

capability and capacity in that city.
Mercer says Jade continues to see
growthinkey overseas markets.

“The Iran war may have impacted
short-term spending and deferred
decision making in patchesbut
fundamentally the core needs for the
products and services we provide
remain.”

Herald:Is Al primarily a
techmnology, productivity or
economic story?
Mercer:Itisasmuch a cultural story.
Organisations don't transform, people
do. The overlooked issue is how
companies equip their people with
theright tools and skills. Get that
wrong and Albecomes very mucha
story of fear about losing jobs. And

if Al can build anything you should

Justin Mercer

W says Al is

critical
infrastructure
and it belongs in
abroader
infrastructure
vision.

bebuilding experiences that are
unique, that are electrifying.

Can Al change New Zealand’s poor
productivity performance?

It'san amplifier rather than a silver
bullet.Idon't think deploying Al will
make New Zealand more productive.
Thebasics still matter: capital
allocation, an engaged workforce and
real customer value. Mercer gives the
example of the dot-com crash which
began in March 2000 and lasted until
October 2002 and points out the
companies that fell over were “more
about leading with the technology of
the day rather thanleading with the
customer value”.

How does New Zealand create Al
valuerather than consume

Al must now prove its
commercial return

Hodson says businesses have to

move on from experimenting
with artificial intelligence to proving
it delivers measurable value.
Spark has given Al tools to about
2500 of its people. But Hodson says
the gains come from combining Al
with changes to process and people,
not from thetoolsalone.

Spark has a strong focus on
delivering growthinits core
connectivity business and lifting
productivity, cash flow and
performance. Alis central to that.
The Herald asked Hodson where
Spark is seeing the most tangible
commercial benefit from Al today.

Customer care was her response,
pointing to the 20,000 customer
questions amonth Sparkreceives as
an example of queries that would
once have gone toback-office staff
and are now managed through Al
knowledge bases. Her team gets
answers faster and now hasmore
time to ask what else the customer
needs. “If you get your answer faster
and it meets all of your needs, then
you'remorelikely to stay with the
provider yourein.”

Software developmentis the
second area where Spark uses Al to
cut time to market and capital
spending.

spark chief executive Jolie

Herald: What is stopping New
Zealand businesses from moving
beyond Al pilots?

Hodson: Workforce strategy and not
understanding “at quite a granular
level” how things get done. Al trials
have aplace, but then companies
must decide which teams most need
the skills. The test is whether saving
10 or 20 minutes a day adds up. “Does
that cumulatively add up to some-
thing that you can change and get
measurable value for your business?”
It would be “very remiss to think this
isatechnology strategy”.

Herald: What should CEOs

measure to know whether Al
investmentis working?

Start with abaseline: “How do you
know that you've gotreal value rather
than, yes, it’s great to see adoption.”
Sparklooks at time saved, reduced
rework and service outcomes for
customers. Leaders must be clear that
thereisacommercialreturn.Ifa
projecthasn’t provenitself in three
tofour months, or sooner, there
should be a stoplike you'd have on
other things. The productivity
dividend, the benefit of the time Al
saves, isreally only captured if the
time and capacity created by Al are
deliberately redirected whether into
better customer service, faster
delivery or lower costs. Otherwise,
you can get fractions of time, small
savings that never add up.

Whatis the biggest Alriskboards
are underestimating?
I'mnotsosureboardsare
underestimating risk. But guardrails
matter more as agentic Al, which acts
onits own to complete tasks, arrives.
Directors need to know what agents
cando and whether they go outside
the organisation. Youdon't haveto
be an Al specialist to understand how
touseit for governance,butboards
must keep their skills current.

Whatis the biggest claim about Al

Jolie Hodson
says Alisnota
cure-all —a
panacea to
everything.

that you simply don’t believe?
Thatitisacure-all. That Alisa
panaceato everything.Idon’t think
that’sthe case. Al can hallucinate —
I'vehadresponses where I know
that’snot true.

How significant could Albecome
asadriver of Spark’s
infrastructure investment?
SPK-30, Spark’s turnaround plan, has
abig focus on digital connectivity,
including infrastructure such asits
shareholding in data centre business
TenPeaks. That, plus fixed
connectivity and cloud services, is
important to helping enable Al Data
centresare also a growing marketin
New Zealand.

Can Al finally deliver the
productivity transformation New
Zealand has talked about for
years?

It can. Al helps approvals move
through public and private systems
much faster such as the consents that
unlockinfrastructure investment. Itis
also increasingly embedded in tools
small and medium businesses
already use, which could ease the
load on time-poor ownersjuggling
accounts, payroll and tax. The more
time that frees up “the better off we’ll
beasaneconomy”.

— Bill Bennett

American technology?

By going deepinniches —not trying
tobe “horizontal, everything to
everyone”. Jade takes open-weight
models — Al systems thatanyone can
download and adapt —locks them
down and trains them onits own
domain knowledge soits codeisn't
running off to some frontier lab.
Building ona US frontier model
means giving away control. European
dairy customers want to know how
exposed the software isto the Al
underneathit.

Is asmall population an advantage
or adisadvantage?

Itneedn’tbe abarrier. We're a small
market where you can testand learn.
New Zealand has shown it can change
regulation quickly, as it did to get
Rocket Lab off the ground. And it can
positionitself as a neutral player
between the US and China. The bigger
challengeis attracting and retaining
talent.

Should government treat Al
infrastructure likeroads and
ports?

Idothinkitis critical infrastructure
anditbelongsinabroader
infrastructure vision. Data centres
and Al are directly linked to power
consumption and generation. Cyber
security, is heading towards

Why treating

Al is not ‘a silver bulle?’

“machines fighting machines”, Al-
powered hackers against Al-powered
defence whichrequires GPU
compute and energy.

Are New Zealand CEOs getting
productivity gains from Al yet?
Itvaries. Every companyisata
different stage. Whether Alis driving
revenue or efficiency is “case by
case”. CEOs shouldn't delegate by
setting a productivity target and
handing out licences. They should
use the tools themselves and be open
about where they fail.

Whatis thebiggest Alriskboards
and CEOs are underestimating?
Thereisno singlerisk. Cyber defence,
upskilling people fast enough and
keeping pace with competitors keep
him awake. Speed matters —butnot
at the cost of material damage to
customers, such as through data
exposure.

Mercer’s answer for boardsis to
sortrisksinto “two-way doors” and
“one-way doors”. Walk through a two-
way door and you can comeback if
it goes wrong. Walk through a one-
way door and you can’t. He suggests
starting with everything in the two-
way bucket, then asking what you
would bring back across, and what
has tobe a one-way door” because
itis critical to customers or staff.

Al as

software misses the point

IT purchase are missing the

point, says serial tech entre-
preneur Greg Cross. He says Alisnot
atechnology but a utility. The
businesses that win willredesign
aroundit.

Cross (pictured right) sold wireless-
charging company PowerbyProxito
Applein 2017 and stepped out of Soul
Machinesnearly three yearsago.He
isnow launching an Al-native
company, Eighty20 AL from scratch
and saysit hasforced him torelearn
four decades of experience.

People whotreat Alasanother

Herald:Is thereadanger
companies simply use Al to
automate inefficient processes
rather thanredesign how they
operate?

Cross: “Thatisonewaytouse AL I
personally don't think it is the best
way. Many of these inefficient
processes aren’t,let'sbeblunt, very
good processes.” He points to two
decades of outsourced customer
service by Kiwi companies which has
been dumbed down to the point
where some customers don't want to
talk to the company. Alis about
solving problems you couldn’t solve
before. If youre doing that, you are
growing and you're making yourself
morerelevant and more valuable.

If Almakes a knowledge worker
30% to 50% more productive, do
youneed fewer people or should
you grow faster?

“Experience suggests the
productivity gain is far bigger.
Everyone at my company is ten times
more efficient than in a conventional
startup. It'snot by 30%, it's 10x.” Cross
rejects the finance minister’s sugge-
stion that Al could be used toreplace
public servants. Instead, Alshould
lower the cost of delivering services
so that more canreach the frontline.
Thejob market will shift, he says, but
we will create whole new industries.

What does New Zealand have that
could give it an advantage?
“Proprietary data. Valueis created
when you can take proprietary data

"
o

and convert it into knowledge. Halter,
the New Zealand maker of smart
cattle collars, is a data company, not
an electronic cow monitoring
company. The opportunity liesin
building products on top of existing
Almodelsto solve problems unique
to this country, notinbuildinga
ChatGPTrival”

The US and China are investing
enormous sums. Where does that
leave smaller economies?
“We'venever been able to compete
with the venture capital industry that
existed in Silicon Valley, even before
itwent crazy and got completely high
on Al Instead of investing tens of
millions of dollars and hundreds of
millions of dollars, they are now
investing tens of billions of dollars
from their funds. We never had
access to thatin thefirst place.”

Whathappens to the traditional
organisation when agents perform
entire workflows?

“It flattens and the customer moves
tothe centre. The vast majority of
people don’t even understand what
anagent can do, let alone build their
own. In the agents my company
builds for customers, humans stay in
theloop on key decisions. Innovation
shifts from the top downto the
bottom up: Aldemocratises
innovation.”

— Bill Bennett
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sked how their company’s
appetite for investment in
New Zealand compared
with12months ago, a third
(325%) of respondents to this year’s
Mood of the Boardroom survey say
itis greater, including 5.5% who say
itismuch greater. More than half
(555%) say it is about the same, and
just12% say their appetiteislower.

Buta willingness to invest does not
necessarily translate into investment.
The challenge is finding opportunities
that can attract capital, deliver
returns and ultimately help build the
next generation of internationally
successful New Zealand businesses.

The Heraldtalked to five people at
the heart of New Zealand’s
investment system: the chief
executive of the Government'snew
investment promotion agency, the
co-chief investment officer of the
country’s sovereign wealth fund, the
chief executive of the Crown’s
venture capital investor, a deep-tech
venture capitalist and the co-founder
of anindependent, non-partisan
growth policy group.

They identify familiar obstacles:a
shortage of investable opportunities,
limited pools of specialist capital,
shortages of experienced talent and
regulatory settings that can make it
harder to turn promising businesses
into global competitors. But they also
see significant potential to build on
New Zealand’s existing strengths into
new sources of growth.

Clean energy meets digital
opportunity

Robert Wall, chief executive of the
year-old autonomous Crown entity
Invest New Zealand, says genuine
offshore interest is coming through in
renewable energy, digital
infrastructure and technology-led
opportunities where New Zealand
hasa clear competitive advantage
and international investment can
unlock growth.

“The opportunity for New Zealand
liesin connecting these sectors — for
example, companies with accessto
reliable, renewable power willlink
New Zealand to global markets,and
theright commercial partners can
help new technologies move from
development to deployment.”

Wallsaysinvestors value New
Zealand’s stability, trusted institutions
and ease of doing business, balancing
that against the practical challenge of
asmallmarket thatis distant from
major global centres. He saysrecent
reforms to overseas investment
screening have made theregime
faster and more proportionate for
lower-risk transactions, but the work
on the fundamentals must continue.

“New Zealand needs to keep
improving the fundamental drivers of
growth that support existing
companies and the industries we
want to attract in the future, including
resilient digital and physical
infrastructure, consistent regulation,
and confidence in a pipeline of
investment opportunities.”

The Active Investor Plus
programme is one way of bringing
new capitalinto productive
businesses.

“Invest New Zealand assesses
applications for managed fundsand
directinvestments under the growth
category of the programme, with over
$2billion of capital committed since
April 2025,” says Wall.

“These managed funds and direct
investmentsare investingin
productive businesses and Invest
New Zealand’srole is connecting new
capital and capability with credible
opportunities and partnerships.”

Successinfive years,in Wall's
view, would mean a deeper pipeline
of projects at the scale international
investorsrequire, more international
companies establishing and

ment appetl
‘earetheop

'€ grows, but
portunities?

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

Robert Wall

expanding here, and stronger
connections between New Zealand
businesses and global capital.

“New Zealand’s most
underestimated opportunity is the
intersection of abundant renewable
energy, digital infrastructure and
advanced technology.

“With therightinvestmentin
generation, transmission,
connectivity and skills, New Zealand
cansupport energy-intensive and
data-driven businesses while
enabling innovation across sectors
such as food production,
manufacturing and health.

“The opportunity is to position
New Zealand as a destination for new
export-oriented industries that can
leverage our free trade agreement
network and our geographic position
alongside the growth in Asia and the
Indo-Pacific.”

Capitalis available, but projects
must stackup

Will Goodwin, co-chief investment
officer of the NZ Super Fund, saysa
large investor isn't simply asking
whether an asset or project is
worthwhile. Itis asking whether the
opportunity is the best use of its risk,
liquidity, capability and management
attention, relative to the alternatives
available globally.

The fund’slocal networks,
sovereign status and long horizon can
create aninvestmentadvantage.

“But thatis anadvantage,notan
automatic allocation. New Zealand
opportunities must still compete with
global alternatives.”

Goodwin says that while New
Zealand s consistently rated asan
easy place to dobusiness, attracting
major investorsrequires
opportunities of sufficient scale.

“Our view is that the issue is often
not ashortage of capital, buta
shortage of well-prepared,
appropriately scaled propositions
with robust economics, clear risk
allocation and a willingness to
include international delivery
capability.”

Goodwin saysthe fund’s
discussions with international
investors suggest growing interestin
New Zealand. Some seeitasa
standalone market, while others see
itas “Australia-adjacent”.

Buthe saysinvestorsraise
concerns about policy changes
across political cycles, construction
capacity, lengthy approval processes
and past project setbacks.

He saysinternational peers would
characterise New Zealand as “a
credible but developing institutional

Will Goodwin

investment market”.

Goodwin points to the NZ Super
Fund’sinvestment in Kaingaroa Tipu
as an example of what can attract
institutional capital. Forestry isa
multi-decade industry that suits the
fund’slong horizon. The investment
hassufficient scale and is held
through a partnership with aligned
long-terminvestors with capability,
both international and with mana
whenua.

“Investments like this did not work
simply because they werein New
Zealand. They worked because the
commercial case, partners, structure
and governance aligned, while our
local position gave us an additional
edge.”

Goodwin argues that attracting
moreinvestment will require New
Zealand to take amore coordinated
approachtodeveloping and
presenting opportunities.

“To attract capital and capability,
New Zealand needs to shift from
presenting investors with isolated
projectsto creating credible, multi-
year investment pipelines.”

He says the challengeis to connect
theinvestment New Zealand needs
with the institutional capital looking
for opportunities internationally.

“Thatrequires us to present
opportunities with sufficient scale,
robust commercial economics, clear
risk allocation, durable policy settings
and credible execution. New
Zealand's institutions, natural
advantages and relationships give it
astrongbase, but those advantages
needtobe convertedintoan
investable and repeatable pipeline.”

Venture capital grows, but gaps
remain

James Pinner, chief executive of NZ
Growth Capital Partners (NZGCP),
says New Zealand’s venture market
has comealong way since the
Elevate NZ Venture Fund launched,
though thereis stillalong way to go.

“Ourrole hasbeen to catalyse
more capital into private venture
firms and that has undoubtedly
happened. We have now seen over
abillion dollars of money go into
private VC firms (which flows down
into the most promising start-ups)
over thefirst five years of Elevate,
more than was seen in the prior 15
yearsto Elevate launching.”

Several funds are now on their
third and fourth vintages, building the
track records that Pinner hopes will
draw more institutional money over
time. The end goalis a deeper and
broader cohort of managers backed
by institutional investors, to the point

James Pinner

where Elevateis nolonger needed.
He thinks that will take atleast
another 10 years.

Pinner says government
investment has been effective in
attracting private capital. For every
dollar NZGCP has invested, $2.64 of
private capital has also backed those
funds, and 20% of that private capital
has come from offshore. A growing
number of investments are coming
from KiwiSaver funds, a trend Pinner
wantsto see accelerate.

“Even 1% of KiwiSaver balances
going into the most promising
managers and start-ups would
transform the market.”

But Pinner says the venture
marketremainsrelatively small.
NZGCP’s international benchmarking
suggests New Zealand should have
around 5000 start-ups, but it
estimates there are about 1500.

The funding gap isnow most
pronounced at the very earliest
stages, which NZGCPis targeting
throughits new pre-seed fund
programme, Scout. A new emerging
manager fund of funds, Launch,
announced in Budget 2026, will back
more first-time managers.

Pinner says the global surgein
investment into artificial intelligence
hasmadeit harder for businesses
outside the sector, including medtech
and climate tech companies, to
attractinternational funding.

“That means that the bar for those
companies raising capital
internationally is higher and
domestic funds are having toback
them for longer along their
development journeys than
previously.”

Healsobelieves New Zealand
needstodomoretoencourage
entrepreneurial ambition and accept
therisks that come withit.

“We should be celebrating those
that try, evenif they fail. And we
should certainly celebrate more
those that dosucceed.”

Pinner sees growing opportunities
indeep technology, particularly
industrial clean technology spanning
wastewater treatment, recycling,
e-waste and the processing of mining
and manufacturing waste. Medtech
remains a strength, although he says
some of New Zealand’s biggest
successes continue to come from
software.

He pointsto Rocket Laband
favourableregulatory settings as
helping create a new generation of
space companies and believes New
Zealand could replicate that success
inmarine technology, from
environmental monitoring to

\

Maria Jose Alvarez

aquaculture.

Good science to greatbusinesses
Maria Jose Alvarez, managing
partner of deep-tech investor WNT
Ventures, says New Zealand hasa
stronger pipeline of investable
technology companies thanit often
givesitself credit for.

She points to Aroa Biosurgery,
Tracksuit and Auror as examples of
businesses whose founders identified
asignificant global problem, builta
differentiated solution and raised the
capital to scale internationally.

Butahandful of successesis not
the same as a deep and consistent
pipeline.

“Inmy day-to-day workat WNT
Ventures,Isee the quality of New
Zealand science every week.Ialso
see how much work it takes to turn
that science into a business. Excellent
research, a promising technology and
agood investment are three different
things...

“Ourresearch systemissetupto
produce papers and patents, not
founders. Investability isnot
something we simply findina
company; we have to strategically
buildit.”

Nor,in her view, is the capital base
setup for deep tech — atleastnot
atthe scale New Zealand’s potential
needs.

She says part of the problemlies
inhow New Zealanders invest their
savings, with much of the country’s
wealth tied up in property and
offshore listed markets. KiwiSaver
hasbecome one of the country’s
largest pools of capital, but she says
relatively littlereaches the private
companies with the potential to lift
productivity.

“Deep techneeds 10- to 15-year
horizons, investors who canjudge
technicalrisk,and money held in
reserve to follow on through several
rounds. Our capital baseis thinonall
three.”

Alvarez says companies
frequently struggle when moving
from technical proof of concept to
commercial and industrial validation
—astage where both capital and
specialist commercial expertise arein
short supply.

She wants government
investment tobe targeted at
opportunities that would struggle to
attract private capital on their own.

“Its capital should go where it
makes the difference: backing the
companies and fund managers that
would not otherwise exist, so the

continued on B26
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‘Increasingly attractive destination’

Herald: Where does Morrisonsee
thebiggest infrastructure invest-
ment opportunities in New Zea-
land, and how is Al (through data
centres, energy demand and
digital infrastructure) changing
that picture?

Paul Newfield: With theright
ambition, New Zealand can play a
globally significantrole in whatis
shaping up tobeaonceinacentury
digital infrastructure build-out.

New Zealand’'srenewable energy
base, potential for further develop-
ment, climate, political stability and
security are genuine advantages.
Together, they make New Zealand an
increasingly attractive destination for
digital infrastructure.

Thebiggest opportunities willbe in
data centres and therenewable
generation, storage and grid
infrastructure needed to support
them, particularly projects that
combine digital growth with new
energy supply and deliver broader
economic benefits. Social licence will
be critical. New Zealand has the
opportunity to establish clear
frameworks for digital infrastructure
development to make sure
developers of these assets engage
communities early, use resources
responsibly and create tangible
economic and social benefits for New
Zealanders.

Is New Zealand creating enough
investable infrastructure projects
to absorb institutional capital, and
whatis holding back private
investment?

Global investors continue to have
strong appetite for long-term infra-
structure investments. The challenge
is creating enough opportunities at
scale.Investors want a visible

Morrison chief executive Paul Newfield told Tim McCready how the
global infrastructure investment manager views opportunities

pipeline, confidence around delivery
and a clear pathway from concept to
construction.

A credible pipelineisalso
important to attract the supply
chains, skKills and construction
capability needed to give investors
confidence that projects canbe
delivered reliably and efficiently.
We're seeing encouraging progress,
but greater certainty around
planning, approvals and execution
would unlock significantly more
privateinvestment. Thereisalsoan
opportunity to create more
investable scale through repeatable
programmes, partnerships and the
aggregation of similar assets or
projects, rather than viewing every
opportunity inisolation.

How does New Zealand compare
with Australia, the US, the UK and
Europe as adestination for

infrastructure capital, and what
would attract more offshore
institutional money?

New Zealand can't compete on scale,
but it can compete on stability, trust
and institutional quality. Ina world
where investors are increasingly
focused onregulatory certainty,
those attributes matter.

Toattract more offshore capital,
New Zealand needs a larger pipeline,
clearer delivery pathways and long-
term political commitment that
extendsbeyond election cycles,and
it'sencouraging to see strides being
made here across parties.

It'sincredible to think our clients’
portfolio companies are building so
much morerenewable energy inthe
Republican states of Trump’s
Americathan wearein clean, green
New Zealand. But that just goes to
show that embracing the Al
infrastructure opportunity and
streamlining renewable energy
projectapproval processes hasalot
moreimpact than political rhetoric.

How should New Zealand think
about the balance between public
and private capitalin
infrastructure?
New Zealand needs both public and
private capital. Government sets
priorities and creates the framework.
Private capital can bring funding,
expertise and long-term stewardship
of essential infrastructure assets.
Wellington International Airport is
agood example. As part of Infratil's
portfolio, private investment has

helped support the airport'slong-
term development while continuing
toservetravellers, communities and
the wider economy.It'sownedin
partnership between Infratiland
Wellington City Council and that
relationship has continued to deliver
for the Wellington region for almost
30 years, through anumber of
political and economic cycles.

Asour retirement savings pool
continues to grow, thereisareal
opportunity toinvest that capital in
theinfrastructure the country needs,
provided those investments deliver
strongrisk-adjusted returns for
KiwiSaver members.

Asacountry wealsoneed tobe
brave enough to have mature
conversations about asset recycling.
The country is still understandably
scarred by some of the poor
examples of privatisationsin the
1980s. That shouldn’t prevent us from
asking amore pragmatic question
today: which assets does government
genuinely need to own,and where
isits capital better deployed
elsewhere?

Government doesn't have toown
every piece of infrastructure to
protect public interest. In some cases,
it should be willing to sell or lease
some assets toresponsible long-term
owners with strong reputations and
appropriate safeguards, freeing up
capital tobuild the schools, hospitals
and transport infrastructure we need
toservea young, growing nation.

You can seethemodel at workin
Sydney. When Kiwi friends visit, they

always comment on the great new
Metro system, meanwhile noone
notices or cares that theland titles
registry and the electricity poles and
wires were leased to superannuation
fundsto pay forit.

Caninfrastructure investment
materially lift New Zealand's
productivity?

Infrastructureis a productivity
agenda. Better energy, connectivity
and transport systems reduce costs
and support productivity-led growth.

We're already seeing that across
our portfolio. In the United States
we've established Fillex, a pharmacy
fulfilment platform that uses Aland
robotics to automate dispensing and
free up pharmacists’ time to offer
specialist advice to their local
communities rather than being stuck
out the back counting pills.

It'sagood example of how Alis
notjust driving investment in digital
infrastructureitself, but creating
entirely new infrastructure
opportunities across thereal
economy. Here the biggest produc-
tivity gains will come from applying
these technologies in sectors such as
healthcare, logistics and industry,
supported by the infrastructure that
enables them.

Infrastructureis also an economic
resilience agenda. Inamore volatile
global environment, the objectiveis
not just to operate more efficiently,
but to keep essential services and
supply chains functioning through
disruption.
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Business lea
rules for A

The opportunity
has arrived and
New Zealand
shouldn't be late in
adopting rules for Al
factories, writes
Graham Skellern

ew Zealand should begin

establishing clear rules to

take advantage of therising

demand for Al data centres,
say twobusinessleaders.

Jason Boyes, chief executive of
Infratil, says New Zealand is well-
positioned to attract significant
investment and become a data centre
hub.

“Wehave the ability to develop
morerenewable generation,and we
haveafavourable climate and strong
security advantages. We should
leverage those strengths not only to
attract data centre investment, but
also tobuild our own Al capability.

“With global demand for data
centre capacity continuing to outstrip
supply, were stillin the early stages
of this growth cycle. Thisisa10-year
theme.Idon't think New Zealand will
miss out, but werisk being late if we
delay the benefits of investments,”
saysBoyes.

Shane Solly, portfolio manager
with Harbour Asset Management,
saysit'sbecoming more difficult to
build data centres in the United States
and Europe because of push-backs
from the community, and getting
access to power. Building in the
Middle East has stopped.

“The drag on the power grid,
locations set back from residential
areas, noise, water use and visual
effects, many of the centresare
industrial-looking - these are the
considerations by local communities.

“And the bigissue for investorsis
the timing of the user contracts when
these multimillion-dollar assets are
built,” says Solly.

“The demand is starting to
accelerate for GPU compute and
where they get housed. Data centre
development is ataninteresting
junction globally, especially

With global demand for data centre

capacity continuing to outstrip supply,
weTe still in the early stages of this growth

regarding managing the supply of
power.

“Wehavea grid that can supply
electricity now and we can provide
adegree of firming power toadd to
thebaseload. If there is not enough
volume of power or adry period,a
compute load canbe moved
elsewhere,” says Solly.

Boyes says power purchase
agreements (bringing your own
power) with hyperscalers are key to
developing data centres.

The energy companies can bring
incremental renewable generation
onstream and the data centre
operators and their customers pay for
the infrastructure connection. “That’s
already happening today.”

Asked what one decision the next

CycCle.

Jason Boyes, Infratil

government should make to ensure
New Zealand captures more of the Al
and data centre opportunity, Boyes
says: “Establish clear national rules,
rather thanregional ones, around the
issues communities care most about.

“Australia is moving in this
direction. Aligning with those
frameworks, where possible, will
provide greater certainty for
investors while helping communities
understand how these developments
should be managed.”

Boyes says putting rulesin place
isimportant so people don't have to
worry,and following the Australian
templateisn’'tabad start.

“Having totally different rules
doesn’'t make sense.”

Australiaisresponding to therapid

growth of Al data centresby
developing anational regulatory
framework to curb environmental
impacts, protectlocal resources,and
ensure economic benefits stay within
the country.

Prime Minister Anthony Albanese
announced plans to introduce
binding Australian Standards for Al
into Parliament early next year.

The Australian plans also include:
@ Energy and Water Rules: Large
data centres will face mandatory
rules tominimise and report water
usage (including prioritising recycled
water), cover their own grid
connection and network upgrade
costs,and ensure power demands do
not spike local electricity prices.

@ Sovereign Compute and Access:
Federal officials have urged
operators to provide local start-ups,
researchers, and not-for-profit
organisations with fair-termaccess to
compute capacity so Australia does
not become dependent on imported
artificial intelligence.

Boyes says the design of data
centres was crucial. “Some designs
evaporate water, some haveblack
water, you can't do that. CDC Data
Centres has developed a closed-loop
cooling system, and you are good to
go.”

Infratilhasanear50%
shareholding in CDC, which has three
general data centresin Auckland - the
firsttwo “are pretty well full to
capacity.”

New Zealand hosts about 64
general and cloud data centres
(including facilities by providers such
as Microsoft, Amazon Web Services,
and Datacom), but at present there
areno centresbuilt exclusively asa

ers urge clear
data centres

We dohavea
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
Management

dedicated “Alfactory”.

Datagrid NZ hasreceived resource
consent tobuild the country’s first
$3.5b Al data centre at Makarewa
near Invercargill and ismoving
through full funding and grid
approval. The centreis expected to
draw up to 280MW of power.

Mercury isinvesting $53m for a
12.7% shareholding in Datagrid
Holding Group NZ and has signed a
140MW power purchase option for
renewable energy.

Contact Energy and CDCare
working together onaresource
consent for a potential 250MW Al
data centre at Stratford near the site
of Contact’s Taranaki Combined
Cycle gas plant, which hasbeen
retired but s close to the transmission
grid.

The Stratford facility would be
supported by battery storage
development. CDC said it would
explore a net zero-waste cooling
solution, including rainwater
collection.

Solly says, “Wedohavea
temperate climate and that’s
beneficial from a cooling point of
view. That’s agood start to driveless
electricity to cool the facilities.”

Boyes says large-scale Al facilities
are most efficiently financed by
global technology companies with
strong investment-grade balance
sheets.

Atthe sametime,it canbe cost-
effective to make additional capacity
available within those facilities to
support New Zealand’s own Al
capabilities and critical services.

“Done well, that has the potential
tolift productivity across the
economy,” says Boyes.

Investment appetite grows, but where are the opportunities?

continued from B24

private sector can decide whether to
keep backing them once they have
proventhemselves.”

Alvarez says founders must also
think internationally much earlier in
acompany’s development.

“The strongest companies use New
Zealand as their research base and
proving ground, but they are built for
global markets from the start. Thatis
what makes them attractive to
international investors.”

Despite the challenges, Alvarez
believes New Zealand has already
demonstrated that it can produce
globally successful technology
businesses.

“Wenolonger need to prove that
globally successful technology
companies can come from New
Zealand. The next step ismoving
from individual success storiestoa
repeatable way of creating, funding
and scaling them.”

Keeping more of the gains in NZ
Bowen Pan, co-founder of Growth NZ,
says New Zealand has the
opportunity to create many more
global champions, and to keep them
anchored herelong enough toretain

Bowen Pan says we have the opportunity to create many global champions.

asignificant share of the value they
Create.

“Companieslike Fisher & Paykel
Healthcare, Xero, Partly and
Gallagher all show that New Zealand
can produce global winners. But too
often they succeed despite our
settingsrather than because of them.”

Technology isalready New
Zealand's third-largest export earner,
Pan notes, but the country stilllacks
depthin experienced scale-up talent
and growth capital —and the two
reinforce each other.

“Talent attracts capital, successful
companies build experience, and that

experience creates the next
generation of founders and
operators.”

Tohelp address the talent
shortage, Growth NZ has proposed a
Catalyst visa that would allow up to
300 exceptional international
specialists to enter New Zealand each
year, without requiring a job offer
upfront.

Applicants would need to
demonstrate independently verified,
internationally exceptional
achievement and would have 12
months to begin qualifying work. Visa
holders could take up employment,
establish companies or work
independently across multiple
organisations. “A small, targeted
intake would bring experience hard
tobuild quickly athome.”

Growth NZ also wants to make it
easier for skilled migrants to change
jobs and work across organisations,
alongside faster, batched processing
for workers already on Accredited
Employer Work Visas.

On growth capital, Pan says New
Zealand has made progress, although
the market remainsrelatively
immature.

“There’s much more capital than
there used tobe,but we'resstillin the

early innings.”

He wants more of New Zealand’s
large pools of long-term capital,
including KiwiSaver funds and iwi, to
participate in high-growth
companies, while continuing to
welcome international capital and
expertise.

Pan says he would double down
onsectors already gettingreal
traction, from software and space to
agritech, biotech, and climate and
energy technology.

“Atthe same time, our small size
should also be an advantage: for
example, we can use our regulatory
agility tomake New Zealand one of
thebest placesinthe world to test,
incubate and scale new ideas.”

Hebelieves global expansion and
maintaining a strong New Zealand
base need not be competing
objectives.

“The goalisn’t to keep every job
or activity in New Zealand. It's to keep
enough of the company anchored
here —ownership, intellectual
property,research and development,
leadership and high-value jobs — so
New Zealand continues to participate
meaningfully in the wealth created as
these companies become global
winners.”
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Mood of the
Boardroom
Liam Dann

his year’s Mood of the
Boardroom survey revealsa
strong focus on fighting
inflation.

Businessleadershave
overwhelmingly backed the Reserve
Bank’smovetoliftinterestrates.

They also feel strongly that the
RBNZ should retain a single mandate
focused solely on aninflation target.

If elected, Labour has promised to
return the RBNZ to a dual mandate,
with unemployment as an official
target as well asinflation.

By comparison with the past few
years, the Reserve Bank seemslike
asedate and non-controversial
institution right now.

The external appointment of
Swedish central banker Anna
Breman has taken some of the
political heat out of local monetary
policy debate.

Breman has thus far proved a clear
communicator and seems popular
with the financial sector and
economic community.

Monetary Policy Committee
meetings have been opened to more
public scrutiny, with voting decisions
published to give the public insight
into how united, or otherwise,
committee membersare.

Breman has expressed anintent to
stay focused on the single mandate
of inflation and the target of 1-3%.

There’s one significant fishhook in
all of this, of course. The inflation rate
is currently sitting outside that official
targetband.

Atanannualrate of 41%, it
continues toruntoohot.

After a dramatic post-Covid spike
above 7%, the annual inflationrate
dropped aslow as 2.2% in the
December 2024 quarter.

But from there, inflation has risen

NZ moving from anger

Reserve
support for s

Three years of pain
may give way to
economic and
social gain, writes
Cameron Bagrie

hey say the grief cyclehas
five stages. Denial, anger,
bargaining, withdrawal and
finally acceptance.

Some would argue weremainin
the anger stage, pushing back. The
country isdivided. We can see that
inthe political polls.It's a global
phenomenon. Anyone wanting to
cheer themselves up should jump on
aplane and go to the United Kingdom
or Australia. Talk to an American.
Visit France. They make New Zealand
politicslook demure. You come back
happy and reinvigorated.

I'think we are way beyond anger.
Maybe those polls are pointing more
towards acceptance and the desire
for change and the Mood of the
Boardroomis starting toshow a “let’s
geton withit” attitude fromthe
private sector too.

We can't wait for the Government
to get New Zealand completely to the
zeroline. Thisis where governments
donot getinthe way toomuch. They

)/

Perhaps unsurprisingly,
the squeeze that higher
costs are putting on
firmsisrecorded as one
of the most pressing
issues in the Mood of
the Boardroom survey
this year.

steadily, pushed up by a combination
of high local energy prices and the
big global oil pricerise.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the
squeeze that higher costs are putting
onfirmsisrecorded as one of the
most pressing issues in the Mood of
the Boardroom survey this year.
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However,businessleaders were
realistic about how much control
local policymakers have over what
ismostly imported inflation.

“Inflationary costs are due to the
fuel crisis, tough one to solve given
itis caused by an external event,” said
onebusinessleader.

“The New Zealand economy is
okay, but the global economy does
concernme. We have a couple of
never-ending wars upending oil
supply chains,” wrote another.

However, others were concerned
that central banks and governments
had notbeen as focused on inflation
asthey should havebeen in the past
fewyears.

“Central banks around the globe
havenot had inflation aligned with
targets for too many years,” one
respondent said.
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Cameron Bagrie with fellow panellist Far North mayor Moko Tepania and

host Ryan Bridge during the New Zealand Herald’s Future of New Zealand
Photo / Dean Purcell

Debate this month.

get the foundationsright,
economically and socially. Let the
private sector do the heavy lifting,
taking real risk to makereal money,
and grow the economicbase on
which New Zealanders’ wellbeing is
premised.

Has the Government got usto the
zeroline? No. But weare inching
closer with alot more work tobe done
across infrastructure, education,

energy, the socialledger,and
communicating how New Zealanders
will benefit. The latter hasbeen
missing.

Asweinch closer, Mood of the
Boardroom and the nation signals we
may be on the cusp of a continuum
of change that could easily be
accelerated. Australiaislagging New
Zealand on this frontand set fora
wake-up callin 2027.
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Fiscal discipline was also required,
said another: “Balance thebudget to
lower inflation.”

By the numbers, 76% of business
leaders said they thought the RBNZ's
latest rate hike (taking the OCR to
2.75%) was theright call.

Just 11% said it should have held
(13% were unsure).

Businessleaders were almost as
strongly supportive of keeping the
mandate focused squarely on
inflation.

They were asked: should the
Reserve Bank's monetary policy
settingsbe solely focused on meeting
itsinflation target?

Just 22% said no, 9% were unsure,
but 69% want it left as the sole target.

“The Reserve Bank should have
one clear job: keep inflation under
control and maintain price stability,”

1OW
date

said onerespondent.

Trying touse interest rates to
manage employment, house prices or
other aspects of the economy wasa
distraction, they said.

The strength of support for the
single mandatereflects the fact that
the world generally seemsto havere-
entered an inflationary period.

Inthe decadebefore Covid, global
inflation was so low that some
economistsbelieved it may have
been eradicated as a problem.

Instead, central banks were forced
to grapple with deflationary
problems.

Some, including the RBNZ, looked
at the plausibility of cutting interest
ratesintonegative territory.

Backin 2016, nearly 50% of Mood
of the Boardroom respondents
believed the Government should
rewriteits agreement with the
Reserve Bank to give the Governor
the ability to consider wider
economic factorsbeyond inflation.

Oneleading banker, in the
comments that year, argued that the
single-mandate Reserve Bank Act
wasright for the1980s and 1990s,
when inflation was the problem —in
apost-global financial crisis, low-
inflation world, the Governor needed
to focus on different things.

Of course, just two years later,
those supporting a dual mandate got
their wish as the incoming Labour-led
Coalition changed the policy.

In hindsight, the timing probably
couldn’'t have been worse. Covid
threw the world’s supply chainsinto
disarray.

Governments and central banks
pumped money into lockdown
economies. Theresult wasan
inflation spike that rivalled the oil
shocks of the1970s.

Whether a single mandate would
have made a difference to how the
Reserve Bank played itshand in the
dual mandate era, we'llnever know.

But with inflation still running hot
six years after the first Covid shock,
itis clear businessleaders are not
keen torepeat the experiment.

to acceptance

Out with theold
Bye-bye Great Moderation.

That1993-2000 era of low
inflation, lower interest ratesand
volatility, and perceived better
management by policymakers. Rules
trumped power. The world became
increasingly globalised and
interconnected.

We sold more expensive houses to
each other and thought we were
getting wealthier.

Immigration was a growth ripcord
tobe pulled.

The headline model worked but it
was afallacy,and welet policy
settings slip, allowing a deeper rot to
setin, eventuating in average yearly
productivity growth 0.2%

Inwiththenew
Three tectonic shifts are now
colliding at once.

First, the old neo-liberal model has
been exposed economically and
geopolitically.

Economic prosperity isnow
heavily intertwined with national
security across food, energy and
technology.

House prices cannot grow rapidly
in excess of income growth, nor debt.
Eventually youreach an economic
and societal tipping point.

Second, society is pushing back.
Whether itbe to thefar left, far right
or the emergence of National
conservatism with immigration

under the spotlight in many
countries. Lacking income growth,
whichis a function of productivity,
living standards stagnate and cost-of-
living pain hurts more.

Third, financial markets are
starting tobehavelike headmasters.
With repeated tellings-off not
working (smalllifts in rates), we've
seen the US10-year bond and bond
yields around the global rise more
markedly, reaching 10-15-year highs.
The message to central banksis
simple; either get serious about price
stability or term premiums (the
additional compensation required for
holdingalong-termbond over a
short-term one) will rise.

Government debtisrising in focus.

Animproving, though mixed,
backdrop

The economic scorecard for New
Zealand is abunch of liquorice all-
sorts.

The gross domestic product (GDP)
of New Zealand isup 2.6% on a year
ago.However, GDP per capitaisthe
same as it was four years ago.

Hours worked are up 2.8%. That
means productivity growth (GDP/
hours worked)is absent, asis growth
inliving standards.

Coremeasures of inflation are
within the 1-3% band, but we have not
hadreal price stability (2% inflation)

continued on B28
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New Zealand needs
an independent
watchdog to cost
election promises

lections are supposed tobe

the moment when the main

parties offer voters a choice

between grand plans and
rival visions. Indeed, thatis the whole
idea of democracy:tobe ableto
choosebetween different paths,
especially onlong-term spending and
taxes.

Well, apparently not in this
election. National’'s and Labour’s fiscal
plans are so alike that one wonders
whether the sameresearch
department drafted both. On health,
for example, the biggest item in both,
National promises an extra $15.4
billion over four years and Labour
$155billion.

In a state that spends close to $200
billion a year, such differencesarea
rounding error. Both parties also keep
the same limit onnew spendingin
each Budget, and both promise a
return to surplus in 2028/29.

You would not guess this from the
campaign. It hasbeen fought over pay
equity, a fuel tax freeze, foreign aid
and aKiwiSaver payment for every
newborn. And yes, Labour’s capital
gainstaxisareal point of difference
for the tax system. But Labour would
useit to pay for much the same health
spending that National promises
withoutany new tax.

Allthese individual policies
matter, but they are trifles compared
to the cost of an ageing population.

Treasury’slong-term outlook has
net debtreaching 200% of GDP by
2065 if nothing changes, driven
mainly by therising cost of pensions
and health care for an older
population.

Holding debt steady through tax
alone would mean lifting the average
tax on wages and salaries from 21%
t032%.

Both Labour and New Zealand
First flatly refuse to touch the pension
age.Meanwhile, National's long-
standing policy would not start lifting
itto 67 until 2044, and itsleaders now
say even that needs a political
consensus nobody can find. By then,
children starting school next year will
haveleft university.

Actisthe only party proposing to
raise the age soon, to 67 by 2035,
saving close to $2billion a year, by
itsown estimate.

For voters, this electionlooks close
to asimulation of democratic choice.
Whichever big party leads the next
government, the package ismuch the

Fight over a round

What the political parties offer

National

New spending $2.4b ( $2.4b h $2.0b
allowed in each
Budget | | | | | |
Return to surplus 2028/29 2028/29 2027/28 ($79m surplus)
Extrahealth $154b $154b Not stated
spending over (frontline health
four years protected)
Spending cuts About $1b over four None. About $10b over four
years (foreign aid $431m, Reverses some of years, mostly
tougher welfare case National's planned non-frontline public
management $583m) cuts instead service spending
New taxes None Capital gains tax from None
July 2027
Pensionage 67, not before 2044 Stays at 65 67 by 2035
Costings checked No k Yes (Hall Chadwick) Nonereported
independently J/

Sources: Party fiscal plans, October 2026. Surplus years for National and Act are on Treasury’s OBEGAL measure,
which leaves out ACC. Labour uses the older OBEGAL measure. Act’s 2027/28 surplus is $79 million.

2025

Thebill nobody is talking about

Government net debt
NZ Superannuation
Health

Average tax on wages needed to hold

debt steady

43% of GDP

5.1% of GDP

71% of GDP
21%

About 200% of GDP
About 8% of GDP
About 10% of GDP
32%

Source: Treasury, He Tirohanga Mokopuna 2025 (Long-term Fiscal Statement), assuming no change in policy. The tax row is Treasury’s illustration of holding
debt steady through higher tax on labour income alone, with spending unchanged. Herald Mood of the Boardroom CEOs Survey 2026 / Herald Network
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same and nobody touches thelong-
termbill.

Now, there is something to be said
for atleast having a consensus on
aiming for surpluses when, say,
Americaruns trillion-dollar deficits
and much of Europe is also drowning
indebt. However, in our case, our
ambition toachieve a surplus only
runs to the end of this decade and
stops there. We all know that thereal
costs of demographic change will
only come from the 2030s onwards.

Still, even those four years until
then are not as good as they might

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
change will only
come from the
2030s onwards.

Oliver Hartwich

look in the fiscal projections.

The surplus Treasury forecasts for
2028/29is so thin that ANZ's
economists say afairly small
downgrade to the economic outlook
could wipeitout.

Fiscal plans also have a habit of
drifting, as my colleague Bryce
Wilkinson shows in a forthcoming
report.In 2018, Treasury expected

NZ moving from anger

continued from B27

since 2020, a whopping six years ago.

Exportshavesoared.

The housing market — outside of
Canterbury, Otago and Southland —
has soured and willlikely continue
todosoin 2027, given demand
relative to supply.

The current government has
continued to borrow and run deficits,
justlike the previous one, with the
tough decisionsback-loaded into
forecastsin a case of promise-you-
nomics.

Thereisno credit accelerator in
this economicrecovery with
borrowing growth anaemic.

Business confidenceis high.
Consumer confidenceisnot.

Canterbury and Otago have
eclipsed the golden triangle as the
place to dobusiness, going by the
growth inbusiness numbers.

Happier days

They call economics the dismal
science. This isbecause economics
ofteninvolves analysing difficult
choices, resource constraints, and
societal conflicts, which canlead to
conclusions that are sobering or
pessimistic.

It's possibly also the science of
toughlove.

Acceptinterestrates are not going
tobeaslow, nor housing the
economic driver it once was. The new
and better era involves taking real
risk tomake real money. The Mood
of the Boardroom suggests
businesses are up for it.

Future governments will face
tough choices, with the bond market
providing oversight.

Thereisa collection of small things
inthemselves that perhaps aggregate
uptoabigger story.

Weare having more debate on

The economic
scorecard for New
Zealand is a bunch

of liquorice allsorts.

Cameron Bagrie

issues we've kicked down theroad,
such as New Zealand Super. Almost
everyoneisbacking more into
KiwiSaver. Congrats to the departing
chief executive of ANZ, Antonia
Watson, for accepting the need fora
capital gains tax. It willnotbea
wreckingball across the economy.
Education hasbecome a key
electionissue. Wow and hooray!
Many council amalgamation
plans, despite being parked for now,
couldbeignited in 2027.

government spending to be 28% of
GDP by 2024.1t turned out tobe 33%,
and net debt ended up more than
twice as high as planned.

Yes, Covid happened. But Covid
doesnot explain why so much of the
extra spending stayed long after the
pandemic.

As Wilkinson points out, any
government can callits plan
responsible by promising tight
spending limits for the years after it
expectstoleave office. Treasury can
hardly contradict this when the
Minister of Finance isits only
“customer”.

To counter all thisand injecta
sense of independent realism, a
different way of monitoring our fiscal
development would be needed. And
indeed, ina previousjob,I helped
come up with one such mechanism.

In April2007, when I worked for
aLondon think tank, I organised a
breakfast for George Osborne, then
Britain’s shadow chancellor,and a
group of economists from the City of
London. The talk soon turned to
Treasury forecasts and how little
anyone trusted them.

Afterwards, together with two
fellow economists,Iwroteupa

ing error

Dr Oliver Hartwich is the Executive
Director of The New Zealand
Initiative (www.nzinitiative.org.nz).

proposal for an independent budget
committee. To our great delight,
Osborneliked theidea and three
years later, as Chancellor, set up the
Office for Budget Responsibility
(OBR), Britain’s independent budget
watchdog.

The OBR has not made all British
politicians virtuous. But when Liz
Truss announced unfunded tax cuts
in 2022 without an OBR forecast,
bond markets turned on her
government within days. Liz Truss
did not survive this politically.

Sadly, New Zealand has nothing
like such an independent fiscal
watchdog. Last year, Nicola Willis
took a plan for a small unit to cost
policy promises to Cabinet, but Act
and New Zealand Firstblockedit.

National now promises an
independent costings unit by the
2029 election. Australia’s
Parliamentary Budget Office hasbeen
costing party promises since 2012.

Admittedly, parties would try to
game such a unit, for example by
arguing over which version of their
policy gets costed so that the
numberslook better. But the
alternative is what happens at every
election. Each side finds a fiscal hole
inthe other’s plan, and each insists
itsown numbers were checked
“independently”.

The Dutch found a way around
this problemlong ago. Since 1986,
their Central Planning Bureau, a
government agency known for its
independence, has costed party
manifestos before elections. It takes
each party’s whole package rather
than single promises, sonobody can
choose the most flattering version of
one policy. And it measures every
party with the same yardstick,
including what each would leave for
future generations to pay.

Taking part is voluntary, and not
everyone does. Geert Wilders’
populist Party for Freedom stays out,
and so do the Socialists, who call the
bureau’s models neoliberal. But 10
parties, including all the traditional
parties of government, had their
manifestos costed before last year’s
election.

Of course, even such awatchdog
would not solve the ageing problem.
That would require alater pension
age, better spending and faster
growth.

But whatawatchdog could dois
tell voters, before they vote, what
each party’s promises would cost
over thenext40 years.

In this election, unfortunately,
nobody is telling them.

O acceptance

While higher energy prices force
de-industrialisation, renewable and
solar energy investmentisroaring.

Congrats to various journalists and
media personalities for trying to get
consensus in debates and politicians
for signalling some.

Competition policy and structural
ideastoimprove market outcomes
are being put on the table. Many
sectors will not like proposals but
competition policy links two major
crises in this country: the cost of living
and the income (low wage) crisis.
Competition lowers costs and drives
innovation and efficiency. We need
togohardinthisarea.

The young are flexing their
political voice, calling for different
economic direction, some nutty and
some not. But they are expressing a
voice thatis overdue. Theboomers
havebeen over-represented for too

long.

Each month the property market
stagnates,Ibecome more upbeat.

There appears to be some maturity
over what a change of government
could mean. Business confidence, a
red/blue oscillating measure, has
remained robust, despite polls
suggesting a cliffhanger. Investment
must be able to straddle political
shenanigans.

Thebottomline

Inanuncertain world where the only
certainty is uncertainty, three years
of economic pain is making way for
economic and social gain.

Wehave growing acceptance of
the need for change and more
examples of it. There will be more
gestation issues —butbringit on.

@ Cameron Bagrieis principal
economist at Bagrie Economics, a
premier boutique research firm.
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How about a vision for New Zealand?

Election campaign
negativity is driving
voters to minor
parties, says
Dentons chairman

Tim McCready

ayden Wilson says the
biggest thing missing from
the election campaignisa
sense of where either maj-
or party wants to take the country.

Chairman of Dentons New Zealand
and global vice-chairman of Dentons,
Wilson says voters are being given
plenty of reasons to vote against the
other side, but far fewer reasons to
believe in what comes next. “Neither
of the major partiesis selling a vision,”
hesays. “They're not talking about
anything that speaks to what New
Zealand could bein the future.”

Wilson made the same case inlast
year’s Mood of the Boardroom,
warning that government “isn'ta
business school exercise — it requires
vision”. With the election weeks
away, hesaysthatneediseven
greater. Both major parties, he argues,
are campaigning on a variation of the
sameline: “we’re not the other guys”.

“It'srelentlessly negative. And I get
it —it'snegative because it probably
works.”

The cost, he says, is that votersare
looking elsewhere. “For me, that is
probably the primary driver of the
rise of the minor parties.” He points
to the Opportunity Party, which has

Neither of the major
parties is selling a vision.
They're not talking about
anything that speaks to
what New Zealand could
bein the future.

Hayden Wilson

found space in the centre. “Say what
youlike about their policies, one of
their attractions s that it is something
new. All of asudden, there’s someone
saying, ‘Hey, maybe there mightbe
abetter way.”

Wilson doesn’'t expect the cam-
paignto settle the country’s biggest
questions. What he wantsisa sense
of direction: “Someone saying, ‘Bro-
adly, thisis where we want to go,and
thisishow we’re going to get there.”

Helists the “bigrocks” New
Zealand will need to tackle over the
coming decades: funding superann-
uation, closing the infrastructure
deficit, and lifting investment in
defence and security as the world
grows more volatile. But the ideas on
offer,he says,arerecycled. “Noone’s
talking about how to solve those
problems or offering new ways to do
it. They’re all variants on things we've

already done — domore of this thing,
or less of that thing.”

Enable growth, don’t demand it
Wilson says business keeps hearing
the same message from politicians —
lift productivity, innovate and grow.
He asks, what is the Government
doing to make that easier?

“Itsnotenoughjusttostandin
front of business audiences and say,
‘Youneed toberadically disrupting
yourselves.’ New Zealand businesses
are doing that. But whatis the
Government'sidea of how it creates
the conditions to enable growth?”

For Wilson, that means derisking
investment in an uncertain world,
attracting the international talent the
country needs, and getting capital to
businesses that can use it to grow.

“Thatistherole of government —
rather than simply saying, ‘Well, you
need to get out thereand smashit,
or focusing on the structure of the
grocery sector or the electricity
sector.”

Cohesionis important too

For Wilson, the argument goes
beyond economics. He sees social
cohesion as one of the biggest issues
facing New Zealand. He describes the
Treaty Principles Bill as “a completely
unnecessary distraction for the
Government, for a policy that was
never going to proceed.

“It created a platform for areally
unpleasant debate on something that
needstobe dealt with very carefully.”

Thenthere’s the growing
perception of a K-shaped country,
“where some people are doing quite
well and some people arereally,
really struggling”.

Those are the kinds of things that

Dentons New Zealand is a sponsor
of the Herald'’s Mood of the
Boardroom report

feed disengagement from political
life, he says, leading to protectionism
and nationalism. “Those are not
positives for a small trading nation
like New Zealand.”

Heargues political leaders need to
handle those divisions with care,
pointing to former Prime Minister Jim
Bolger and his Treaty of Waitangi
Negotiations Minister, Sir Douglas
Graham.

“It'sincumbent on our political
leadersto takereally careful and
nuanced leadership positionsin that
debate,” he says. “Where are those
leadersnow? They're not there.”

Growth is only part of the job
Wilson says the Government’s focus
hasbeen “relentlessly economic”.

“Therole of government is
economic, but it's more than just
economic. The obligation of any
government is to make things better
for the whole of society. It feels like
they've only got onelever.” Debt is
the clearest example. “Everyone acc-
eptsitneedsto come down. The ques-
tion is how quickly, and at what cost?”

Ultimately, Wilson sees growth
and cohesion as part of the same
challenge.

“Where’s the political leadership to
say, Look, were allin this together.’
How do we ensure New Zealanders
asawhole community succeed in the
nextfive,10,15,50 years? For me, that
tiesback to the same questions:
where’s theleadership,and where’s
the vision?”

It’s not what
you know; 1t’s
who we Rnow.
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Shopping around for a solution

Business leaders are
unimpressed by
supermarket shake-
up policies, writes
Tim McCready

usinessleadersare
unimpressed by the
supermarket policies being
taken into the election.

Plans tobreak up, restructure or
directly compete with the grocery
duopoly all scored below 2 out of 5
in this year’s Mood of the Boardroom
survey.

National has proposed amending
the Grocery Industry Competition
Act withinits first 100 days, then
giving the Commerce Commission six
months to assess whether Foodstuffs
should be separated into two entities:
one combining New World and Four
Square, and the other Pak'nSave.

If the commission recommended
separation, National says it would
legislate toimplement it.

Theboardroom is unconvinced.

Respondents gave National's
proposal an average score of just 1.83
out of 5, where1was ‘notimpressive’
and 5 was ‘very impressive’. More
than half —51% — gaveit the lowest
possible score of 1 out of 5.

“The Foodstuffs move seems tobe
driven more by theneedtobeseen
tobe doing something than by any
strongrationale,” says a property
sector director.

Another non-executive director is
similarly sceptical: “Signalling the
potential break-up of privately held

businesses is unhelpful.”

Anenergy sector leader warns the
policy “will increase the cost of capital
for allindustries in New Zealand as
businesses and their funders ask ‘who
isnext?”

New Zealand First has proposed
splitting Foodstuffs into two national
co-operatives.Its policy scored 1.76
outof 5.

Labour would require Foodstuffs
and Woolworths to operate
independent wholesale businesses,
guarantee smaller grocers access to
wholesale supply on fair terms, and
free Four Square operators from
restraints of trade.

This policy scores 1.81/5, with 47%
ratingit1/5.

The Green Party’s KiwiMart
proposal —a $2.8 billion plan that

would bring 120 stores and two
distribution centres into public
ownership to establish a state-owned
supermarket chain —received the
lowest score of all: 1.15 out of 5. Some
86% of respondents gaveital.

Actopposesarestructure of the
incumbents. It saysit would instead
make it easier for anew operator to
enter the market, through
streamlined consenting and fewer
council hurdles.

Boardroom out of step with voters
Theboardroom’s verdictis much
harsher than the public’s. A Talbot
Mills poll commissioned by
Foodstuffs found 45% of respondents
supported National's policy to
investigate separating Pak'nSave
from New World, with 38% opposed.

Buteven so, votersare not convin-
ced it would make a difference at the
checkout. Just 28% of those surveyed
believed forcing the separation
would lower grocery prices. A Verian
pollfor INews found only 32%
thought any of the parties’ proposed
policies would lead tolower grocery
prices within three years.

Agreement on the problem

New Zealand’s grocery market is
dominated by Woolworths and
Foodstuffs. Australian-owned
Woolworths operates the
Woolworths supermarket chain,
while Foodstuffs comprises two co-
operatives — Foodstuffs North Island
and Foodstuffs South Island — whose
owner-operators run Pak'nSave, New
World and Four Square stores.

The Commerce Commission’s
2022 market study concluded
competitionin theretail grocery
sector was not working well for
consumers,and recommended a
package of measures aimed at
improving price, quality and choice.

Atthetime,it estimated the major
grocery retailers were earning excess
profits equivalent to about $1 million
aday.

The Governmentresponded by
creating a Grocery Commissioner
and passing the Grocery Industry
Competition Act.In 2024, the
commission declined clearance for
the two Foodstuffs co-operatives to
merge, saying it was not satisfied the
deal would avoid substantially
lessening competition.

Progress since hasbeenslow. The
commission’s latest annual grocery
report, released in June, found “little
observable change in core compe-
tition metrics”, with the two groups’
combined market share essentially

My top issue:
Dairy CEO

There's atall poppy culture and
mindset among too many people
as often promoted by the left.

Ithink New Zealand's greatest
challengeis not the usual
productivity, housing or
demographics - | think a bigger
problem may be discomfort with
ambition and success.

Too often those who build great
businesses are questioned rather
than celebrated.

A country that wants higher
productivity and prosperity needs
more people willing to succeed,
and a culture that applauds them
whenthey do.

We can be successful and Kiwi
and humble.

unchanged ataround 80%.

The search for a third major player
has also stalled, with The Warehouse
ruling itself out last month.

Thelow policy scores donot mean
business leaders believe the grocery
marketis working well.

Ahealthcare executive argues that
addressing cost-of-living pressures
“requires targeting monopolies”.

They support “formal inquiries
into margins across major banks, the
grocery duopoly and energy
gentailerstolower everyday costs”.

While many accept thereisa
competition problem in groceries,
thereislittle confidence that
structural decisions designed in the
heat of an election campaign will
solveit.

Aotearoa New Zealand has never been afraid to tackle big
challenges. Growing communities. New ways of moving,

Engineering

connecting and thriving.

At Aurecon, we believe progress starts with optimism,
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generations to come.
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eep corporate taxes simp

internationally competit

There’s room for improvement — but not at any price, says Robyn Walker

onearethedaysofloud

public cries for a corporate

tax cut. Themood of the

boardroomis that thereis
no longer a thirst for corporate tax
cutsatall costs,but they are the
preferred choice for stimulating
business investment to ultimately
grow the economy.

While the survey resultsreveal
some tension, they demonstrate
more nuanced and considered views
onthe company tax rate. Businesses
recognise the need to improve New
Zealand’s international tax competi-
tiveness, with half of respondents
(50%) viewing the current system as
uncompetitive. However, concern
about government debt has
tempered support forimmediate
reform, raising questions about both
the timing and fiscal cost of change.

Debtvstax
The fiscal hawks were out in force
when completing the survey, witha
desire to get the governmentbooks
inorder preferred over tax relief by
aratio of nearly fiveto one. The
ongoing messages about the cost of
government debt areresonating with
business, which understands the
benefit of a healthy balance sheet.
Despite the preference for paying
down debt, 52% of respondents want
toseeacompany tax ratereduction
inthe next term of government,
something which may absorb much
of the forecast $4 billion surplus in
2028/29 under the Pre-Election and
Fiscal Update 2026. The potential
inconsistency between prioritising
debt reduction and still wanting a tax
cut may point to a question of
sequencing, with respondents seeing
stronger government financesasa
prerequisite for future tax reform.
Thereisan appreciation that tax

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 and more
infrastructure
spending.

You are more optimistic about the
New Zealand economy than you
were ayear ago, butsay the Iran
war and election have slowed your
market. What makes you
confident the economy will
improve?
Once the election is over, people get
onregardless of who takes office. It
gives certainty. People will make
decisions.

Attheend of 2025, things seemed

isnecessary for the type of society
that we want, with an expressed
desire to preserve frontline services,
particularly in health and education,
but respondents showed limited
support for raising taxes on business.
Respondents instead identified
reductions inlower-value spending
as their preferred pathway to debt
reduction.

Respondents drew parallels
between government and business
cost discipline. Some argued that
businesses that have had to make
tough choicesdon't wanttofund a
government thatisn't prepared todo
thesame.

Ratereduction vs targeted
incentives

When asked what tax change would
have the greatest effect on business
investment, there was a clear winner,
with alower company tax rate being
the top pick for 41% of respondents.

tobeimproving. January and
February this year had morelistings
and sales until the tariffs, but the Iran
and Ukraine wars and petrol price
rises all took their toll.

It's cast alot of doubt in people’s
minds about what’s happening
around the world, and that’s a global
phenomenon.

You say the property market could
“take off” once the electionis over.
What needs to happen for that to
occur?
Wemay see more properties on the
market. 'm optimistic that people will
move on, once the election is out of
theway.

Ihear that from other industries
too, “Once we know who the
Governmentis.”

Immigration settings are your
greatest domestic concern. What
specifically is wrong?

The new Golden Visas have been
positive for the economy, but our tax
rules are anissue for some overseas
buyers making $5m-plus property
purchases, fearing they could be
charged double.

A paper hasbeen presented on tax
reforms to allow more people to
come here,and Ibelieve we doneed
more people here, not at the expense
of New Zealanders missing out on
property though.

Infrastructure and regulation are
thebiggest constraints on growth,
yousay?

Roading hasimproved and we're

Theratereduction was 2.5 timesas
popular as the next most popular
options:accelerated depreciation and
research and development (R&D)
incentives.

A wholesaleratereduction may
appeal because it spreads the benefit
acrossbusinesses rather than picking
winners. Written responsesreflected
mixed experiences of research and
development incentives with one
respondent supporting them, while
another described them as complex
and administratively inefficient.

Within this survey group,
Investment Boost has had alimited
reported effect onbusiness
investment. Only 24% indicated it had
increased investment, while 60% said
ithad made no difference. Political
uncertainty may partly explain this
result, particularly for larger invest-
ments with lead times that span elec-
toral cycles. A respondent praised
Investment Boost as being a good

We need to tackle tax

3
If company tax was
reduced, we'd see
more investment in
business.

Peter Thompson

getting more motorways.
Infrastructureis often lacking around
new housing subdivisions.

Better planning is needed.

The City Rail Link is positive for
Auckland, bringing more people back
into the central city.

If the Government changes, you
are concerned aboutreversing
fast-track consenting, Resource
Management Actreformand
investment boost. Is policy

policy in principle because it rewards
investment in productive assets but
considereditless effective for the
services sector than areductionin the
headline company taxrate.

Nonew taxes vs theright taxes
While “nonew taxes” is amessage
that may resonate with abusiness
audience, survey responses also
suggest concern that this policy
precludesbolder reform. Survey
respondents were reminded of Sir Bill
English’s “tax switch” (areduction in
company and personal taxes, funded
by anincrease in GST) in Budget 2010
and asked if the time wasright for
another tax switch to ensure our tax
settings are competitive. Just over
one third were unsure. Among
respondents expressing a yes-or-no
view, support for another tax switch
ranatroughly twoto one.One
respondent agreed that we didn’t
need abigger tax take but we needed
“asmarter one that makesit worth
working, building abusiness and
hiring”. A tax switch which resulted
inthe samelevel of overall tax but
alower company tax rate would be
one way to satisfy the desire fora
competitive tax system to encourage
economic growth and attract foreign
investment, while not disrupting the
current pathway to surplusin
2028/29 and the repayment of debt.

Revenue vs inequality

Wealth inequality is increasingly on
the minds of the boardroom, with
26% of respondents holding a view
that more taxes arerequired to
address wealth inequality. However,
the majority still hold the view that
more taxes are notrequired, with one
respondent noting that “weneed to
focus on economic growth toreduce
poverty and increase salaries”. The

e and
Ve

Robyn Walker is a tax partner and
board member at Deloitte. Deloitte
is a sponsor of the Herald's Mood
of the Boardroom report.

rise of wealth taxes frombeinga
fringeideato having a degree of
mainstream acceptance is weighing
on the minds of some, who are
concerned about therisk of wealth
flight, citing examples from some of
the few countries that currently have
awealth tax. Onerespondent noted
that the existing progressive nature
of the tax system means that itisnot
the cause of inequality; rather, the
true solution lies in better access to
education and housing.

Thesurvey also tested views on
the purpose of the tax system. Should
the tax system focus onraising
revenue in the most efficient way, or
should the tax system do other things,
like redistribute wealth?
Respondents voted by more than
four to one that the tax system should
focus onbeing as efficient as possible
withrevenue collection, rather than
being a tool to solve social problems.
Respondents noted the additional
complexity that comes from having
the tax system do more than collect
revenue detracts from the desire to
have asimple tax system that
encourages people to work, invest
and grow businesses. Collecting tax
efficiency with therevenue spent
providing social support was viewed
asthebetter way toaddress
inequality.

Overall, the survey pointstoaclear
preference for a tax system that is
simple, predictable and interna-
tionally competitive. The challenge
for the next government willbe to
consider those objectives alongside
thefiscal position, theneed to
maintain essential public services
and the distributional effects of
reform.

and reduce it

instability something that
concerns you?
Some parties haveindicated
reversing the RMA reforms. We don’t
want tobe changingit.

Thisis creating uncertainty
generally.
One wonders if it willhave a major
effectonusallif thereisachange
in Government. Will peopleleave
New Zealand?

You want lower company tax and
say we are notinternationally
competitive, yet you also say
faster debt reduction should come
before taxrelief. What should be
the priority?

We will only progress asa country

if we can tackle tax and reduceit.

If company tax wasreduced, we'd
see more investment in business.
That would allow more jobs and
opportunity for growth.

Alisalready being used at your
agency. Where are you seeing the
biggest productivity gains? Will it
cut the number of jobs inreal
estate?
Wearenot designingit to cut jobs,
I'd be horrified if that was the case.
That'snot what we want.
We'relooking at more efficiency of
work done by the agents, most
probably vialegal aspects,in
particular. We can create agreements
faster by using our database and Al,
which allows us the ability to speed
up work processes, which gives all
workers a better working life and less
pressure.

Barfoot & Thompson is a sponsor
of the Herald’s Mood of the
Boardroomreport

Yourate New Zealand only 3/5on
attracting the foreign investment
itneeds. What is stopping
international capital from coming
here?

Our immigration rulesare too
restrictive. Rules around who can buy
property here are also too narrow.

If we want to allow people to come

to grow our country, we need to make
itmoreattractive to them.

It would be nice to keep population
around 5m, but we won’t keep
advancing without more people
comingin.

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,
particularly by axing GST on essential
food items, butincreaseit on luxury
items.

Third, RMA reformis essential,
particularly reducing the amount of
time needed for resource and
building consents.

Legally,it's20 days,but were
waiting for consent on one of our
buildings, and it's 80 dayssofar,
because they keep comingback and
asking questions.

It's those sorts of things that frustrate
business.
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' Boardroom
f Andrea Fox

onterra’s growth ambitions

areat full throttle as

premium-paying markets

like the United States
demand New Zealand’s highly-
reputed dairy protein, but at home,
thebig exporter fears thebrakes are
oninthe economy.

Asthe country’sbiggest company
readies toincrease capitaland IT
expenditure and forecastsrevenue
and profit growth, its managing
director co-operative affairs Matt
Bolger says national labour
productivity is stubbornly slow to
rise, technology uptake ambition is
small and energy supply resilience a
real concern.

Allthis while New Zealand
struggles for more access to high-
value export markets to provide
greater diversification at a time of
major geopolitical uncertainty.

Fonterra can cite $25 billion in
export earnings for the 2026 financial
year, with $19.6b of thisreturned to
the economy, and a $1b investment
recently announcedinthe
production of more South Island
value-add ingredients. However, it
also offers another stark statistic.

Bolger estimates New Zealand has
access to only around 14% of global
dairy consumption at tariffs below
10%.

“Trade accessis extremely
important to us and we applaud any
work done by ministers and officials
toopen up more access. We get that
it'shard and that there are alot of
things going the other way.

“Weneed to maintain the access
wehave and keep dairy access on
thetable —that's areally important
thing.”

New Zealand's need toinvestin
energy supply is also top of mind.

With coal use banned after 2037
and the natural gas supply dwindling
faster than expected, Fonterra,asa
perishable product processor, is
particularly vulnerable if energy
supply is threatened.

“If we can’t run factories for aday
or aweek, that has enormous
implicationsbecause you can’t stop
the product flowing. The potential for
having energy outages thatlast any
timeis verybad, butif they last more
than afew hours, that hashuge
implications for us and our
customers, and ultimately farmers
and the wider economy.”

Fonterranolonger uses coal tofire
its North Island manufacturing plants
andisinvesting substantially and

e

If we can't
run factories
foraday ora

week, that

has
enormous
implications
because you
can'tstop the
product

flowing.
Matt Bolger

quickly to decarbonise and convert
tobiomass and wood pellet energy
foritsboilers, Bolger says.

“We've seen firms closing outside
our sector due to energy pricingand
energy supply uncertainty. We think
energy resilience needs tobe one of
the key priorities for any sort of
economic development out of any
government.”

On productivity, Bolger says
there’s “asense of frustration” that
New Zealand hasn't been able to lift
it.

“To give credit to farmers, they
have steadily lifted productivity
through genetics and pasture and
animalmanagement. We're trying to
do what we can with technology and
sooninour factories, but it does feel
like there is something that holds us
back.

“Maybeit’s thinking a little bit too
small around the use of technology
infirms or maybeit'sthe fact weare
anation of small-to-medium
enterprises andit’s hard to get the
scale needed to deploy technology.”

Meanwhile, Fonterra continues to
develop the US market for protein
products and highly nutritious
ingredients, now one of its most

important growth engines.

Whileit's notanew market,
consumer understanding of health
nutrition has finally caught up with
Fonterra’s science andresearch,
Bolger says.

“We’'vebeen doing the science on
functional proteins and the value of
dairy proteins, as opposed to generic
protein for decades,and we've been
trying to sell them in there for a while.
Now consumer understanding has
maturedalot.

“Health trends come and gobut
proteinis very good and the story
around GLP-1drugsis having quitea
leading effect on people. They're
losing a bit of weight, eating fewer
calories aday and focusing on the
quality of what they're eating alot
more. Evenif you're not taking that
medication, that's mainstreamed a lot
of the discussion around the quality
of what you're eating.”

GLP-lisanaturalhormone
released by the gut after eating. It
helps control blood sugar and signals
thebrain that the gutis full.

Bolger declinesto givea
percentage of expected future
earnings growth from specialised
proteins, but says it will be significant.

Sohow will Fonterra ensure the
value of US protein market growth is
capturedin New Zealand?

Bolger says the “vast majority” of
Fonterra products are sourced from
New Zealand, returns from which
flowback to farmersand
shareholders here.

On whether New Zealand has the
energy infrastructure, skillsand
research capability tobecomea
global specialised dairy product
producer, he says Fonterraalready is,
supplying many of the world’s
leading food makers.

And while New Zealand’s limited
dairy market access is concerning,
Bolger says the good news is many
global customers are payinga
premium.

“New Zealand butter has traded at
asignificant premiumto USand
European butter for a substantial time
now — even the commodity sort.
Customers value the taste, mouth-
feel, colour and the grass-fed way our
farmersfarmhere.”

So,isFonterra’s optimisman
outlier to the national economic
mood?

Bolger saysfirst it mustbe
acknowledged “it hasn’t alwaysbeen

US demand for premium proteins

drives Fonterra’s ambitions
—

this way. A lot of hard work” has gone
into Fonterra’snow-strongbalance
sheet and confidence toinvest.

“The organisation’s matured alot
inthelast10 years,inits
understanding of risk, policies
aroundrisk, and management of
balance sheets and capital
allocation,” he says.

“There’s also fundamentally a
deeper understanding of our
identity asa New Zealand farmer-
owned co-op,and while that can
sound abitlike a slogan, it really does
affect how to think about your
strategic choices.

“Becauseit’sso clear that we'll
always have to process our farmers’
milk and sellit foras much as
possible offshore, that means when
we’re making capital decisions, we'll
never put that core function atrisk.

“Inthe past we may have lost sight
of what was core and what was
optional, but the coreis very, very
clear tous. Having the machine
working very well now, generating
great cashflows from food service
into Asia and proteins into the US
and Europe, it's now getting usinto
aposition where we caninvest with
avery strongbalance sheet.”

AgriZero gains leverage as climate tech funding dries up

Andrea Fox

he commercial opportunity

inagriculture

decarbonisation isnow

wide open after a sharp
downturnin capital available for
climate mitigation and agri-tech, says
public-private investment
partnership AgriZeroNZ.

Chief executive Wayne McNee
believes the marketis
underestimating the opportunity
after abig changeininvestment
attitude in the past three years amid
geopolitical uncertainty and anew
focus on food security and fuel
issues.

“When we started there wasalot
of capital available in this area, we
were struggling to get into some of

theinvestmentrounds with
companies because they had so
much capital available.

“People’s focushasmoved
elsewhere. The benefit for usiswe
getalot morebang for our buck
when we invest in companies. We
tendtogetalarger share, almost
certainly aboard seat.”

Of course, the flipside is that new
technology companies are also now
struggling toraise capital.

“There are probably 10 venture
capital firms internationally that are
stillinvesting in thisarea,and we're
one of them. There used tobe
probably 100,” says McNee.

“Alot of themhave moved away
into Aland data centres and thelike
where they think the big money is.
Ithink there is a missing opportunity

The benefit for us is we
get alot more bang for
our buck when we invest
in companies.

Wayne McNee

here,because I think the focuson
climate mitigation will comeback.
We can all see the climate changing.”

AgriZeroNZ was setupin 2023,
the world’s first public-private
partnership helping farmersreduce
emissions while maintaining
profitability and productivity.

Half-owned by the Government
and half-owned by major
agribusinesses and banks, its job is
toundertake targeted investments
and actionstoaccelerate
development, commercialisation
and deployment of effective and
affordable solutions to be used by
farmers. Private sector funding is
matched by the Government, dollar
for dollar.

McNee saysin terms of potential,
two methane vaccine programmes,

onein New Zealand, the other inthe
US, have “huge” scalable potential and
arerelatively inexpensive to make.

“We think that sort of technology
will be very valuable in the future.”

McNee says the partnership has
had to widen its technologies
portfolio because when it was set up,
it was thought tools were much closer
tomarket than they were.

He expects thefirst tooltobe
commercialised this year, withup to
six more coming to market in the next
twoyears.

AgriZeroNZ partnersrecently
agreed toinvest another $117 million
inthe venture.

The new fundingis on top of $191m
previously committed to the
partnership and takes total funds
raised to $308m.
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/Zespri: India set to become
key market in next decade

iwifruit exporter Zespri
expectsIndiatobecomea
key marketin thenext10
years.

Chief executive Jason Te Brake
says the world’s fastest-growing
large economy presents ahuge
opportunity, with the new India-
New Zealand Free Trade Agreement
set to support long-term growth of
the $5 billion New Zealand kiwifruit
industry.

With growing demand for heal-
thy, premium fruit among India’s 1.4
billion population, thereis “consider-
able scope” to expand the kiwifruit
category over time, Te Brake says.

Asthe New Zealand kiwifruit
sales season winds up, the marketer
reports another record crop of more
than 225 million trays offered to
50-plus markets.

“Our focusis now turning to our
upcoming Northern Hemisphere
supply season, with around 36
million trays expected, including 28
million of SunGold, up 16% on last
year, and a further eight million
traysof green,” Te Brake says.

“The continued growth of our
Zespri Global Supply programmeis
helping us meet increasing demand
for premium kiwifruitin key
markets year-round and
strengthening our ability to support
customers with 12 months’ supply.”

Zespriis also continuing to
expand fruit productionin the

Traceability ru

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.

Northern Hemisphere.

TeBrake says markets including
China continue to evolverapidly,
with Zespri seeing development of
China’s own gold fruit production.

“Local capability is increasing,
investmentininfrastructure
continues to grow and competitionis
becoming more sophisticated.

“That's why we are continuing to
haveadiscussion with the industry
about our future approach in this
important market.”

Zespriis owned by present and
past growers and has the statutory
right to export all New Zealand
kiwifruit, except to Australia.

— Andrea Fox

‘We really need to
open up new markets’

arket concentrationisa
risk for the wine industry
inthese uncertainand
trade-troubled times and
calls for a united approach to open
new export destinations, says a sector
leader.

Indevin chief executive Simon
Limmer says New Zealand’s biggest
wine market the US has been
“arollercoaster of
uncertainty” over tariff
impositions, however taxes
inother markets, such as

<y
4 L]
% n I
; ;
2

new tariff replaced an earlier,
temporary tariff of 10%.

Limmer says the new US tariff is not
agame-changer for the companyin
terms of its future in that market. More
challenging has been the uncertainty
and volatility. US trade policy has had
onesmall upside, presenting Canada
as anew market opportunity with
American wine off Canadian
shelvesinthe trade war
between the countries.

Limmer says for Indevin,
CanadaandlIreland are

Europe, have become almost — growing markets, there’s
justas challenging. o opportunity in Chinaandthe
“Wearebettertogetherin gl N ‘ India-NZ FTA has promise

building the New Zealand Simon Limmer  butwillbea“slow burn”to

wine category. The New

Zealand industry is both smalland
fragmented, so we are better off
trying to take a collaborative
approachto opening new markets
and creating some understanding and
momentum behind New Zealand
wine.

“Wereally need to open up new
markets.”

Indevinis New Zealand’s biggest
wine company. While the US market
is number one for Kiwi wine valued
ataround $760 million, for Indevin it
is second biggest after the UK. The
industry faces a cumulative $112m
economic blow from new extra duties
and tariff burdens.

Wine has been particularly
exposed to the effects of the US
imposing a12.5% import tariff on some
New Zealand productsin July. The

es could give our meat

an edge, says Silver Fern Farm chief

nited States trade policy is
the most obvious example
of how fast trading
conditions can change, but
new tariffsaren't the only
geopolitical instability headache for
export-dependent New Zealand, say
meatindustry leaders.

Dan Boulton, chief executive of
multinational Dunedin-based meat
company Silver Fern Farms, says
tariffsand tradebarriersare
increasingly significantbut the
challenge isbroader than tariffs.

“Weare also seeing increasing
requirements around traceability,
assurance, environmental outcomes
and supply chain integrity. These
canadd cost and complexity but
they can also create competitive
advantage for New Zealand if we can
credibly demonstrate how our
products are produced.”

Meat Industry Association chief
executive Nick Beeby, whose
organisation represents members of
the $12.8 billion meat export
industry, says the USis the sector’s

Dan
Boulton,
Silver
Fern
Farms
CEO.

largest market and tariff policy has
created uncertainty.

While New Zealand beef is exempt
from the additional 12.5% US tariff
imposed on Kiwiimports this year,
lamb exports face a specific risk from
the US International Trade
Commission’s safeguard
investigation into imported lamb, he
says.

A 125% tariff hasbeen applied by
the USto New Zealand sheepmeat.

Beeby says New Zealand is
confident itslamb exports pose no
threat to the US sheep industry and
any action targeting New Zealand is
unjustified.

China hasimplemented quotas on
beef imports following its own
safeguard investigation, he says.

“While New Zealand hasa good
quota volume, we have seen the
impacts on the constrained access for
Brazilian and Australian beef
products on the beef trade with China
and global markets.”

TheNZ-EU FTA hasimproved
sheepmeat access and lowered beef
tariffsbut beef access s still limited.

In contrast, tariff-free access with
acommercially meaningful quota
under the NZ-UK FTA has supported
strong growth and market
diversification.

Butin some emerging markets, low
tariffs are undermined by costly non-
tariff barriers such as duplicative
certification, inconsistent technical
requirements and administrative
delays, Beeby says.

“Tariffs are one factor in export
decisions, alongside demand,
customer relationships, freight,
regulation and the practical usability
of marketaccess.Freetrade

agreements cover about 75% of red
meat exports but non-tariff barriers
canoutweigh low or zero tariffsby
adding cost, delay and uncertainty.”

Non-tariff barriers are estimated to
cost the sector more than $1.5b a year.

SFF’s Boulton says any escalation
intrade tensions between the US and
China createsrisk for New Zealand,
however the country had important
strengths.

“We produce food thatisin
demand globally, haveaccesstoa
diverse range of markets, and our
production system has attributes
around provenance, traceability and
resilience that customers
increasingly value.”

Tariffs introduce costand
distortion into the system, Boulton
says. ‘For New Zealand exporters, the
best protectionis toremain
competitive, maintain multiple
market options and build
differentiated customer relationships
where purchasing decisions are
based on more than price alone.”

— Andrea Fox

Agricultural and food supply chains top priority list

ising food productionand
transport costsin New
Zealand and offshore are

expected to push food prices

higher, says the Ministry for Primary
Industries.
Director primary sector policy

Alastair Cameron says global scarcity

of fuel and other critical inputs such
as fertiliser is increasing production

and transport costs around the world.

“New Zealand exporters cannot
easily raise prices, so higher
production costs initially reduce
producer margins rather than
increasing consumer prices. Rising
production costs, bothin New
Zealand and in competing food-
producing countries, are expected to
push food prices higher.”

Onthe brighter side, this could

benefit Kiwi exporters, Cameron says.
Higher commodity prices could
allow companies to recover some of
their increased on-farm costs, such as
fuel, through better offshore returns,
with meat prices an example.
Federated Farmers says with the
cost of diesel doubling since the US-
Iran conflict, for some farmers,
particularly arable producers,
profitability is going backwards.
Federationtransport
spokesperson and national arable
chairman Chris Dillon says diesel is
acritical operational input that
underpins food and fibre production.
Cartage contractors are now
looking at adding a fuel adjustment
factor to their charges, he says.
While satisfied New Zealand has
sufficient strategic fuel reserves to

protect critical agricultural and food
supply chains, Dillon warns that
mounting supply challenges related
to crude oil, tankers and refining
capacity internationally could quickly
change any forecast and fuel tankers
onthe water could be diverted to
other markets.

NPDGull chief executive Barry
Sheridan says no one knows what will
happeninthe Gulf.

“Our response —and what we have
planned over the next12 months —
istoinvestinthesites, trucks and
storage capacity that gets
competitively priced fuel closer to the
ruraleconomy.”

Fertiliser heavyweights
Ravensdown and Ballance Agri-
Nutrients are closely monitoring the
global fuel supply disruption.

Ravensdown chief executive
Garry Diack says while prices have
beenimpacted and there have been
some changes to the origin of supply,
domestic and international fuel
supply has remained uninterrupted.

Higher fuel prices raise the cost
of importing fertiliser, transporting it
and applying it on-farm, he says. The
disruption also creates shipping cost
uncertainty.

Ballance chief executive Kelvin
Wickham says government
monitoring shows supply remains
stable but the greaterrisk over the
next12 monthsis thata prolonged
Middle East conflict will hit farmers
with higher diesel and fertiliser costs
atthe same time, since both depend
onthe sameregion and shipping
routes. — Andrea Fox

ameaningfulimpact. The
Australianand New Zealand markets
remain challenging.

“The good news for us when the
wineindustry is feeling under threat
globally is that New Zealand wine is
continuing to buck that trend. Our
lighter styles, the distinctive flavours
we haveis areal point of difference
forus.

“We needto band together to the
extent that we canand create some
scale.We're better selling the New
Zealand story collectively.”

Limmer believes that after alot of
“resetting” in the past12 months, the
company and theindustryis nowin
much better shape torebuild. “I think
next year will continue to be tough but
I’'m optimistic the wine industry will
seearecovery.”

— Andrea Fox

India free
trade deal
opens doors

Agricultural envoy Nathan Guy has
come back fromaweekin India
convinced thefree trade deal has
opened doors to a vast market.

“I met the Taj Hotel procurement
team,” says Guy. “Their customers
tend to be higher end and our
reputation as a safe producer of
premium food puts us above the
pack.New Zealand lamb is already
onthe menuandthey arelikely to
target lobster, kiwifruit, apples and
manuka honey as tariffs reduce or
areremoved on October 20”.

“While wool and wood have long
established trading relationships
into India, they both will enjoy tariff
reliefas well.”

Guy says half of India’s 1.4 billion
population eats meat, the other half
vegetables, “so the opportunity
across our primary sector is huge”.

“l visited apple and kiwifruit
orchards high upin the northwest
atShimlaand east at Kohima where
New Zealand expertise will help
their growers lift productivity. This
co-operationis animportant part
of the free trade agreementand
ultimately will help grow fruit
demand in India.

“Because of their massive
populationldon’t see them being
an export threat as we are counter
seasonal and own superior varie-
ties.It's wellknown 5-10 yearsis
considered ashort timeinIndiaso
turning up again and againis vital.”
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Industry leaders say
air connectivity is
the biggest
constraint, writes
Grant Bradley

ithallthe tourism
numbers pointing up,
tourism and aviation
leaderssay thereare
plenty of ways to keep up the positive
momentum.

While war and other geopolitical
uncertainty clouds the outlook, those
leading tourism businesses, airports
and airlines say the country’s number
two export is well positioned to grow
and move diverse capacity tomeet
demand.

Despite there being some well-
publicised local infrastructure
problems at pinch points in the South
Island, tourism business leaders say
there’'saneed tolook wider at the
total offering of New Zealand —and
the country is doing well.

Holiday spendingis closest to full
recovery following the pandemic. But
whether it be thousands of Jehovah's
Witness delegates from 20 countries
at Eden Park or Te Pae Christchurch
Convention Centre, New Zealand is
competing successfully against
established Australasian
destinations, and the profile of an
international visitor is changing.

Following consultation with the
industry, Tourism New Zealand is
now promoting the country to those

We know that
today’s backpacker
visitor is tomorrow’s
high-value visitor.

Justin Watson, Christchurch Airport

wanting to visit friends and relatives,
inasign of amore nuanced approach
toattracting visitors and taking
pressure off tourist infrastructure.

Visitors are also entering the
country at different places, with
South Island airports collectively
welcoming more than one million
arrivalsin the year to Juneand
Christchurch Airportlooking forward
toa20% increase ininternational
capacity, making it its biggest summer
ever.

New Zealand’s geographic position
acts as something of a deterrent —and

also ablessing for attracting the
much-sought-after high-spending
visitor.

While not quite back to pre-Covid
levels, when adjusted for inflation,
Ministry of Business Innovation and
Employment data shows
international spendingin the year to
Juneisupby 20% on the previous
year, reaching $14.3 billion.

Spending growth hasbeen
particularly strong from New
Zealand’s top three visitor markets —
Australia, up 25% year on year to
$4.4b; the United States, up 20% to

$2.2b; and China, growing 26% to $1.5b.

While airlines are feeling the pain
of absorbing fuel price shocks, latest
hotel revenue figures paint a sunnier
picture.

Horwath HTL saysrevenue per
availableroomis up10.2% year-on-
year, driven mainly by Auckland,
Christchurch and Queenstown.
Occupied room nights rose about 5%,
asinternational demand increased
17%, offsetting a15% decline in
domestic demand.

continued on B35
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more air capacity

Maori tourism is growing. Research
commissioned by New Zealand Maori
Tourism and undertaken by BERL
established that in 2023, Maori
tourism accounted for $1.2b of GDP,
anincrease from $975 million in 2018.
Overall, there were 3595 Maori
tourismbusinesses, employing over
15,000 people. Thismonth it was
further boosted when East of Eden
star Florence Pugh spoke on United
States television about how speciala
pre-shoot powhiri was, saying it left
her “full of power and love”.

Lynda Keene, chief executive of
the Tourism Export Council says that
asalong-haul destination thatisn't
cheap or easy toreach, New Zealand
naturally attracts high-value visitors.

“Thatholds across every segment
we welcome: luxury, group touring,
independent travellers, incentive and
conference,and youthand
backpackers. Whatever market they
come from, these visitors stay longer
and spend more thanin many other
destinations.”

Christchurch Airport chief
executive Justin Watson says the
country needs both more and higher-
value visitors.

“New Zealand only representsa
tiny percentage of the global travel
market, so we are a niche destination.
Thebest growthis growth that
delivers more value. That means
encouraging visitors to stay longer,
travel outside the traditional summer
peak and explore more of New
Zealand.”

The airlines Christchurch works
with already bring in high-value
tourists, with every airline serving the
city selling a business class and, in
some cases, a first-class cabin.

“We know that today’sbackpacker
visitor is tomorrow’s high-value
visitor who also brings along their

family,” Watson says.

Keene says her membersreport
that those long-haul visitors leave
happy, consistently saying this
country was well worth the costand
thelongjourney.

MBIE data shows 95% of Kiwis rate
tourism asbeing good for the
economy, although there areregional
differencesin attitudestoit.

In Otago, 26% say thereare too
many international visitors, those
figures show. Strain on infrastructure
and additional costs for ratepayers
ranges froma shortage of toiletsin
the Mackenzie Country to poor
parking near North Island attractions.

Keene says context matters for the
volume of tourists.

“The pinch points we've seenin the
past, and those emerging again, come

downtoalackof infrastructurein
some areas. New Zealand doesn't
haveavolume problem.Ithasan
infrastructure investment problem.”

Christchurch Airport’s Watson
puts thelink between aviation and
tourism plainly.

“You can create all the demand in
the world, but ultimately
international visitors need a seat on
anaircraft to gethere.”

And aviation capacity does more
than support tourism. Those aircraft
also connect New Zealand businesses
withinternational markets and
provide freight capacity for high-
value exports.

“If we are serious about growing
tourism, growing aviation
connectivity has tobe part of the
same conversation.”

Watson says Christchurchis
positioned tobecome abigger
international gateway.

Air New Zealand’s new direct
services to Singapore, Tokyo and
Perth from Christchurch are
particularly significant because they
give South Islanders more choice,
while also making it easier for
international visitors to begin their
New Zealand journey in the South
Island.

“The pieces are increasingly
coming together,” says Watson.

Thebiggest constraint on tourism
growth is connectivity.

“Airlines have choices about
where they put their aircraft, sowe
havetoremain an attractive and
commercially viable market. That
means strong visitor demand,
competitive costs, straightforward
border settings and sustained
destination marketing all working
together.”

Theaimisn’t to move visitors away
from successful destinations such as
Queenstown. Itis to grow the whole
South Island.

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

5508
$399

Asia
Median stay
German visitors!d the longest

median stay at

28 days

Source: MBIE

How tourism businesses can boost growth

Les Morgan

Sudima Hotels and Hind
Management chief operating
officer

At Sudima Hotels, the tourism mix is
whereit should be.

Compared with pre-Covid, travellers
who come here have moreto spend,
says Les Morgan, Sudima Hotelsand
Hind Management chief operating
officer.

“Volume-wise, we are at similar
levels, but importantly, the market
mix haschanged. Weare
experiencing increasing demand for
premium and luxury
accommodation,” he says.

The next generation of
international tourism
accommodation will likely be more
weighted to the premium traveller.

This will be supported by “sincere
service experiences” and heavily
influenced by local design and strong
environmental care.

New Zealand hasbattled a
perception problem of being over-
priced. That'snolonger sucha
problem.

“Our comparatively low dollar
with our key source markets places
New Zealand as a destination
delivering tremendous value,” says
Morgan.

With seven hotels throughout the
country, he sees big opportunitiesin
most segments, especially in the
regions.

New Zealand hotel investment
remains a sound asset class and is
becoming increasingly attractive, he
says.

“If yields are attractiverelative to
your funding arrangements. then the
sector will continue to attract both
investors and developers.”

Hotelinvestment needstobe

Les Morgan

encouraged inregions where
demand s foreseen and where
supporting infrastructureis also
planned.

Ross Steele

TePae Christchurch Convention
Centre chief executive

Open forjust four years, Te Pae
Christchurch Convention Centreis
succeeding in the highly competitive
battle for delegates.

Chief executive Ross Steele says
the pipeline shows that demand for
New Zealand remains strong.

“Organisers are increasingly
attracted to destinations that offer

Ross Steele -

international shortlists than ever
before.

“The challenge is conversion, as
competitionisintense and other
destinations are investing heavily in
event attraction and bid support.”

About40% of Te Pae
Christchurch’s convention business
inthenext financial year is
internationally sourced, reflecting the
city’s growing international profile,
says Steele.

Business Events Industry
Aotearoa figures show international
conference and business event
delegates spend an average of $645
aday here, twice the median spend

Every major event should have a visitor strategy
from the outset, with each ticketholder viewed as a

sustainability, authentic experiences
and meaningful eventlegacies, all
areas where New Zealand performs
well”

Christchurch is making more

potential tourist.

Eden Park chief executive Nick Sautner.

across all visitors.

Steele says business events should
beacore pillar of New Zealand’s
tourism strategy.

Besides being high-value, they

Nick Sautner

support year-round demand, fill
hotels during shoulder periods and
generate spending across the wider
visitor economy.

Asalong-haul destination,
international air capacity and
affordability are critical, but
sustainable growth also depends on
having theaccommodation,
transport and skilled people needed
to deliver high-quality visitor
experiences.

Nick Sautner

Eden Park chief executive

Chief executive of Eden Park Nick
Sautner says New Zealand has
become very good at delivering
major events but is not consistently
building tourism strategies around
them.

The Jehovah's Witnesses Special
Convention at Eden Park
demonstrated what is possible
beyond sport and entertainment, he
says.

It attracted about 3500
international delegates from 20
countries, around 12,000 people from
outside Auckland, many of whom

stayedin the city for afull week. The
event created substantial demand for
accommodation, hospitality,
transport and other visitor
experiences.

The State of Origin in June next
year is an opportunity to takean even
more deliberate approach.

“We are working collectively onan
integrated strategy to attract visitors
from Australia and across New
Zealand, encourage themto stay
longer and connect the match with
the wider Auckland and New Zealand
experience.”

The event creates thereason and
date for travel, but the opportunity
begins well before the gates open and
continues after they close, says
Sautner.

“Every major event should havea
visitor strategy from the outset, with
eachticketholder viewed asa
potential tourist.”

Hesays New Zealand’s
connectivity and the cost of travelling
to,and within the countryisa
constraint on our ability to compete
with other international destinations.

“We are not lacking global
recognition or demand, but we are
competing against countries and
citiesinvesting heavily in attracting
domestic and international tourists.”

Nikhil Ravishankar
Air New Zealand chief executive
Air New Zealand has seen soft
domestic and Kiwi outbound
demand, but inbound bookings are
strong. North America continues to
offer significant potential, particularly
for premium leisure, says chief
executive Nikhil Ravishankar.

Both China and Japan still have

continued on B36
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How tourism can boost growth

continued from B35

some way to go toreturn to pre-Covid
numbers. India (on the consideration
list for direct flights) and parts of
Southeast Asia are increasingly
interesting longer-term opportunities,
while Australiaremains enormously
importantbecause of its scale,
proximity and ability to support year-
round visitation.

Airline capacity can’'t simply be
switched on.

Long-haul aircraft are significant
investments, and every aircraft can
potentially be deployed into multiple
markets. Airlines thereforelook at the
strength of demand, route
economics, airport and operating
costs, seasonality and the ability of
amarket to perform over thelong
term, says Ravishankar.

Theairline will haveits existing
Dreamliner fleet refurbished by the
end of the year and more of the
aircraft entering the long-haul fleet,
although at a slower rate than
planned.

“As our fleet availability improves
and webring new aircraft into the
business, our intention is to pursue
targeted growth where those
fundamentals stack up.”

Direct services are not the only
answer. Strong partnerships and
connecting networks can also allow
Air New Zealand to build markets and
give customers more waystoreach
this country.

Stats NZ figures show international
airfares were up 21% in the year to
August —thebiggest jump in three
years —but Ravishankar doesn’t
believe the cost of getting hereisa
barrier to premium international
visitors.

Nikhil Ravishankar

Asthe Government puts more
money into supporting smaller
airlines, Air New Zealand isreviewing
itsregional services. They're often the
finallink in the system that starts
halfway around the world for some
long-haul travellers.

“Regional connectivity matters
enormously, butitalsoneedstobe
sustainable over thelong term.”

Carrie Hurihanganui

Auckland Airport chief executive
At Auckland Airport, chief executive
Carrie Hurihanganui says there’sa
growing appetite for premium travel.

“We're seeing that particularly
strongly from North America, with
airlines responding to demand by
providing more business and
premium economy seats.”

Another changing patternis how
Chinese visitors are travelling.
Increasingly, they're travelling
independently rather thanin
organised groups, putting together
their ownitineraries and exploring
more of the country.

Carrie Hurihanganui

“That’sareally positive change
becauseit creates opportunities for
more communities and businesses
around New Zealand to benefit from
their visit,” says Hurihanganui.

Asdirectair links between China
and New Zealand have grown, so has
the visitor market.

The alternative is asking someone
tomake a one- or two-stop journey,
potentially navigating transit
requirements and competing for
seats with passengers travelling
elsewhere.

Indiais the other side of that
equation.

“Right now, an Indian visitor
looking at New Zealand generally
needs to travel through a hub such
as Singapore, Kuala Lumpur, Sydney
or Melbourne.

If they’re choosing between New
Zealand and another aspirational
destination with a direct flight,
convenience matters.”

Long-mooted non-stop flights
remain on theradar for Air NZand/
or Air Indiabut the airlines haven't

)
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Craig Bonnor

committed to any timeframe.

Thetourism prizeisabig one.In
2025, the World Travel and Tourism
Council estimated 1.54 billion people
travelled between countrieslast year
and international visitor spending
was close to US$2 trillion.

Hurihanganui says that while New
Zealand has an extraordinary
tourism proposition, there are plenty
of extraordinary places in the world
competing for the same visitor.

“Weneed a great tourism product
and good value for money, alongside
straightforward visa processes, direct
air services and marketing that gets
New Zealand noticed ina crowded
global market.”

Craig Bonnor

Managing director

Cordis, Auckland

The National-led Government plans
to carve off more of the International
Visitor Levy for local councils to
spend. However, Cordis Auckland’s
managing director Craig Bonnor has
anotheridea.

N

“Take a healthy slice of the GST
revenue tourists generate and
ploughitbackinto visitor attraction,”
hesays. “It could also fund tourism
infrastructureimprovementsin
regional areas where thatisneeded.”

With thelong-discussed bed tax as
“ontherocks aslast week’s negroni”,
Bonnor says there are other ways the
Government can help, by easing up
on visarestrictions for countries with
very low visa overstay rates.

With 640 rooms, Cordis, Auckland
hasabig presence in the hotel sector
and Bonnor says the post-Covid
return of the business traveller to
New Zealand has been slower than
that of the leisure traveller.

Rising airfares mean businesses
arelooking to cutback onthe
frequency of travel.

“Australia is the primary source
market for business travellers, aside
from domestic, which is also down.
Their economic headwinds seem to
outweigh the favourable exchange
rate and increase in flight frequency,”
Bonnor says.

But the premium end of the
market is very healthy, perhaps
boosted by the weaker NZ dollar but
overall the global trend to
“premiumisation”is alive and well in
New Zealand.

With thejet fuel priceincreases
and the general cost of a holiday in
New Zealand, itis unsurprising that
the premium end of the market is
morerobust, hesays.

New Zealand falls short in bid-
funding required to win international
conferences.

All convention organisations
are significantly underfunded
compared with similar bodiesin
Australiaand Asia.
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NZHERALD CEOs SURVEY

N/ needs ambition to win back its mojo

Aurecon chief
Tracey Ryan says
short-termism is
costing business
growth, writes
Andrea Fox

ew Zealand haslost some

ofits mojo, running on

“short-termism” instead of

ambitiously driving growth
back intobusiness and the economy,
saysaleadinginfrastructure
consultancy chief.

Tracey Ryan, New Zealand chief
executive of Asia-Pacific firm
Aurecon, says she started the
financial year optimistic, seeing
opportunities. However, short-term
thinking has continued to cost NZInc,
causingbusinesses to keepright-
sizing to adapt while critical sKills are
lost offshore.

“When some short-term political
decisions get made, it creates akind
of ripple effectacross theindustry. ..
and thereal big thing about thatis
losing critical talent.”

Ryan says the problemislacking
apredictable pipeline of infra-
structure work that would give
employers confidence to continue to
recruit, train and retain skilled staff,
and the stop/start nature of projects.

While the current Government has
focused on along-terminfrastructure
pipeline, not alot of the work is
currently funded, she says. An
exampleis the newly completed
Auckland City Rail Link (CRL), New
Zealand’slargest transport infrastruc-
ture project.

“We’'vebeeninvolved with CRL for
14 years as the principal technical
adviser. Now we have alot of highly
skilled individuals coming off that
type of project with nothing to do.
CRL should be part of a wider pro-
gramme of investment to continue to
improve the connection to the city
centre.”

It can'tjustbe 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

Another example ishow focus
shifts when governments change.

“This Government was heavily
focused onroads of national signi-
ficance. While that's an ambitious
programme, when an announcement

A ———
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comes pausing or delaying or stop-
ping some of the work for reassess-
ment, that then stops alot of the prog-
rammes we're working on.

“While we might be able to
redeploy some sKills into different
markets and different clients, the
reality is there’s not enough flow of
that sequence of work tokeep
everyonebusy. We're seeing a lot of
younger people now making
decisions to go overseas or speeding
up those decisions.”

But thebigger question should be
about theloss of New Zealand’s
productivity, she says.

“Wehavetolinkinfrastructureand
growth together because
infrastructure isnot the outcome. The
outcomeis growth and productivity
and better lives. Infrastructureis just
away toenable that.It'snot just the

Aurecon s a sponsor of the Herald’s
Mood of the Boardroom report

concrete and steel. It's how people get
to work better, access clean water,
livebetter lives. We have to stop the
flip-flop in our thinking.”

Ryan says New Zealand needsa
credible works pipeline that’s “more
thanjusta catalogue of aspirations”.

She explains, “It needs to have
prioritisation, sequencing, funding
credibility —arealistic path to
delivery. Andit can'tjustbean
announcement of shiny, repurposed
stuff that was already there. We have
todeliver programmes that link into
New Zealand’s challenge to drive
growth and prosperity.

“Wehavetobeambitiousasa
country. We have to tackle some of
thelonger-term, bigger issues and we
can’t keep running our country in
terms of looking at everything from
this short-termism plan.”

Ryan says this will take a collective
effort and leadership at all levels of
business, community and
Government. ‘I think we have to stop
competing with ourselves. Auckland
kind of competes with the rest of New
Zealand, regions compete, or it’s cities
versus the countryside.

“Auckland should be a world-class
city, notjust thislarge New Zealand
city. People should get behind that
because if Auckland does well, the
rest of New Zealand does too.

“Yes, there needs tobe strategies
for theregionsbut how do we pursue
long-term economic growth
collectively together?

“Ithink we'velost the narrative for
peopletoseethat. Therole for leaders
isto get people understanding that
economic growth matters.

“Isnot just abusiness strategy or
aGovernment strategy.Ithastobe
anational story.”

Ryansayswedon'tneed more
policies.

“Weactually justneedtogeton
and start delivering stuff. It's tough
outtherebuttherearealot ofreal
opportunities.”

Ryan wonders whether New

My top issues:
Insurer

@ The political swing between
right to leftis creating incredible
uncertainty when we are heading
intheright direction. Secondly, the
loss of wealth in this country
through “tax therich” (hard
workers) policy settings. The
solutionis settings that promote
higher incomes and the pursuit of
financial success

@ Driving economic growth
beyond the export sector which is
riding the wave. Thereis no clear
planto sustain economic growth
beyond exports of product. There
needs to be a broader response for
the longer term.

@ Not confronting major
economic realities because of short
term politics, e.g. the
superannuation age should be
raised progressively with long
notice periods.

Zealand is using its many natural
assetsand advantagestoits
competitive advantage.

“We can do things amazingly and
we'vebeen thefirst todo many
things. We need to bring that into the
new world, because the new world
isusing technology and Al Alishere
tostay.

“It'stransformative —andit’s
moving incredibly quickly.Ithink we
need tobe embracing that. Froma
work perspective, how do we use our
human advantage, our people’s
judgement and compassion and
empathy?

“Al getsbetter at giving us answers
but the human side is more important
ataskingbetter questions and using
judgement.”

New Zealand has core valuesina
complex, changed world, Ryan says.

“Its culture, particularly Maori
culture, could create a unique
competitive advantage tore-engage
that mojo and be an amazing small
advanced country.”

Bottleneck leaves projects stuck

Port of Tauranga
CEQO says lost
shipping service
COsts consumers up
to $90m a year,
writes Andrea Fox

trong demand for New

Zealand exports ishow Port

of Tauranga manages tobe

bullish on its own business
outlook while dismayed by critical
infrastructure policy failures, says the
chief executive of the country’s
biggest export gateway.

Leonard Sampsonis calling for a
30-year bipartisan pipeline for
nationally significant infrastructure
after the capacity-squeezed port’s
seven-year wait for consent for anew
container terminal berth
development.

The NZX-listed port last month got
the greenlight under the Fast-track
Approvals Act 2024 for its Stella
Passage development project.
However, the decision is subject to
appeal. Thelong delay in getting the
project throughred tape hasincrea-
sed its cost by about $20 million.

But more to the point, says Samp-
son, having no terminal capacity has
forced the port to turn away inter-
national shipping services which
could have saved importers,

v v

RN

Tobeableto geta
decision on whether a
project can go ahead
within the space of six to
nine months as opposed
to several yearsis the

major benefit.

Leonard Sampson
Port of Tauranga CEO

exporters and Kiwi consumers many
millions in annual freight costs.

“Just one of the servicesweare
turning away costimporters,

exporters and consumers between
$60m and $90m a year because of
the higher costs they end up paying
for ocean freight. That'snotalost
benefit to the port, it's a benefit that
would goback to New Zealand.”

Asked to comment on the tension
between the port’s strong expansion
outlook, which forecasts more capital
expenditure and IT spending, higher
revenue, profit and more staff; and its
deep concern about infrastructure,
regulatory and fiscal settings,
Sampson says the explanationis
export sector resilience.

“Ithasbeen the engine, in our opin-
ion, that's kept the country going.
That's what is driving some of our
optimistic outlook. Webelieve there
is significant demand for New Zeal-
and’s exports globally. Kiwifruit has
had anotherrecord year —and we
think there’s more to come.

“Thatbeing said, it's tempered a bit
by thenumber oneissue from our
perspective whichis infrastructure.
Weneed a30-year bipartisan
pipeline, we need the regulatory
settings to enable projects tobe
delivered faster.”

The infrastructure failure that
most urgently needs fixing is
regulatory settings, Sampson says.

“RMA reform has just gone through
butit'sbeen an absolute bottleneck
totry todrive these critical
infrastructure projects. If thisis
regional or nationally important
infrastructure, then surely the
purpose of regulatory settingsis to
ensure we get this done as quickly
aspossible, not aregulatory

framework that canleave youina
litigious quagmire for years.

“The fast-track hasbeen very
helpful and we’re now coming to the
end of thatbutit shouldn't have to
be that difficult.”

Sampson attributes “pork barrel
politics” and ideological trade-offs to
New Zealand’s failure to maintain
long-term infrastructure certainty.

He’snot comfortable saying the
port’s use of the fast-track process has
been successful. He notes the deci-
sionis still subject to appeal. “Td say
we've been through the process. We
haven't yet got the final consent.

“But the best thing about the fast-
track processisthefactithasa
statutory timeframe againstit. A
decision needs tobe met withina
specific timeframe. Tobe able to get
adecision on whether a project can
go ahead within the space of six to
nine months as opposed to several
years is the major benefit.

“And that's what should happen
for national and regionally significant
projects.”

Sampson says one of the best ways
New Zealand can lift its productivity
istoimproveinfrastructure delivery
“to fundamentally become more
efficient.

“New Zealand can’t achieve higher
wages and lower the cost of living
without actually improving
productivity.

“For us particularly we see thatin
terms of growing our trade and
international competitiveness.

“New Zealand isreliant on
exporting our products to the world.

Portof Taurangais a sponsor of the
Herald’s Mood of the Boardroom
report

Weneed tomake sure we are able

to connect our producers to global
markets through the most efficient
supply chains that can lower costs for
our exporters and help grow the
economy.”

Sampson says from the port’s
perspective, geopolitical tensions,
trade disruptions and supply chain
shocks “are becoming more of
everyday life.

“For us, the answer is we just need
greater levels of resilience. That'sa
greater level of resilience for critical
infrastructure, butit’s also greater
resilience in terms of New Zealand’s
own fiscal situation.

“Weneed torebuild our fiscal
strength and reduce government
debt so we have the capacity and
resilience tobe able torespond to
future crises.”

On how the port will embrace Al,
Sampson saysit already uses an
element of it in predictive modelling
toimprove terminal operating
efficiencies, but “it'snot necessarily
that we see Alreplacing people.

“Thenature of jobs will change. We
might move more toremote
operators as opposed to having to
have specific people in machines.
Certainly from a corporate
perspective, we use it more in some
of the analysis we undertake, in some
of the dataanalysis.”
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The case for selective investment

US corporate earnings and continued Al build-out are powering stocks to new highs in
the face of geopolitical turmoil and rising fuel prices, writes Graham Skellern

ofar this year, global equities

have climbed more than 12%

and now isa good time for

investors tobe more selective
with stocks and hold abalanced
portfolio, says aleading New Zealand
fund manager.

Ashley Gardyne, chief investment
officer with Fisher Funds, says share
markets have had a strong start to the
year despite the shock of oil going
over US$100 a barrel, the sell-off in
semiconductor stocks, central banks
hiking interest rates and borrowing
costsincreasing.

“Offsetting that, the Al build-out
with data centres and power plants,
and all the equipment and chip-
making that goesinto them,
continues.

“Andthere’sbeenasurgein
corporate profitability, growing at
25% a year in the US. Thisincrease
isunheard of outside arecovery from
arecession, and it showsthe
underlyingresilience of the corporate
sector.”

At September 30, the MSCI World
Index increased 12.09% year-to-date.

Gardyne saysif the Iranian
situation doesn’t get aresolution, say
within the next six months, then at
some point there may be a weakness
in global equities.

“But while markets have gone up,
price-to-earningsratios have fallen.
Thesilver lining is that valuations (in
the US) are not at all-time highs; in
fact, they are inline with their 10-year
average.

Gardynesays the Altheme has
created easy gains.

“You could have bought anything
and done particularly well,” he says,

Sendin

A Foodstuffs
breakup could
threaten regional
stores, chief
executive warns

Grant Bradley

oodstuffs warns that

proposals tobreak upits

supermarket businesses after

the electionrisk undermining
investment confidence across the
wider New Zealand economy.

Foodstuffs North Island chief
executive Chris Quin says politicians
have yet to properly engage with the
question of what would actually
lower grocery prices.

He’s concerned that forced
restructuring of the New Zealand-
owned co-operative could becomea
political fait accompli before the costs
and consequences have been
properly tested. “Wereally hope that
thereisan opportunity to engagein
thefactsand for a conversation that
hasn’toccurred yet,” he says.

Foodstuffs and Australian-owned
Woolworths have nearly 80% of the
grocery market. Among the political
parties, National and NZ First want
Foodstuffsrestructured so Pak'nSave
can compete independently with
New World and Four Square, and
National would get yet more Com-
merce Commission analysis.

Labour proposes separating the
wholesale and retail operations of
both major supermarket groups. The
Greens want to create KiwiMart,
nationalising 120 stores; Act wants

DL

adding some of these easy gains have
accrued and it's more important tobe
selective.

Withbondyields and interestrates
moving higher, investors can now be
rewarded for sitting on the sidelines
—thereisanalternative to growth
assetstoinvestin.

“These higher interest rates could
cause markets to weaken, if people
increasingly decide to siton the
sidelines,” Gardyne says.

Asthe USmovesintoits third-
quarter reporting season, he still
expects further strong earnings
growth from the corporates. “There
isareasonable prospect of markets
pushing higher during the rest of the

year —thougharesolutiontotheIran
war iskey.

“The New Zealand economy is
sluggish but there are positive signs
with corporates reporting some
improvement.It’s still early days...if
only we didn'thave the shock of Iran,
higher oil prices and the need for the
Reserve Bank to hikerates.

“The good thing about the New
Zealand marketis thatitismore
defensive than global sharemarkets.

“If you are worried about
valuations and concentrationin
global markets, then New Zealand’s
more defensive businesses create a
lower volatility choice,” says
Gardyne.

Thereisa
reasonable
prospect of markets
pushing higher
during the rest of
the year — though a
resolution to the

Iran war is key.
Ashley Gardyne

Private equity

Fisher Funds has added private
equity toselected fundsinits
KiwiSaver schemes toimprove
diversification and longer-term
returns.

Earmarking about $1billion over
the medium term for its private
equity strategy, including several
hundred million dollars for local
businesses, Fisher Fundsrecently
madeitsfirst direct investment by
buying home aged care provider New
Zealand Health Group in conjunction
with Direct Capital.

Fisher Funds and Direct Capital
haveboth taken a 45% stake in the
country’s biggest community health,

Fisher Funds is a sponsor of the
Herald’s Mood of the Boardroom
report

disability and wellbeing group
operating in 48 locations with a team
0f10,000 supporting more than
70,000 clients every year.

Gardynesays thereis growthin
delivering healthcare services at
home. “The essential nature of the
Health Groupis thatit’'s durable
business and we had the opportunity
of getting involved with an existing
strong management team.

“The Health Groupisinasweet
spot —right size and great business.
We would be keen toacquire one or
twobusinesseslike that per year
going forward.”

Gardyne says there are not many
companies coming to the
sharemarket and businesses are
staying private for longer. Private
companies provide a wider range of
investment to grow the KiwiSaver
funds over time when the marketis
not providing the same opportunity.

“You canbuy them onlower
valuations than public-listed
companies and their returns canbe
higher, often 15% plus. With private
businesses, sometimes therisk canbe
higher but we are notlooking at the
venture or start-up space. “We are
focused on private businesses that
have an established track record.

“Beyond New Zealand, our global
private equity programme uses
external managers and hasasmall
exposure to earlier stage investments
like OpenAl, Anthropic and Revolut,
anonline bank.

“Weonly intend to allocateup to
10% of private equity in a KiwiSaver
growth fund, which weseeasan
appropriate allocation,” says
Gardyne.

the wrong message to market

Certainty is the
foundation of

productivity.
Chris Quin

planning and regulatory barriers
reduced so new competitors can
enter.

Quin says Foodstuffs opened a
$340m distribution centre in Palm-
erston North whenit was hit witha
politicalbombshell. “The next day,
the potential break-up was announ-
ced. We're not going tobessilly and
stop,but we've got tobe concerned.”

Quin was one of 51 business lead-
ersmustered by the New Zealand
Initiative who signed an open letter
to the Government, raising concerns
about intervention in privately own-
ed businesses and property rights.

The proposal sends strong signals
tobusinesses outside his sector, he
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says. “Certainty is the foundation of
productivity.”

Quinsays the political debateis
missing a fundamental distinction:
Foodstuffsisnot a conventional cor-
porate supermarket chain but runs
New Zealand-owned co-operatives
whose owners are individual grocery
store operators and their families.

There are more than 500 locally
owned and operated stores across
the Foodstuffs network and more
than 40,000 staff. Those owners have
invested in the stores and, through
their co-operatives, the distribution
centres, technology, supply chains
and other infrastructure built up over
generations. Any forced separation
raises fundamental property-rights
questions.

“The framing of it that it's no impact
onastore owner and just sorting on
what they refer to as the structureis
just completely not correct,” Quin
says. “The shareholder is the store
owner.”

He says those owners haverights
totheassets they have invested in,
while the viability of the co-operative
model depends on the ability to share
infrastructure and costs across the
network. Far-flung stores within the
co-operative have freight costs
subsidised by other members and he
worries about the future of small
regional stores if economies of scale
arelost. “Scalereally matters,
particularly in a high-capital, low-
marginindustry, whichweare.”

Quin acknowledges food price
rises are hitting hard. Foodstuffs says
they haverisen around15% in the
past three years but other household
costsincluding rates, insurance and
energy haverisen considerably
faster.

Supermarkets are an obvious
focus with households shopping
across the sector more than five times
aweek.Buthearguesthe
supermarket margin is too small for
restructuring alone to solve the cost-
of-living problem.

Foodstuffs says that of every dollar
spent inits stores, about 66.5c goes
tosuppliers, 13cis GST, 16.9c covers
the cost of running the business and
3.6¢is net profit after tax. “You can't
solve the consumer challenge with
3.6¢ of thedollar,” Quin says.

The co-opisalsobeing hit with cost
increases. An example is diesel —
Foodstuffs uses 300,000 litres of the
fuel aweek and he says hismembers
are absorbing some cost increases
rather than simply passing them on.

Quinalsorejects theidea
Foodstuffs stores do not compete
with one another.

Nearly 80% of Foodstuffs
customers, the company says, shop
outside Pak'nSave, New World and
Four Square every week. Store
owners compete not only on price

Foodstuffs North Island is a sponsor
of the Herald’s Mood of the
Boardroomreport

but onlocation, range, service and
customer experience, while
Foodstuffs saysit does not provide
geographic protection toindividual
franchisees.

Quin’s alternative

Quin says Foodstuffs would support
apackage built around four mea-
sures: a stronger economy and
exchangerate;reducing unnecessary
regulation; greater certainty to enco-
urage productivity investment;and
allowing the long-running Foodstuffs’
plan for two co-operatives to merge
their support operations.

The company could potentially
achieve significant savings by
combining support functions bet-
ween the North and South Island
businesses, provided it was allowed
todosoand held accountable for
passing the benefits on to consumers.

Quinsays Foodstuffsis willing to
be held accountable for making the
system more competitivebut warns
againstimported models that don't fit.

The comparison with Telecom,
separated operationally in the 2000s,
isalsorejected by Quin, who held
senior executiveroles at the telco.

He says Telecom was subject to
operational separation and
wholesalerules around a natural
monopoly network, fundamentally
different from a forced split of a co-
operative grocery business.

He’s worried political debate has
been overtaken by populismrather
than food prices.

Efforts to engage with the Govern-
ment have notbeen successful.



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

ij'] B39

NZHERALD CEOs SURVEY

survey supp

CEOs back raising
the age of eligibility
for NZ Super, but
voters don't, writes
Tim McCready

hief executiveshave

delivered a decisive verdict

onNew Zealand

Superannuation — 82% of
respondents to this year’'s Mood of the
Boardroom survey say the age of
eligibility should be raised. Just14%
are opposed and 4% are unsure.

That puts theboardroom well out
of step with the public. A INews-
Verian poll in June found only 26%
of voters supported gradually raising
the eligibility age from 65t0 67.
Another 44% wanted it kept at 65,and
25% preferred reducing or removing
payments for those with higher
incomes or assets.

For many businessleaders the
casebarely needs arguing.

“Ano-brainer,” saysindependent
economist Cameron Bagrie. “Current
settings are unsustainable,”
responded a grocery boss.

NZSuperisuniversal andisn’t
means-tested.Itis paid to everyone
aged 65 and over who meets the
residency requirements, regardless of
their income, assets or whether they
are still working. That simplicity has
longbeen one of its strengths. But as
the population ages, it comes withan
increasingly large fiscal bill.

Over 960,000 New Zealanders get
NZ Super, ata cost of about $24.7
billion a year. That makesit the

] 'w"‘"ﬂ ol 1~ T Al

3.

largest single item of government
spending. Thebillis forecast to climb
tomore than $31 billionby 2030 as
New Zealand’s population ages.

The eligibility age was last changed
between 1992 and 2001, when it was
raised in stages from 60 to 65.
Australia raised its pension age to 67
in 2023, while the United Kingdom is
increasingits State Pension age from
66 to 67 between 2026 and 2028.

Simon Bennett, managing director
of Metro Performance Glass, suggests
asimple test of where the self-interest
lies: “Ask for ashow of handsin the
room of all those over 60. Ask them
tokeep themraised if they need
super when they're 65.”

But support for a higher eligibility
agedoesnot mean CEOs wantan
abrupt change.

The most common theme from
respondents is that any change must
be gradual and signalled well in
advance, so people havetimeto

Ort

adjust their savings and retirement
plans.

Port of Tauranga chief executive
Leonard Sampson favours a “staged
approach over two decades”. Non-
executive director Fraser Whineray
agreesit should happen “in time and
phased”.

How highshould it go?

Some have a clear number in mind.
“Happy forittogoto67,”saysareal
estate chief.

Onelong-serving company
director goes further and would raise
theageto 70 over ten years.

Under her proposal, people could
still elect toreceive NZ Super from
67 atalower rate, with payments
calibrated so the expected lifetime
value was broadly the same.

This would see the total value of
payments over a person’s retirement
be about the same whichever age
they chosetostart.

The super question

82"

of respondents to the Mood of the
Boardroom survey say the age of
eligibility for super should be raised

14’

are opposed and

4%

are unsure.

A TNews-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

Versions of that flexibility exist
overseas.

Canada’s pension, for example, can
betaken from 60 at a permanently
reduced rate or deferred until 70 for
alarger payment. The US Social
Security system also adjusts
paymentsaccordingtotheageat
which they are claimed.

Oneagedoes notfitall

Arecurring qualificationis fairness
for people in physically demanding
jobs. Several respondents point out
that asking a 67-year-old lawyer to
worklonger is very different from
asking the same of someone who has

s the Super plan

spent decades on abuilding site, farm
or factory floor.

“Raisethe age,butnotover 67,
says the head of an engineering
consultancy.

“We doneed to do something
aboutit,butIdon't think thereis one
option that fits all. I think people have
theright to choose when they retire
—some have physically demanding
jobs.

“However, we owe it to our future
generations toimprove the current
settings.”

Greg Gent, chair of Seafood New
Zealand and Dairy Holdings,backs
raising the age “but with an exception
for hard manual work”.

Means testing splits the
boardroom

Among those opposed toraising the
age, oneinfrastructure chief says the
answer istomeans test.

Butahealth CEO, who supports
raising the age, strongly disagrees
with that approach.

“Raiseit,but don't means-testit. It
isnot fair,and sends a very bad signal
to punish those who have made
sacrifices in the short termfor the
longterm.”

Whatever the preferred
mechanism, the Mood of the
Boardroomresults show little
appetite among businessleaders for
leaving the system untouched.

For most, the questionis about
how quickly, how far,and what
protections should accompany it.

Anenergy CEO frames the
argument in intergenerational terms:
“This needs to happen —itisbloody
selfish to be burdening our tamariki
and mokopuna with thelong-term
debtlevels caused by therefusal to
raise theretirement age.”

Al adopt

.

on IS soaring.

SUt are organisations
reaping the rewards?

15%5 e ccuro SRS
Just O are scaling Al organisation-wide

1%

of New Zealand organisations

now use Al

DATACOM

in the past year

increased their Al investment [

Discover wi ere Al is actually delivering real value in Datacom’s
2026 State of Al Index datacom.com/StateofAl
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THE ELEC

® Make KiwiSaver compulsory for workers, lifting combined employer
and employee contributions to 12% by 2032.3.99

@ Ban commercial fishing in all 12 Hauraki Gulf High Protection
Areas.3.97

@ Allow qualified engineers to sign off building work without a council
inspection.3.87

@ Allow rooftop solar to be installed without a consent. 3.85

@ Create a specialist national Building Consent Authority for large
commercial buildings.3.78

@ Return to surplus in 2028/29 and reduce debt below 40% of GDP. 3.72
@ Reduce core Crown expenditure towards 30% of GDP. 3.69

@ Raise the interest rate for overseas-based student loan borrowers to
6.6%, with penalties for sustained default. 3.62

® Governmentloans for homesolar.3.57

@ Raise the income cap for 5% deposit First Home Loans to
$300,000.351

@ Extend paid parental leave from 26 to 30 weeks by 2029 ($327.4m
over four years). 3.40

® Reduce the student loan repayment rate from 12c to 10c for borrowers
who stay in New Zealand. 3.33

® Nonew taxesifre-elected.3.30

@ Pursue breaking up Foodstuffs so New World and Four Square become
one supermarket chain and Pak'nSave another.1.83

What they aresaying

@ Theright instincts and nonerve. A government that knows what needs
doing and has spent three years not doing it. The strongest policies attack
thereal barriers to growth: no new taxes, fiscal discipline, faster building

approvals and lessregulatory nonsense.” — Education CEO.
@ Their supermarket position is their “oil and gasban”
moment.” —Energy CEO.

@ “Nonew taxes? Goodline for a Taibillboard.”

— Cameron Bagrie, Economist.

ACT

® Expand the conditions pharmacists can treat, including ordering
blood tests. 4.01

@ Consolidate 43 government departments into 19, with 18 ministers
instead of 28.3.98

@ Lift pharmaceutical spending by one percentage point of the health
budget a year until parity with Australia. 3.93

@ Build a $2b cancer centre with Auckland and Christchurch campuses,
funded primarily by donations. 3.78

® Remove the cap on the number of pharmacies one pharmacist can
own.3.71

@ Three strikes for burglary: a minimum three-year sentence with no
parole on a third conviction. 3.46

® Remove the $33,000 annual cap on donation tax credits. 3.36

@ Add a property rights clause to the Bill of Rights Act. 3.22

® Add parliamentary sovereignty, the rule of law and equality before
thelaw as principlesin the Constitution Act.3.15

® Remove tax on KiwiSaver earnings and end Government
contributions. 3.07

@ Allow ministers to directly appoint public service chief executives.
3.05

@ Limit the use of tikanga in court decisions to where Parliament expressly
allowsit.2.99

@ Replace permanent residents' indefinite travel rights with a five-year
travelfacility requiring 730 days in New Zealand in any rolling
fiveyears.2.97

® Repeal Maori employment and engagement requirements in the Public
Service Actand Crown Entities Act.2.72

@ Introduce noise cameras to immediately fine cars over a decibel
limit. 2.49

What they aresaying

@ The strongest package of any party, including the majors, and the only
one trying to change and improve how this country is governed. Every
other party is arguing about how to divide the money inside the same
bloated system. Act is the only one asking why the system costs so much.

—Education CEO.

@ Ibelieve a number of natural National voters will vote Act this time
asthey see National as becoming anti-business and needs a stronger
coalition partner to keep them making decisionsin thelong term
economic interests of New Zealand.

NZFIRST

@ Compulsory KiwiSaver from birth, with a kick-start payment. 3.54

@ Return 50% of mining royalties to the regions where mining occurs,
for infrastructure. 3.25

@ Cut the tax rate for small businesses from 28% to 20%. 3.15

@ Disestablish Auckland Council's Independent Maori Statutory
Board.2.79

@ A $lbnational survey of energy, geothermal and CO, storagesites,
with aframework to develop them. 2.74

@ Hold areferendum on the Maori electorates. 2.67

@ Kiwi Kids Grant: auniversal $5000 a year for each of a family's first
three children.2.48

@ Break up the electricity gentailers into separate generation and retail
companies.2.35

@ Leave the Paris Agreement on climate change. 2.10

@ Split Foodstuffs into two national co-operatives to compete with
Woolworths.1.76

@ Buy back BNZ and merge it with Kiwibank to create a Crown-owned
bank (NZ First estimates $7.5b-$15b; other estimates are up to $24b).1.42

Whatthey are saying

@ One of the best practical packages of all minor parties, with one piece

of fantasy economics attached. This is a far more serious offering than
anything from the Greens or Te Pati Maori. The standouts are a 20%
taxrate for small business, returning mining royalties to the regions that
generate them, breaking up the electricity gentailers, and dealing with

the Maori electorates and Auckland's Independent Maori Statutory Board.

—Educationboss.

— Company chairperson.

TION POLICY GRID

Which parties have the best
policy mixes for business?

National New Zealand First
53 3

Labour Te Pati Maori
3" o

Act 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

30"
Green Party

1%

Still waiting to see a
genuinely compelling
business policy mix from
any of them.

Michelle Palmer, Retirement Villages
Association

Every party is playing to
its perceived base at the
expense of a cohesive
policy suite.

Mining CEO

Party policies were rated on a 1-5 scale where
1="very poor”and 5 = “very good".

Herald Mood of the Boardroom 2026 Election
Survey.

OPPORTUNITY

® Expand sustainable aquaculture. 3.34

® A one-year cooling-off period before ministers
and senior officials can take lobbyingroles. 3.33
® Record all lobbying communications with
ministers in official systems, subject to the
OIA.3.09

® Phase outbottom trawling and put cameras
and observers on commercial fishing

vessels. 2.95

©® Low-interest electrification loans for
households. 2.72

@ Create a Ministry of Energy, merging
regulators' functions. 2.67

@ Consolidate electricity distribution (lines)
companies. 2.61

® Arenewable energy capacity investment
scheme, with government dividend revenue
ring-fenced. 2.46

@ Simplify income tax to three brackets: 28%
up to $50,000,34% up to $200,000, and 39%
above.245

® Cap donations at $30,000 per donor, per
party, per electoral cycle. 2.35

@ Replace main benefits, including NZ Super,
with a $19,400 annual payment to every adult
resident. 147

©® Annualland value tax 0f 1.75% on urban land
and 0.5% onruralland.1.31

Whatthey aresaying

@ Policy headlines only, unsure on all of the
above for implications of an integrated policy
system changes and implementation.

—Infrastructure boss.

@® Many sensible and useful policies.

—F&B chairperson.

LABOUR

@ Allow small businesses to fully write off up to $10,000 of new
equipment from July 1,2027.3.37

@ Return to surplus by 2029/30 and reduce net debt to around 20%
of GDP over time.3.08

® Requireretirement villages to repay departing residents within three
months.3.08

@ Establish a NZ Future Fund to invest Crown assets and capitalin
New Zealand infrastructure and businesses. 2.97

@ Guarantee a public health job for every New Zealand-trained
graduate nurse ($525m over four years). 2.82

® Noincrease to fuel taxes or road user charges during the next
Parliament. 2.64

® Require large companies to pay small business invoices under
$25,000 within 15 days and publish their payment times. 2.46

® 28% capital gains tax on residential and commercial property sold
after July 1, 2027, excluding the family home, farms, shares and
businesses. 2.38

@ Allow core Crown revenue and expenses torise to 33% of GDP.
212

@ Reinstate school boards' obligation to give effect to Te Tiritio
Waitangi.2.08

® Wipe 10% of student loan balances for those who have not benefited
from fees-free, live in NZ and have kept up with their repayments.
2.05

@ Reinstate the Reserve Bank's dual mandate.1.85

@ Reverse the coalition's pay equity changes (Treasury estimated
reversal at about $11b).1.84

@ Force Woolworths and Foodstuffs to split their businesses separating
their supermarket chains from their wholesale arms. 1.81

® Remove Investment Boost (the 20% upfront deduction on new
business assets).1.78

@ Reinstate Fair Pay Agreements (industry-wide minimum pay and
conditions).1.71

Whatthey are saying

@ Labour tends to listen more and collaborate tojointly invest. As
asmall country we cannot stay in the world of non-intervention.
Government isrequired to help support businesses on the global stage
tobuild New Zealand advantage. — Transport CEO.
@ No confidence that policy commitments can be executed without
material impacts onlevels of debt and not convinced surplus by 29/30
willbe achievable on that basis. Essentially some commitments
positive but no clear explanation as to how policy initiatives will be

funded. — Entertainment and leisure industry boss.
GREENS

©® Phase out bottom trawling and review the Quota Management
System.3.00

@ Protect atleast 30% of New Zealand’s marine area. 2.82

® Zero-interest home solar loans ($428.7m over four years). 2.65

® New national freshwater standards and stronger wastewater
dischargerules.2.53

©® 5% withholding tax on profits large tech firms send offshore. 2.40
©® Expand Warmer Kiwi Homes ($969.8m over four years). 2.37

® Restore the previouslocally made school lunch programme and
expand it to a further 400 schools ($2.2b over four years).1.99

@ Legislate aright to healthy food and create a national food
strategy.1.94

@ Income tax cuts for salary and wage earners ($10.01b).1.89

@ Phase out synthetic nitrogen fertiliser and reduce stocking rates
onacatchmentbasis.1.76

@ Reinstate the ban on interest deductions for residential landlords.
165

©® A 25% “super-rich tax” on net worth above $10m, excluding the
family home.1.62

@ Reverse the bright-line test changes.1.51

@ Capital acquisitions tax on assets and gifts worth more than $1m,
excluding the family home. 151

@ Establish KiwiPower, a government-owned entity providing
electricity firming capacity ($980.6m over four years).1.40

@ Increase the company tax rate to 33% for the largest companies
(turnover above $30m).1.39

@ Nationalise 120 Woolworths and Foodstuffs supermarkets and two
distribution centres to create a government-owned competitor,
KiwiMart ($2.8b). 115

What they aresaying
@ For the Greens and Te Pati Maori, it was good to see their policies
inoneplace. . .frightening. — Greg Gent, Dairy Holdings.

TEPATIMAORI

@ Make the first $30,000 of income tax-free. 2.26

@ Tax on profits transferred offshore. 2.01

@ Ban seabed mining.1.86

@ Vacanthousetax.1.63

@ Land-banking tax.150

@ Stamp duty onresidential property sales, with first-home buyers
purchasing under $1Im exempt. 148

@ Entrench Te Tiriti o Waitangi and prohibit Cabinet decisions that
breachit.143

@ Create a Maori-led education authority. 1.46

@ Targeted kai tax credit to offset GST on food. 1.44

@ Establish a Te Tiriti commission as an Officer of Parliament to
enforce Treaty obligations.1.36

@ Increase the company taxrate to 33%.1.33

@ Wealth tax of 5% on net assets above $2m, rising to 2.5% above
$10m.1.28

@ Assert Maorirights and authority over fresh water.1.27

@ New top income tax rates: 39% from $90,001, 42% from $180,001
and 48% above $300,000.1.23

Whatthey are saying

@ The party seeks to undermine the authority of the very institution
they wish tobe part of. — Company director.

@ The uncertainty islargely around execution. — Infrastructure boss.
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Business wants a long-term strategy

Support for a bipartisan approach to infrastructure reflects deep frustration with NZ's stop-start approach

ew Zealand'sbusiness
community delivered a
fairly clear message tothe
political parties as they
headed into the election campaign:
the country needs tolift its economic
performance, and business wantsa
government with the discipline and
long-termfocustodoit.

The message from the 2026
Deloitte and Chapman Tripp Election
Survey, conducted by BusinessNZ, is
that New Zealand needs along-term
economic strategy built around
productivity, infrastructure, energy
security, skillsand a more predictable
policy environment.

The survey wasreleased at
BusinessNZ's election conference on
September 15.

Some 423 BusinessNZ members
took partin the survey, with 279
completing it fully. The 2026 sample
ismore heavily weighted towards
large companies than previous
surveys, with more than a quarter
employing 500 or more people. But
thebreadth of the responses makes
thedirection of travel hard toignore.

Economic performance towers
over every other issue
Whenbusinesses were asked to
identify the most important
government-related area for
achieving sustained economic
growth,57.7% selected the economic
environment, compared with 16.5%
for infrastructure and 11.7% for skills
and human capital. That puts
productivity and growth firmly at the
centre of the business agenda.

Theunderlying concernis that
New Zealand has not been generating
enough productivity growth to
supportrising wages, investment and
public services. Business respondents
are effectively asking the political
parties tojoin the dots.

A productivity problem

Businesses are looking for along-term
growth and productivity strategy that
encourages investment, innovation,
higher wages and stronger economic
performance.

But the survey alsoreveals that
businessbelieves the Government
needsto getitsown fiscal housein
order.

Thereisa clear preference for
spendingrestraint over relying
primarily on tax increases.54.3%
favour a combination of spending
reductions and increased taxes to
address long-term fiscal challenges,
while 39.1% favour primarily
spending reductions. Only 4.3%
favour primarily increased taxes.

That is an important signal to the
political parties. Businessis not
necessarily demanding an
ideological prescription. Itissaying
the problemneeds tobe addressed,
with spending restraint playing a
centralrole.

At the same time, business wants
atax system capable of attracting
investment. Fully 935%regard an
internationally competitive tax
system asimportant or very
important for attracting business
investment. Yet the appetite for
wholesale changes to personal and
corporate tax ratesisrelatively
limited.

Regulationis costing business
Theregulatory pictureis particularly
revealing.

Nearly half —47.1% —say
regulatory changes over the past
three years haveincreased their cost
of doing business, compared with
41.7% who say they have not.

Thereislittle evidence here of
businessregarding recent regulatory
reform as transformative. Just 3.7%
say reforms have significantly

improved productivity and ease of
doingbusiness, while 35.4% say they
have done so to some extent.

Tax administration is another
source of pressure, with 37.6% saying
their tax compliance costs have
increased over the past three years.

Thelesson for the incoming
Government is thatregulatory reform
needstobejudged not by the number
ofrulesrepealed, but by whether
businesses actually experiencea
lower cost of doing business.

The survey also exposes a broader
desire for amore flexible labour
market —but not deregulation atany
cost.

57.4% of businesses say they have
experienced difficulty terminating an
unsatisfactory employee, while 59.6%
favour enterprise-level collective
bargaining. The results point towards
demand for simpler, clearer
employment rules while recognising
theneed to get thebalancebetween
employer flexibility and worker
protectionright.

Energy acompetitive issue
Perhaps the mostimmediate
pressure pointis energy.

Four out of five businesses — 80.4%
—are concerned about future energy
costs. Among those expressing
concern, electricity is
overwhelmingly thebiggestissue,
nominated by 88.7%, followed by
diesel at 64.4% and petrol at 49.1%.

Thisis significant because energy
policy isnolonger confined to the
climate debate.Ithasbecomea
competitivenessissue.

The political parties may differ
sharply over the precise mix of
renewables, gas, oil and other
technologies, but the survey
demonstrates that business wants the
next Government to treat energy
security as an economic priority.

Take infrastructure out of the
electoral cycle

If thereis one area where the business
community appears remarkably
united, itislong-terminfrastructure
planning.

94.7% support a bipartisan
20-30-year approachto
infrastructure planning and funding.
Thatis one of the strongest findings
inthe entiresurvey.

Itreflects deep frustration with
New Zealand's stop-start approach to
roads, water, housing, energy and
other major infrastructure.

Businesses want to know that
projects will survive changes of
government. They want
infrastructure pipelines that allow
construction companies and
investors to plan. And they want
mechanisms capable of bringing
private capital into projects.

Thereis strong support for both.

82.8% supportrecycling
government assets to fund new
infrastructure, while 64.5% support
greater use of public-private
partnerships.

A further 31.7% support PPPs
depending on the sector.

The message is blunt: New Zealand
has an infrastructure deficitand
cannotrely solely on conventional
Crown spendingto closeit.

The human capital problem
The nextmajor challengeis people.
Skills and human capital account
for 11.7% of the top-level business
priorities, but the detailed responses
reveal amuch deeper concern.
Businesses identify literacy and
numeracy, secondary school
standards and school attendance as
theleading education priorities.
Atthetertiary end, only 45.4% say
the quality of tertiary and vocational
education graduatesis sufficient to

meet their business needs, while
32.7% say itisnot.

Immigration remains part of the
answer, but business confidencein
the current settings is far from
overwhelming. Only 53.5% have
confidence that current immigration
settings will deliver the skills their
businesses need, while 25.4% do not
and 21.2% are unsure.

New Zealand needs skilled
migrants to fill genuine gaps, but it
alsoneeds a domestic education and
training system capable of producing
the workforcerequired by a higher-
productivity economy.

And then thereis Al
The survey captures another major
change in the business environment.

Alisnolonger afuturistic
technology question. Itisbecoming
aworkforce question.

58.5% of businesses expect Aland
robotics to have a significant impact
on the size and composition of their
workforce over the nextfiveto10
years.

Among current employment
concerns, access to skills and talent
ranks first at 37.1%, but emerging
technology and Al comes second at
22.7%.

The Government cannot simply
encouragebusinesses toadopt AL It
must ensure workers can adapt
alongsideit. That means better digital
skills, stronger vocational education,
retraining and amuch closer
relationship between education
providers and employers.

The Al finding alsoreinforces the
survey's central productivity
message. Technology has the
potential to lift productivity
substantially —but only if New
Zealand has the sKills, capital,
infrastructure and regulatory settings
todeployit.

A stable path to further investment

ohn Fraser-Mackenzie and his
EMA team have one key
priority: policy stability and
certainty,and a pathway to
future prosperity whoeverisin
government after November 7.

Fraser-Mackenzie, EMA chief
executive, says there havebeen
many flip-flops in policy with
successive governments.

“We are looking for somerespite
from the continual cycle of repeal and
replace, and alonger-term approach
and thinking from the leadership.
When changes are made, let them
bed in and give them time to make
animpact.

“There areincreasing calls for a
bipartisan approach to key policy
settings. Genuine bipartisanship in
decision-makingislikely too higha
bar to achieve but the sentiment
behind those calls underlines the
EMA’s policy goals for the next term
of government.”

Fraser-Mackenzie says a negative
view towards what business contri-
butes by way of taxes, jobs, opport-
unities and growth also continues to
frustrate thebusiness community.
“Businessis a force for good in our
economy. People who start
businesses should be celebrated.
There’s alot of emotion and financial
commitment that goes into doing this.

“That negative view manifests
itself in populist rhetoric singling out
sectors of the economy —rhetoric
thatisalsoadisincentive to
investment as businesses worry their
sector may be subjected to sudden
policy change.”

He says after a decade of policy
reversalsby successive
governments, international turmoil
and Covid-induced economic shocks,
it'stime for certainty and stability in

EMA wants long-term plans in education, health and energy, on top
of the 30-year infrastructure roadmap, writes Graham Skellern
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Stable policy
settings encourage
the international
investment the
Government says
we need.

John Fraser-Mackenzie,
EMA chief executive

business policy settings.

“Stable settings also encourage the
international investment the
Government says weneed.”

Fraser-Mackenzie is encouraged
by the 30-year bipartisan National
Infrastructure Plan. “That’'s a great

example of a cross-party initiative.
Wehaveagoodroadmap for the
community, business and local
councilstorely on.

“Having that long-term outlook
helpsbuild and attract the skills
neededinthe future.”

He would alsolike to see long-term
plans for energy, education and
health, with cross-party support.
“Bipartisanship happensin other
countries; why can'twedoitaswell,”
hesays.

An energy plan would show what
demand and supply looks like over
30years and how it can be matched
up. “Weneedreliable and affordable
energy supply,andresilience. There’s
work tobe done on transmission,
some of itisregulatory.

“The country has 29 electricity
distribution networks —there’san

opportunity to make this simpler.”

Education needs along-term
perspective — when someone starts
school, it's thebeginning ofa12to
15-year journey. “It’'s difficult for
teachers and the systemitself when
changes are made.I'm encouraged by
therecent change, replacing NCEA.
Let'sstick withitand be good atit.”

Fraser-Mackenzie says New
Zealand has an ageing population and
there’sabigburdento come.

“Weneed a health plan about what
the population will look like in 2050,
and even 2060.”

Heisanxious that the Resource
Management Actreformrunsits
course. The difficulty in consenting
and costs has been prohibitive for
businesses.It'sbeen complicated to
get things done, even extendinga
factory.

“Thereform picked up some of the
changes the Labour Government
started and there was cross-party
support —not everything was thrown
out.It'san example of how significant
structural policy changes canbe
done.

“Thereform will halve the number
of consents needed.It'sakey to
increasing productivity as businesses
will find it easier toinvest in plant,
equipment and infrastructure and
make progress.”

Fraser-Mackenzie says the EMA
hasbeen working with successive
governments on the Employment
Leave Act, enacted in August to
replace the Holidays Act,fora
decade. “Therewrite fixed structural

EMA is a sponsor of the Herald’s
Mood of the Boardroom report

changes, and we think it’s fairly
balanced between employers and
employees. It makes things clearer,
simpler and easier to understand.

“Wearekeennottohave thenew
Actthrown out. There are software
changes tobe made and theimple-
mentation is still 18 months away. It's
important to give the changesa
chance tomake animpact,and not
let political expediency getinthe
way.”

Fraser-Mackenzie says thereare
enough positive signs that the
economy is gettingback on track.
“Businessisalwaysresilientand
adaptable. The tariffs cameasa
shock, but businesses reset and kept
going. They found new ways to
execute their strategies and looked at
diversification.

“With the outbreak of the Iran War,
people thought we would not have
enough fuel. The Government did a
good job of managing and
communicating the fuel supply.

“Businesses put their heads down
and kept executing their plans. They
havelearned to be agile and look after
their balance sheets. In March/April,
they found the world was not going
toend,and it'scome again with the
higher fuel prices. Second time
around, it'snot new. It'snotideal but
businesses can carry on.

“Our message to the next Govern-
ment is simple: maintain thebroad
direction of travel, avoid unnecessary
disruption, and create the certainty
businesses need toinvest, innovate,
grow and help move New Zealand
forward,” he says.
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‘Lost our focus on climate change’

Climate action
focused on
emissions, not
adaptation

Tim McCready

usiness leaders are doing

moretoreduce their own

emissions than to protect

their organisations from the
effects of a changing climate.

Asked about proactively
addressing climate-related risks, 64%
of respondents to this year’'s Mood of
the Boardroom survey say they have
already introduced initiatives to
reduce emissions. Just over half (52%)
are developing climate-friendly
products or processes.

Some 46% say they have
developed a data-driven, enterprise-
level strategy for reducing emissions
and mitigating climaterisk.

Only 40% have taken steps to
protect their physical assets and
workforce from climate impacts,and
the same proportion say they donot
plantodothisatall.

Carbon pricing slow to catchon
Aninternal carbon price assigns a
dollar value to each tonne of emis-
sions, allowing the climate cost of a
new plant, vehicle fleet or project to

Fuel shock puts energy security in the spot

Tim McCready

Businessleadersbelieve New
Zealand coped well with this year’s
fuel crisis. But they are far less sure

it would cope with the next one —and
are even more worried about the
long-term supply of gas.

Asked how well-prepared New
Zealand is for a prolonged disruption
to fuel supply, respondents to this
year’s Mood of the Boardroom survey
givean averagerating of 2.80/5,
where l1represents ‘not prepared’ and
5represents ‘well prepared’.

Opinionis evenly split: 39% rate
preparednessatlor2,30%at3and
29% at 4 or 5. The middle ground
reflects a sense that the country has
survived the shock but has not fixed
the underlying vulnerability. “Better
than we were afew months ago,
however thereis stillmoreresilience
that weneed tobuild,” says thehead
of an engineering consultancy.

A food distribution boss agrees.
“Wehave dealt well with the current
situation, but it has highlighted the
risk and the need toincrease our
reserves.”

Aninsurance CEO is more optim-

This El Nifio could be the strongest in recent history.

be weighed alongsideits financial
return. When CEOs were asked
whether they apply aninternal
carbon price in decision-making, 19%
said they already do, while 63% said
they don't planto.

The energy and utilities sector is
furthestahead. Every respondent in
that group says they haveinitiatives
toreduce emissions and measures to
protect physical assets. Some 89%
have an enterprise-level climate
strategy, and 44% apply an internal
carbon price.

One energy CEO pointstothe
commercial case: “98% renewable, up
from 81% five years ago, and Ebitdaf
above $1billion, up from $450 million
five yearsago.Itis possibletobea
profitable, sustainable business.”

Two-thirds of agribusiness, fishing
and mining respondents say they are

istic. “Government has handled the
fuel supply challenges well,and
further storage is being developed.”

The harshest verdict comes from
anenergy leader, whorated the
country’s preparedness at the lowest
possible score.

“New Zealand’s fuel resilience is
poor relative to other countries.
Australiais moving toaround 40 days
of diesel stored onshore, witha
further eight days of government
strategicreserve —reflecting diesel’'s
critical importance for agriculture
and, in Australia, mining. We have not
seen new policy from the Govern-
ment onimproving fuel resilience
since the commencement of
hostilities in the Middle East.”

Mainfreight's managing director
DonBraid isjust asblunt. “We dodged
theissue during the fuel crisis this
year. Weareby nomeans prepared
for longer, more aggressive fuel
shortages. Our emergency holding
capacity is pathetic when compared
to other developedregions.”

A state-owned enterprise chief
points to New Zealand having the
“lowest days of fuel supply in the
OECD’,being “tooreliant on

64"

52
46’

40°

The changing climate

of respondents have already introduced initiatives to
reduce emissions.

are developing climate-friendly products or processes.

have developed a data-driven, enterprise-level strategy
for reducing emissions and mitigating climate risk.

have taken steps to protect their physical assets and

reducing emissions. But just 22% have
taken steps to protect assets and wor-
kers from climate impacts, despite
their direct exposure to drought,
flooding and severe weather.

Insurance tops climaterisk
Respondents were also asked torate
arange of climate-relatedrisks to
their businesses, on a scale wherel
represents ‘minor risk’and 5
represents ‘extremerisk’.

Rising insurance costs topped the
list at 3.22/5, with 44% rating the risk
4 or 5. Concern was highestamong
financial services respondents, who
rated it 3.69/5.

Since the 2023 Auckland
Anniversary floods and Cyclone
Gabrielle, insurers have moved
further towardsrisk-based pricing.
Premiums now increasingly reflect

Singapore and Korea” and “vulner-
ableif the USlimits diesel exports”.

Despite this, many businesses are
notbuilding their own buffers. Asked
about their investment plans for the
next12 months, just 25% of respon-
dents say they haveinvested in fuel
and energy resilience, such asbackup
supply, storage or hedging. Some 47%
havenoplansto.

Gas amajor issue

Confidence is weaker still when
respondents look ahead. Asked how
confident they are that New Zealand
willhave secure electricity and gas
supply at competitive prices over the
next three years, respondents gave
anaverage of 2.75/5.

Some 42% are not confident, inclu-
ding 16% who gave the lowest poss-
ible score. Just 27% are confident.

Respondents draw a clear distinc-
tionbetween electricity and gas.

“Gasistheissue. Electricity willbe
fine,” says non-executive director
Fraser Whineray. An energy exec-
utive agrees. “lam confident that NZ
willhave secure and affordable elec-
tricity prices.Iam not confident the
same willbe true in the gas sector.”

workforce from climate impacts.

the flood and storm exposure of
individual properties, while cover has
become harder to obtain in the most
vulnerable locations.

The availability of insurance cover
itself rated 2.88/5. Property
respondents were the most worried
about losing cover (3.40/5), reflecting
how much the sector depends on
insurable buildings.

Disruption to transport links or
supply chains from severe weather
was the second most pressingrisk, at
2.91/5. Primary sector respondents
were most concerned, at 3.50/5.

For exporters, therisk often lies
offshore. “Sea freight exposureis the
major risk,” says a food exporter.

Few expect climate changeto
forceaphysicalretreatinthe near
term. Having to shift operations from
low-lying or flood-prone areas scored

Others point to the country’s high
levels of renewable generation.
“Never in the history of New Zealand
hasthelevel of electricity generation
and storage been so high,” saysan
insurance CEO.

But security of supply is only half
the question. “Yes, tosecure —noto
competitive prices,” says a senior
investment executive.

Producers versus users
Thesharpest divide isbetween the
businesses that produce energy and
those that depend onit.

Energy and utilitiesleaders are the
most confident about future supply,
rating it 3.78/5. Agribusiness leaders
aretheleast confident, at1.86/5.

For manufacturers, the stakes are
high. “Reliable and competitively
priced energy is critical for
manufacturers and wider
businesses,” says DB Breweries
managing director Peter Hart. “New
Zealand has strong renewable energy
opportunities, but investment in
generation, storage and
infrastructure needs to keep pace
with declining gas supply and rising
energy costs.”

2.23/5.Having to decommission high-
emissions operations or plants scored
lowest, at 2.03/5.

ElNiiio on the way

Thoserisks may be tested sooner
than some expect. Earth Sciences
New Zealand has warned that the El
Nifio now under way is strengthening
and could become one of the
strongest inrecent history.

The forecaster expectsreduced
rainfall, more frequent dry spells and
drier soilsin the north and east of
bothislands, along with unusually
windy conditions and a higher risk
of wildfire.

The West Coast and lower South
Island face the opposite problem:
above-normalrainfall and a greater
risk of heavy rain and wind events.

Aresearch organisation CEO
warns that “geological and weather
hazards are a when not if question,
and cumulatively they risk
increasingly beingadragon
economic growth and fiscal
sustainability”.

“New Zealand’s infrastructure was
largely designed for yesterday’s
conditions, and maintenance has
been more hope than deliberate
action,” says aninfrastructure CEO.

A tourism accommodation boss
identifies what they see as the
boardroom’s blind spot: “We have lost
our focus on climate change and the
significant funding decisions we need
to make to meet the cost of

adaptation.”

Several respondents want energy
treated as amatter of national
strategy rather than left primarily to
market management.

“Reliable and resilient energy,”
says EMA chief executive John
Fraser-Mackenzie. He calls for “a
formal 30-year energy plan that
covers generation and distribution
thatis well communicated solocal
and international business can have
confidence of supply.”

An entertainment industry CEO
calls on the next Government to “treat
energy security as critical economic
infrastructure”. A mining sector
leader warns that “fuel and energy
market regulatory settings are not fit
for purpose”.

For others, the answer istoreduce
reliance onimported fuels.

Ahotel group boss names “reliance
onfossil fuel’ asa top issue facing the
nation. “Weneed to transition faster
to producing at a greater capacity our
ownclean energy.”

An engineering consultancy
leader putsit simply: “Affordable,
reliable energy is fundamental to
prosperity, security and the transition
toalower-carbon economy.”
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NZHERALD CEOs SURVEY

The Herald’s Mood of the Boardroom survey has now covered ei t elections
beginning in 2005 when we asked CEOs who would make the best e
Minister — Helen Clark or Don Brash.

At each election, CEOs have heen 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 reportsgoto:
https://mewzealandinc comlcategorylpubllcatlonslreportslmdodl
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