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Regaining the
old Kiwi initiative
As the economy
slowly recovers,
companies need to
start thinking about
taking risks again,
Katherine Rich tells
Graham Skellern

C ompanies need to regain the
confidence and courage to
take risks, make investments
and help get the economy

cracking, says new BusinessNZ chief
executive Katherine Rich.

The economic downturn has gone
on for so long and made business
people far more conservative. They
are putting off projects and not inves-
ting in certain areas, she says.

“Business entrepreneurship is
about the ability to take on risk and
new ideas. For New Zealand’s future,
business has to lean in and play its
part. Business has a leadership role.

“The government can’t solve the
problems on its own — it’s a case of
all hands-on-deck to turn around the
really poor financial statistics.”

Rich says she’s old enough to have
watched and lived through other
downturns and “I do think this one
is the worst. My experience is more
from the food, grocery and manufac-
turing sector, and the downturn that
came off the back of Covid. “Busi-
nesses took their financial nest eggs
and spent them as a buffer (during
the Covid pandemic). The wage bills
were mostly covered but the other
costs of doing business were impac-
ted. That’s why there’s been a lag —
we got through Covid and then we
faced a recessionary environment.

“There’s been high inflation, high
interest rates and rising costs for
inputs such as wages and energy and
in many cases, businesses have not
had the ability to pass on costs and
are squeezing margins.”

She says BusinessNZ asked its
members about capital expenditure
intentions for the next 12 months. “In
the past they’ve said they are going
to do more; but in the last one they
said there were doing the same or
less. We felt that was significant.”

Rich says going into business is not
for the faint-hearted and some busi-
nesses have failed through no fault
of their own. There have been a
number of closures in the hospitality
and retail sectors. “There’s a short
block of retail in Dunedin. It was

vibrant, and now there are 11 front-
facing stores that have closed.”

Rich, the former three-term Natio-
nal MP and chief executive of the
New Zealand Food and Grocery
Council, has been in her new role for
three weeks, and says she is very
much in listening mode and looking
forward to hearing what members
think. She says the NZ Herald’s Mood
of the Boardroom survey is like gold.
“Youhaveagroupof informedpeople
answering questions that don’t get
asked by anyone else, and they are
thinking not just about New Zealand
but globally as well.”

Rich wants BusinessNZ to increase
the amount of advocacy it does and
become a stronger, powerful voice. “I
will make sure the policy work is
evidence based and completely
reflects the members’ views.

“I have enjoyed over the years
working on ideas to support business
projects and I’m interested in expand-

ing the small business discussion by
feeding their concerns into advocacy
and policy.

“They make up most of the busi-
ness people in New Zealand and they
havebeen the ones hammeredby the
latest economic conditions — the
tradespeople and other small busi-
nesses. They have to think twice
about buying a new ute or whatever.”

Rich says “we want to put am-
bitious plans to government — we
have to play our part in helping to
improve economic indicators.”

One of the plans is to promote a
reduction in the corporate tax rate
(presently 28%) to at leastmatchAust-
ralia’s 25% for small and medium-
sized businesses. “We aren’t competi-
tive with Australia and business is
always looking at the best place to
put investment,” Rich says.

She says the recent high electricity
prices and spikes in costs rattled
some heavy energy users and the

country needs to maintain good
access and certainty to the energy
supply.

“When multi-nationals are looking
at different locations around the
globe to locate their factories, itwould
be disappointing if the concerns of
electricity costs (in New Zealand) are
putting them off investing here.”

Reducing red tape is also in the
sights of BusinessNZ.

Rich says so many regulatory pro-
cesses are not fit for purpose for a
population of 5 million. “Take an
agribusiness that wants to launch a
crop protection solution. It comes to
New Zealand with a product that is
registered everywhere else and the
company faces a two-year registra-
tion period and increased costs just
to put it on the shelf.

“We need to look at streamlining
regulation while maintaining safety
and good processes. But we don’t
have to pretend we are the European
Union and re-do assessments that
have already been made.”

Rich says “I’m looking forward to
continuing the detailed policy work
using the best sources and contribut-
ing to decisions being made by the
public service and government.”

● BusinessNZ is a sponsor of the
Herald’sMoodof theBoardroom
project.

Opinions
from
the top
NZCEOs
TheHerald’sMoodof the
Boardroom2024CEOsSurvey
attractedparticipation from103
respondents.
They include leadersofNew
Zealand’s biggest companies
rangingacross agribusiness,
bankingand finance,
manufacturing, aviationand
tourism, transport and logistics,
education, telecommunications,
environmental services, energy,
insurance, professional services,
andmore.
The surveywas in field from
August 30-September25.
Results fromaBusinessNZsurvey
taking thepulseon somekey
issues fromMoodof the
Boardroomattracted 131
respondents.
TheHerald’s CEOs surveywas
launched in2002within aState
of theNation report.
Ahuge thankyou toeveryone
whohas takenpart in this
year’s survey.
Weappreciate youreffort.

FranO’Sullivan
ExecutiveEditor
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It’s time to pivot

Government should
focus positively on
the road ahead, say
business leaders

The Government hasmastered the
Science of Politics: getting agendas

moving, momentum in the House and
delivering. It now needs to fulfil the other

side of the coin — the Art of Politics. Having
a horizon, painting a future, taking the
public with them towardwhat New

Zealand could be, should its full potential
be realised.
Finance sector chief

Christopher Luxon, Nicola Willis and Coalition leaders head for the debating chamber for the reading of the 2024
Budget. Photo / MarkMitchell.

C hristopher Luxon’s Coalition
Government has completed
“The Great Unwind”. It’s now
time to pivot hard and focus

on bold moves necessary to spur
economic growth. That’s the prevailing
sentiment in the 2024 Mood of the
Boardroom CEOs survey which
attracted 103 respondents.

“Christopher Luxon has outper-
formed in terms of what’s been deliv-
ered so far vis-a-vis expectations gen-
erally held,” said Forsyth Barr manag-
ing director Neil Paviour-Smith.

The NZ Herald survey disclosed
business leaders want the government
to move on from blamestorming its
Labour predecessors for the economic
environment it inherited.

Many of Labour’s initiatives have
been unwound and it’s now time to
focus positively on the road ahead, not
keep looking through a rear view mir-
ror.

“Fiscal restraint is right for the times
but where good investment stacks up
we should get on with it,” said an
industry association chief. “Labour did
spend way too much and profligately
so, but New Zealand doesn’t have a
significant public debt issue relative to
other nations; we have productivity
and growth ones that require sensible
investment. Finally, let’s see more pol-
icy boldness.

“It doesn’t need to be full Roger-
nomics or Ruth Richardson style, but
more than English or Robertson incre-
mentalism is required given New Zea-
land’s serious problems.”

Despite lingering recessionary eff-
ects, CEOs are predominantly optimis-
tic, rating their confidence in the eco-
nomy at 3.23/5.

This is the highest score for optim-
ism in the NewZealand economy since
2016, when the previous National-led
Government was in power under the
prime ministership of Sir Bill English
(3.6/5).

There is broad consensus that the
fall in interest rates should lead to a
more favourable domestic business
environment with many wanting the

Reserve Bank to get on with it.
Business leaders caution that the

journey to full recovery is far from
over. But they would like to see amore
upbeat presentation from leading Cabi-
netMinisterswhich capitalisedon their
own optimism.

Mainfreight managing director Don
Braid acknowledges smaller busi-
nesses are still doing it tough.

But his own sales calls in New
Zealand in recent weeks indicated the
initial small adjustment that the Re-
serve Bank made to interest rates had
“lifted the mood of the marketplace.

“People are feeling more positive
about it. It might mean we’ve reached
the bottom of that cycle and we ac-
tually can see our way forward.

“So there’s definitelymore positivity
than what there was, you know, in the
previous six months.”

Throughout the survey leading
CEOs — and some chairs — have put
forward their ideas to address some
major issues facing the nation.

The survey demonstrates that the
ground is shifting in several key areas,
among them capital gains taxes.

Itmight be anathema to theBeehive,
but the sentiment in this year’s survey
demonstrates that CEOs are at least
prepared to have an open conversa-
tion about broadening the tax base.

As a departing salvo, Treasury Sec-
retary Caralee McLiesh warned that
structural changes are required to
address the Crown structural deficit
such as a capital gains tax and a more
efficient superannuation scheme.

Some 77% of respondents to the NZ
Herald survey agreed; 13% didn’t.

More thanhalf of the 41 respondents
whoput forward their own suggestions
as towhat shouldbeconsidered toplug
the structural deficit mentioned a capi-
tal gains tax.

Other suggestions included making
KiwiSaver fully compulsory and put-
ting it at the same rate as that of
Australia.

“Capital gains tax, Public Private
Partnerships, lessons from Australian
Super and its success wouldn’t go
amiss,” said Braid.

From Beca executive chair David
Carter: “Our ageing population plus
settings which incentivise investment
in unproductive assets seem unlikely
to be able to deliver the tax revenues
required for our nation’s future needs.”

A finance chief observed New Zea-
land is an international outlier not
having a capital gains tax or some form
of wealth tax. “So, we shouldn’t be
surprised that we have rising levels of
social disparity, particularlyafter a long
period of asset price inflation.

“If we want to have a strong susta-
inable public health and public educa-
tion system, we can’t just keep taxing
people’s work and lifting GST.”

Institute of Directors CEO Kirsten
Patterson spoke for many when she
said “we need to be able to have
couragous conversations and debate
ideas about unpopular realities”.

But there are sceptics.
“Economically, a capital gains tax

makes sense. Politically, probably no,”
said Enviro NZ’s Chris Aughton.

From Deloitte chair Thomas Pippos
whose own article appears later in this
report, “the capital gains matter is a red
herring with the bigger issue being
Treasury doesn’t appear to have had
the visibility it should have during this
last period — put another way, it’s
unclear what the legacy of this last
period is.”

PM finds right balance on geopolitical tightrope
Fran O’Sullivan Communicating clearly

to both China and our
Western allies that New

Zealand is an
independent state that

hasmultilateral interests
is critical.

Craig Stobo
NZWindfarms

Prime Minister Christopher Luxon
haswalked a tightropewhen it comes
to striking a balance by aligning New
Zealand with partners such as Nato
and the United States on security at
the same time as protecting New
Zealand’s economic interests with its
largest trading partner, China.

But 72% of respondents to the NZ
Herald’s 2024 CEOs survey believe he
has struck the right balance; 8% say
he hasn’t and 20% are unsure.

Luxon went to Washington DC in
July for the Nato meeting where he
chaired a meeting of Indo-Pacific
Four (IP4) countries — Australia,
Japan, theRepublic ofKoreaandNew
Zealand. The Prime Minister has yet
to make an official visit to China. But
this year he hosted Chinese Premier
Li Qiang for a successful visit.

“Communicating clearly to both
China and our Western allies that
New Zealand is an independent state
that has multilateral interests is criti-
cal,” says NZ Windfarms’ Craig Stobo.

Together with Foreign Minister
Winston Peters and Defence Minister
Judith Collins, Luxon has repositi-
oned New Zealand closer to traditi-
onal security partners.

“New Zealand has long had to
manage this difficult balancing act,
and I think the PM has got it about
right,” said a major retailer. “His ap-
proach is pragmatic on maintaining
peace and stability in the Asia-Pacific,
while noting the co-operative and
enduring relationship we have — and
must continue to have — with our
largest trading partner.”

Barfoot & Thompson managing
director Peter Thompson said there
is no harm being part of each camp
as both major countries play a sig-
nificant part for New Zealand.We can
be independent when certain issues
rise and but still maintain credibility
with trade negotiations.”

But companies with exposures to
China were more unequivocal.

“He does need to be careful to play
too much to US interests,” said an
exporting chair.

Craig Bonner, who runs the Cordis
hotel in New Zealand, said Luxonwas
“too hawkish”.

Aukus or not?
CEOs are less certain when it comes
to the big question of whether New
Zealand should join technology-
based Aukus Pillar 2. A bare majority
— 53% — support New Zealand col-
laborating in the second phase of a
defence partnership between the US,
Australia and the UK, 12% are
opposed and 35% unsure.

The Defence Capability review,
expected to be in front of Cabinet in
the early part of 2025, will likely look
at the benefits to New Zealand.

Air New Zealand chair Dame
Therese Walsh is in favour: “We are
too small to lose the protection of
these nations”.

Foodstuffs North Island CEO Chris
Quin agrees: “With the shifting power
dynamics globally and in our region,
stability has never beenmore import-
ant. We’re also dealing with new
threats like cyber terrorism that could

impact both our economic and social
interests.

“Joining this alliance would give
New Zealand access to cutting-edge
technology and intelligence, which is
crucial formanaging our security and
keeping our people safe.”

“Definitely not without an FTA
with theUS anda security guarantee,”
urged a trade organisation chief.

Amajor exporter noted: “I do think
overall this is the right thing for New
Zealand to do; however this needs to
be carefully managed given the im-

portance of China as our number one
export market.”

Increase defence spend?
Some 64% of CEOs believe that New
Zealand should increase its defence
spend given the security outlook; 23%
don’t and 13% are unsure.

Many see a heightened risk to regi-
onal security which is also reflected
in the fact thatCEOs ratedgeopolitical
instability the most significant inter-
national risk to business confidence.

Said Foodstuffs’ Quin: “While we’re
a longway from any regional conflict,
it’s important that New Zealand has
a well-resourced defence force and
partnerships that can act as a deter-
rent and do it’s bit supporting peace
and crisis elsewhere in the region and
the world — the way we hope our
friends and allies would support us.

“Defence is also a pathway to a
good career for many of our young
people — giving them skills, values
and a sense of purpose that benefits
them, their communities and the
wider economy.”

Mood of the
Boardroom
Fran
O’Sullivan
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Leverages his brand for NZ 3.91

Builds confidence with business 3.76

Stands up for NZ's values 3.69

Ensures strong security partnerships 3.69

National Security and Intelligence portfolio 3.68

Maintains Coalition cohesion 3.64

Delivers transformative change 3.40

Political performance as Prime Minister 3.38

ChristopherLuxon
CEOs rate the Prime Minister’s KPIs

Very impressiveNot impressive

1 5

KeepsCabinet focusedondelivery 4.30

Photo /MartyMelville.
HeraldMoodof the BoardroomCEOs Survey 2024 /Herald graphic

CEO skills come to the fore
Respondents rate PM highly on his formation and andmanagement of the Cabinet, writes Fran O’Sullivan

He’s well- focused
on the international

aspect of job,
however leadership
legacy is about the

connection and
impact inside the

borders. Work to do.
Energy CEO

Christopher Luxon meets US
President Joe Biden in Washington.

T op CEOs highly rate Prime
Minister Christopher Lux-
on’s own performance at
keeping his Cabinet Minis-

ters focused on delivery.
Respondents to the NZ Herald’s

2024 Mood of the Boardroom survey
gave Luxon an average rating of 4.3/5
on his top-ranked performance indi-
cator (KPI).

This was on a 1-5 scale where 1=
“not impressive” and5=“very impress-
ive”. Some 43% of respondents
marked him at 5/5 on this measure.

A former CEO himself at Air New
Zealand, Luxon has introduced a
corporate-style management ethos
into his Cabinet. Each Minister has
agreed KPIs and regular performance
reviews with Luxon to ensure their
delivery on promises is up to scratch.
Every 100 days a new list of
deliverables is made public.

Says Windfarms NZ’s Craig Stobo:
“Christopher has managed the Coali-
tion well and has got his ministers on
tight delivery programmes. His focus
on solutions to the cost of living and
economic growth are appropriate
priorities”.

A leading investment firm boss
chimes in: “He hired a great Cabinet,
the economy is growing and they
havebeencredible on theworld stage
again. There needs to be a continua-
tion of current policies which are
seeing the USmove to lower inflation
and growth.”

“It feels like there’s good rapport
with the business community,” says
Silvana Schenone, managing director
and co-head of investment banking
at Jarden. “But I’m not sure about
“winning people’s hearts” in many
sectors — which matters in politics!”

This sentiment is reflected in the
3.38/5 rating CEOs give Luxon on his
own political performance as prime
minister. Just 7% rated him as “very
impressive” on this KPI. This was the
lowest ranked of the nine KPIs rated
by survey respondents.

Luxon admits he has yet to reach
his full development on the political
side and still has much to learn. His
has been a swift rise to power. He
entered Parliament at the 2020 elec-
tion as the MP for Botany, becoming
National’s leader a year later.

He then melded a fractious Nati-

onal caucus into a unified group
before becoming prime minister in
late 2023 — just a mere three years
after entering politics.

An energy CEO says Luxon has
done well on forming the Coalition.
“He’s well-focused on the interna-
tional aspect of job, however leader-
ship legacy is about the connection
and impact inside the borders. Work
to do.”

The prime minister’s performance
on leveraging his ownpersonal brand
for New Zealand was rated at 3.91/5.
He has led three major missions
offshore this year to Southeast Asia,
Japan, and Malaysia/South Korea,
with a focus on forging stronger
security partnerships, developing
business and luring investment.

Morrison CEO Paul Newfield took

part, joining Luxon in talks with high-
profile investors.

“I joined the PM on his visits to
Singapore, Thailand, the Philippines,
Japan and South Korea,” says New-
field. “We are now developing renew-
able energy projects in every one of
those markets.

“We’re also building relationships
with institutional investors in those
markets who are interested in inve-
sting in New Zealand’s infrastructure.
It’s really powerful to be engaging
internationally alongside the PM and
the New Zealand government, par-
ticularly in Asianmarkets where gov-
ernments play a more active role in
economies.

“It’s now on us to invest our time
and resources to turn those connec-
tions into results for our shareholders
and New Zealand”.

Newfield suggests Luxon is in his
element, saying investors “love the
fact the prime minister comes and
that he’s open and genuinely asking
them for advice and input.

“They now need a really clear
pipeline of investable opportunities
of scale. They need us to do thatwork
and build a relationship of trust so
that when the opportunities come,
they will be there.”

Results matter
“This is a difficult environment to be
a leader,” says Deloitte chair Thomas
Pippos. “It will be important to be able
to evidence tangible wins by the next
election — accepting that this is an
environment inherited not created.”

Says an energy boss: “Work in pro-
gress, objectives and90-dayplans are
fine and deal with the hygiene asp-
ects of government. But 90 plans
need to evolve. Leadership is about
transformational journeys.”

Kevin Obern from OfficeMax says
Luxon had made a good start. “He
now needs to hold the Coalition tog-
ether and accountable and deliver a
plan we can all believe in.”

However a senior chair warned
there is a risk that in aweak economy
where New Zealanders are struggling
that all politicians succumb to poli-
tical expediency.

Change in tone?
Though Luxon is rated relatively

highly for building confidence with
business at 3.76/5, there are niggles.

A key lobbying firm head says
Luxon’s style isn’t warm, like that of
a John Key or Jacinda Ardern.

Luxon freely admits that’s not his
forte. But recent polls show New
Zealanders arewarming towardshim.

That said, several CEOs were con-
cerned about the tone from the top.

“Still stuck in negative election
mode and seems to have forgotten
who the Opposition is,” says a CEO
with insight into the replacement of
the KiwiRail and HealthNZ boards.
“It’s not the New Zealand public and
it’s not New Zealand business.”

“His leadership style is diminishing
of others. It does not inspire confid-
ence and a positive dynamic,” said a
trade-related CEO.

There were other grumbles about
a focus box-ticking KPIs and not
enough on the big picture.

“The government needs to main-
tain a focus on the policies that will
drive NZ’s long term success and not
get dragged into small-minded and
divisive issues,” says a finance sector
boss. “Luxon is better than that.”

Making headway
CEOs ranked the government’s per-
formance in key areas. Topping the
list was the maintenance of strong
international relationships at an aver-
age 3.96/5 where 19% of respondents
said performance was “very impress-
ive”.

Other rankings include: Mainten-
ance of tight fiscal settings (3.77/5);
execution and delivery of policies
(3.62/5); formation of foreign, defence
and security partnerships (3.59/5);
progress on international trade agree-
ments (3.48/5); consultationwith busi-
ness (3.34/5); economic transforma-
tion (3.15/5), regional development
(3.02/5), addressing transport
constraints (3.03/5); addressing clim-
ate change challenges (2.39/5) and
supporting Māori and Pasifika
aspirations (2.29/5).

Says Stobo, “the Coalition con-
tinues to deliver ‘The Great Unwind’
of atrocious policy settings of the last
government. Moving from uniform
expenditure cuts to better govern-
ment programme design and deliv-
ery is where the opportunities lie.”
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Early days, but a strong start
NicolaWillis is earning the confidence of the business

community, with a significant majority of executives expressing
trust in hermanagement of the economy, writes Tim McCready

The boardroom is
calling for more
than just fiscal

prudence. Business
leaders want amore

ambitious, clearly
articulated plan and

amore engaged
approachwith the

business
community.

T he Mood of the Boardroom
2024 reveals that 78% of top
CEOs and directors respond-
ing to the NZ Herald’s Mood

of the Boardroom survey are confi-
dent in FinanceMinister NicolaWillis’
economic leadership, while 8% are
not, and 14% remain uncertain.

Willis has had a swift rise to one
of the government’s top jobs.

She entered Parliament in 2018,
after holding senior management
roles at Fonterra focused on global
trade strategy. Following Judith Col-
lins’ oustingasNational leader in 2021,
Willis became deputy leader under
Christopher Luxon.

In 2022, she took over the finance
portfolio from Simon Bridges, and
following the 2023 election was
appointed New Zealand’s 43rd Min-
ister of Finance in the new Coalition
Government.

Willis also serves as Minister for
the Public Service, Minister for Social
Investment, andAssociateMinister of
Climate Change.

She delivered her first Budget in
May, calling it the “clean-up job New
Zealand needs”. Despite critics from
some quarters, she upheld National’s
key campaign promise of tax cuts.
Funded through significant public
sector savings and targeted revenue
measures, Willis’ approach was seen
as a balancing act between fiscal
responsibilty and delivering on voter
expectations.

Jarden managing director Silvana
Schenone says she brings a refreshed
and realistic perspective to the
challenges New Zealand faces.

“She is competent and confident,
but has major challenges ahead of
her,” says a lobbyist, capturing the
general sentiment of cautious optim-
ism.

Others are reserving judgment,
citing the early stage of her tenure.

“Almost a third of the way in, and
I still want to say ‘early days,’ so
perhaps that means I’m not confident
yet,” says the head of a professional
services firm, reflecting a wait-and-
see attitude among certain business
leaders.

Deloitte CEO Mike Horne echoes
this sentiment: “Tentative at this
point.

“She has faced into some of the
fiscal issues that she inherited but as
yet, we haven’t seen a clear direction
on how to move forward to a more
sustainable, longer-term solution.”

Willis’ dedication and work ethic
have not gone unnoticed.

“She is an extremely hardworking
minister who has taken the tough,
politically risky calls,” commends
Freightways chair Mark Cairns, a
member of the Ministerial Advisory
Group tasked with providing inde-
pendent advice on the future of
KiwiRail’s inter-island ferry service.

The issue remains unresolved,
with two rail-enabled ferries initially
scheduled for delivery in 2026 under
a plan agreed to by the Labour-New
Zealand First coalition in 2018. Since
the Coalition Government required
KiwiRail to cancel the ferry contract
nine months ago, the future of the
country’s inter-island ferry service
remains unresolved.

Willis’ focus on fiscal discipline is
applauded. Her efforts to cut govern-
ment spending and seek efficiencies
in public service delivery are seen as
necessary first steps.

“The Finance Minister inherited a
hospital pass from the previous gov-
ernment,” explains Roger Partridge,
chair of The New Zealand Initiative.

“After two decades of cross-party
support for fiscal responsibility, her
predecessor threw that consensus

out the window with his post-Covid
budgets.”

Partridge emphasises the need for
the government to restore New Zea-
land’s reputation for fiscal prudence
while ensuring economic resilience
in the face of potential future
challenges.

An executive from the energy sec-
tor describes Willis’s start as “solid,”
acknowledging her limited executive
experience but recognising she has
been quick to get up to speed.

“Cost-cutting and getting the gov-
ernment house in order is a hygiene
factor. She is developing fast and
there ismuch tobehopeful about. She
has great presence countering for the
Prime Minister’s absence within the
business community.”

A balancing act: caution vs
ambition
Despite the strong support for Willis,
CEOs and directors do not hold back
feedback that recognises her
accomplishments while also
highlighting areas that need more
focus.

The boardroom is calling for more
than just fiscal prudence. Business
leaders want a more ambitious,
clearly articulated plan and a more
engaged approach with the business
community.

Chris Quin, CEO of Foodstuffs
North Island, appreciates Willis’s
efforts to curb excessive government
spending but adds: “It would be good
to hear more from the government
about their economic growth story.
New Zealand doesn’t feel like an easy
place to do business right now.”

An agribusiness leader agrees,
highlighting the need for a growth
strategy: “Cutting costs in wasted
areas is one thing, but we need to
grow the economy. Be clear on those
spend areas and how they will con-
tribute to growth.”

This call is echoed by a major law
firm CEO, who believes that Willis
needs to have a greater focus on
growth areas, not just cuts in govern-
ment spending.

“The five pillars are good, but
where is the meat on the bone?” asks
onepublic sector CEO, referring to the

government’s economic strategy —
building infrastructure for growth
and resilience; lifting educational
achievement and skills; strengthen-
ing trade and investment; promoting
innovation, science, and technology;
and improving regulation — but
pointing to a lack of detailed plans to
back them up.

KiwiRail CEO Peter Reidy urges
Willis to “engage and listen — be open
to alternative perspectives to help
government make considered
choices that impact international
reputation and exporter/importer
confidence.”

This is a sentiment shared by
manywho believe thatmore decisive
communication and transparency on
key issues are critical to building trust.

A construction boss advises: “Com-
municate the steps of the plan, this
is critical to gaining confidence in the
plan for improvements.”

However, there is also criticism of
recent policy decisions, particularly
around tax cuts and property invest-
ment incentives. The reinstatement
of full interest deductions for residen-

tial property, costing $2.9 billion —
over $800 million more than what
National had originally budgeted —
has been contentious.

“Prioritisation of property invest-
ment versus investment in the pro-
ductive economy is concerning,” says
UnoLocoCEOBlair Glubb,whowants
to see more pragmatic incentives for
business growth.

“Infrastructure vs tax cuts?” asks
Bagrie Economics managing director
Cameron Bagrie. “The choice was
pretty simple, but populism dictated.”

Long-term investment and social
responsibility
Willis has established a Social Invest-
ment Agency, charged with working
across government departments to
intervene early and break cycles of
dependence, intergenerational pov-
erty, and disadvantage.

It is also responsible for ensuring
that the $70 billion in government
spending on social services delivers

meaningful results and ensuring a
focus on the government’s public
service targets.

From 2025, the agency will have
$12 million annually to fund services
from community groups, iwi, and
NGOs.

Last month, Police Commissioner
Andrew Coster was appointed as
head of the new agency, a role con-
sidered highly influential due to the
agency’s significance to both the gov-
ernment and Willis.

The need for further investment in
infrastructure and social areas is a
recurring theme among respondents.

Morrison CEO Paul Newfield sees
a broader scope for Willis’ vision,
advocating for policies that will im-
prove New Zealand’s long-term
economic and social wellbeing over
the next two decades.

“Better education, increasing sav-
ings rates and high-quality density in
our major cities that will result in
more affordable housing with better
infrastructure,” he suggests as
priorities.

Harcourts Group managing direc-
tor Bryan Thomson wants a clear
path for investment in social housing
and support for those less fortunate.
“The economic reforms won’t work
if people are left behind,” he warns.

As Willis navigates the
complexities of her role, the business
community remains optimistic, hope-
ful that her actions to datewill evolve
into bold, transformative action.

They say with the right balance of
fiscal discipline and visionary leader-
ship, there is potential there for her
to drive lasting positive change in
New Zealand’s economic landscape.

An extremely hard-workingMinister
who has taken the tough politically

risky calls.
Mark Cairns, Freightways

A year from now, government needs
achievements, and an improving

economy.
Director

‘Safe’ and cautious but lacking in
ambition and the deeper structural

changewe need.
CEO
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Green shoots showing, but
Despite optimism, many business leaders caution the journey to full recovery is not over

Thebigquestions

HeraldMood of the Boardroom CEOs Survey 2024 /
Herald graphic

Are you moreoptimistic
than you were a year ago
about:

Much less
optimistic

Much more
optimistic

1 5

The general business
situation in your industry?

TheNewZealand economy?

The global economy?

3.34

3.23

3.06

The geopolitical
and economic
uncertainties

globallymeanwe
are not immune

from further
headwinds.

Dame ThereseWalsh, Air New Zealand
and ASB

The real estate industry topped the list for optimism.

S enior business leaders’ optim-
ism on theNewZealand econ-
omy has surged.
Respondents to the Herald’s

2024 Mood of the Boardroom survey
rated their confidence in the New
Zealand economy at 3.23/5 on a scale
of 1-5, where 1 signifies ‘much less
optimistic’ and 5 represents ‘much
more optimistic’.

This year’s score is a significant
improvement from last year’s 1.82/5.

In fact, this is the highest score for
optimism in the New Zealand econ-
omy since 2016, when the previous
National-led government was in
power under the prime ministership
of Sir Bill English (3.6/5).

There is broad consensus that the
fall in interest rates should lead to a
more favourable domestic business
environment. However, many busi-
ness leaders caution that the journey
to full recovery is far from over.

“Survive to 2025 has become sur-
vive through 2025,” says Kirsten
Patterson, chief executive of the In-
stitute of Directors. “There are some
green shoots showing but I am not
sure the national and global econom-
ic environment is right to nurture
those properly yet.”

Many of the country’s top profes-
sional directors echo this cautious
optimism.

A retail sector director acknow-
ledges the positive signs but remains
wary: “There are definitely some
green shoots butdiscretionary spend-
ing will continue to be constrained

and unemployment will lift in the
short-to-medium term”.

A similar sentiment comes from a
tech sector director: “I see green
shoots with the policies the National
government is starting to implement,
but I still believe there is a long way
to go to remedy some of the econom-
ic struggles and societal division that
we are facing into.”

Despite the current economic dif-
ficulties, there is hope that things will
soon improve.

Morrison CEO Paul Newfield is
optimistic: “New Zealand is doing it
tough at the moment, but we seem
to be getting inflation under control,
so hopefully that flows through to
lower interest rates and more sup-
portive economic conditions.”

Deloitte chair Thomas Pippos
shares a similar outlook.

“The sense is that we have
bottomed out and while we may
bounce around the bottom over this
next period, the expectation is that

trading conditions will improve.”
CEO optimism in the global econ-

omy has also seen a boost, climbing
to 3.06/5 from 2.23/5 in 2023. Though
again, this is tempered by caution, as
global uncertainties persist.

“The geopolitical and economic
uncertainties globally mean we are
not immune from further
headwinds,” warns Dame Therese
Walsh, chair of Air New Zealand and
ASB.

A professional director shares this

concern, citing major international
factors: “It’s hard to feel comfortable
when two of the biggest economies
in the world — China and US — are
(for differing reasons) continuing to
be sluggish.”

As is typical in this survey, chief
executives expressedmore optimism
about their own industries than they
did about the broader New Zealand
or global economy, with a weighted
average score of 3.34/5.

This is a significant rise from last
year’s 2.47/5, indicating that while
broader economic concerns persist,
many industries are seeing a poten-
tial pathway to growth.

Optimism varies across sectors
The real estate industry topped the
list with an average score of 4.33/5,
a substantial jump from last year’s
2.60/5.

Barfoot & Thompson managing
director Peter Thompson explains,

Mood of the
Boardroom
Tim McCready
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can we grow them? Topdomestic
concerns
What impact do you feel the
following domestic
concernshave on business
confidence in NZ?

Inflation/cost of
living pressures 7.48

Security of energy supply 7.45

Interest rate levels 7.14

Cyber threats 7.01

Rising insurance costs 6.97

Reserve Bank
management of OCR 6.76

Climate change policies 6.72

Quality of Govt spending 6.60

Resource management
constraints 6.52

Housing affordability 6.34

Rates increases 6.32

Govt policy uncertainty 6.30

Level of Govt debt 5.95

Traffic congestion 5.89

Immigration settings 5.69

Increased water use
charges 5.49

Skills and labour
shortages 5.42

Cost of carbon 5.40

Availability of capital 5.30

Supply chain problems 5.01

Exchange rate
uncertainties 4.97

HeraldMood of the Boardroom CEOs Survey 2024 /
Herald graphic

No
concern

Extremely
concerned

1 10

Energyprice
increases 7.55
Top concern:

Threemain concerns for the business leaders

“Whilst we are positive with the out-
look for sales, people are still strug-
gling with paying their current high
interest rates and it will take some
time for this to come back to levels
where they will be free to look at
either upgrading or downgrading,
without breaking their current
mortgages.”

Healthcare and pharmaceuticals,
as well as utilities, energy, and extrac-
tion, also showed strong confidence,
each scoring 4.00 out of 5. The agri-
culture and agribusiness sector fol-
lowed closely with a score of 3.86.

In the retail and consumer goods
sector, optimism reached 3.33/5.

Foodstuffs North Island CEO Chris
Quin is hopeful, saying, “We are op-
timistic about inflation continuing to
fall — food was the first major cat-
egory to show near or below zero
price increases”.

Though he recognises that we are
not out of the woods yet.

“Our industry is impacted bymany
issues, including ongoing global
supply chain disruptions, elevated
energy costs, and the potential for
overseas economic shocks that put
pressure on costs — orange juice is
the latest.”

The construction and entertain-
ment/leisure sectors recorded some
of the lowest levels of confidence,

both at 2.00/5. Tourism Holdings
Limited CEO Grant Webster rem-
arked: “Having been in several of our
key trading countries in the past few
weeks, it is evident NZ is more de-
pressed than anywhere else.”

Education received the lowest op-
timism score of all, at just 1.80/5,
reflecting ongoing challenges and
uncertainties in the sector.

Domestic concerns
Executives were asked to assess their
concerns on various domestic issues,
and despite the improved optimism
in the economy, several high-scoring
challenges persist.

Energy-related concerns have
surged to the forefront of business
anxieties this year.

Energy price increases topped the
list of domestic concerns, scoring
7.55/10 on a scale where 1=“no con-
cern” and 10=“extremely concerned”,
with executives troubled by the rapid
escalation and volatility in energy
costs. Closely following, with a score
of 7.45/10, is the reliability of energy
supply. The interconnectedness of
these concerns underscores the pres-
sure businesses face from the energy
market.

Inflation and cost of living
pressures remain significant, scoring
7.48/10.

Blair Turnbull, CEO of Tower,
highlights the ongoing challenges:
“Cost of living is an immediate con-
cern and something we’re very fo-
cused on. We’re seeing continued
strong retention as New Zealanders
value their insurance and are
prioritising premium payments.
We’re helping customers with ways
to lower premiums and improving
business efficiencies to remain com-
petitive. As inflation has begun to
settle, we’ve already adjusted our
pricing, and we expect to see pricing
increases ease further toward the end
of the year.”

Interest rate levels are also a
pressing issue, scoring 7.14/10 and the
Reserve Bank’s management of the
Official Cash Rate (6.76/10).

An agribusiness chair noted, “Due
to New Zealand debt levels, the econ-
omy is shrinking faster than expected
and the Reserve Bank have been too
slow to cut interest rates. The next
year will see massive drops to stimu-
late the economy.”

Other notable domestic concerns
include cyber threats (7.01/10), rising
insurance costs (6.97/10); and climate
change policies (6.72/10).

Paul Newfield, CEO of Morrison,
offered a broader perspective on the
factors holding New Zealand back: “In
global terms, we benefit from a rela-

tively open economy, low levels of
corruption, and high levels of trans-
parency.

“What’s really holding us back is
lack of capital, short-term thinking,
and not enough global ambition.
That’s more on business leaders to
solve than it is on politicians.”

Long-term and collaboration
needed
“Lack of long-term thinking and joint
public-private sector engagement on
options is impacting business confid-
ence,” notes KiwiRail chief executive
Peter Reidy.

The lack of societal cohesion and
its impact on economic stability was
also raised as another point of con-
cern.

Bagrie Economics managing direc-
tor and chief economist Cameron
Bagrie warns of the “division across
society,” describing it as “economic-
ally and socially corrosive.”

AUT Chancellor Rob Campbell
adds that the “instability and uncer-
tainty of social, economic, and en-
vironmental conditions dominate.”

Concerns directly related to gov-
ernment and its policies have re-
ceded compared to last year.

The level and quality of govern-
ment spending, for instance, scored
6.60/10 this year, down from 8.17/10

in 2023. “The volume of public sector
spend has reduced significantly as
expected following the change in
Government and as countries seek to
balance accounts following the addi-
tional spend during Covid,” says Beca
executive chair David Carter.

Foodstuffs’ Quin says he sees some
promising signs with a new govern-
ment now in office:

“There’s a renewed focus on
investing in critical infrastructure, a
stronger emphasis on law and order
(which our store teams know first-
hand is much needed), and a more
thoughtful approach to how public
money is spent.

“One positive lesson from Covid
was that New Zealanders would align
and act as a team.

“Business needs to do this, speak
up, and focus to play its part in the
solution.”

Dame Therese
Walsh, ASB and Air
New Zealand
● 1. The health system in NZ is

clearly in crisis. It needs
further investment albeit this
is hard to achieve in current
financial situation.

● 2. Infrastructure deficit — the 3
year election cycle and lack of
bi- ormulti-partisan planning is
leaving us in a difficult
situation.We need to de-
politcise this.

● 3. AI — I think this country is
lagging in this area.We need to
get a New Zealand strategy
and key talent pointed at it to
help unlock productivity gains.

Les Morgan,
Sudima Hotels
● 1. NZ continues towalk a fine

linewith the China v USA
relationship.We have to
remain careful with our
rhetoric.

● 2. .Job growth is a key headline
for any government.We need
to see some initiatives to
stimulate this issue. The
immediate start of big
infrastructure projects would
aid this.

● 3. Our tourism international
industry or NZ Inc is in danger
of losingmarket share. The
governmentmust intervene
more directly.

Kirsten Patterson,
Institute of Directors
● 1. We needmore cross-party

planning on key national
strategies like infrastructure
investment and the structure
of our national institutions.

● 2. Size and scale.We need
more people to scale our
businesses and our country.
Improve immigration settings.
Greater size and scalewould
allow us to address some of
the issues like housing.

● 3. Changing demographics and
social cohesionwith ageing
population and changing
ethnicmakeup. Greater
national unitymessaging.

Mike Horne, Deloitte
● 1. Need formore ambition and

long term planning and
direction, greater international
connectivity and investment
attractiveness, stronger cross-
party infrastructure planning.

● 2. Falling education standards
and the need for greater focus
on STEM. Start withmore
prescriptive building blocks,
focus on equity of access to
technology and the need for
far clearer pathways into
careers.

● 3. Greater productivity. Need
for greater incentivisation of
R&D, capital investment, FDI,
andmore flexible regulatory
settings.

Skills shortage easing, but challenges remain forNZbusinesses
Finding suitably skilled staff remains
a significant challenge, though the
situation is showing signsof improve-
ment. TheMoodof theBoardroom
surveyaskedexecutives howeasy it
hasbeen to recruit a suitably skilled
andqualified staffmember.

Ona scaleof 1-5where 1= “very
hard” and5= “veryeasy”, theaverage
scorewas 3.37/5.Despite the
relativelyhigh score, responses
varieddependingon the sector and
the specific rolesbeing filled.

For somesectors, the recruitment
landscapehas seenmarked improve-
ments, largelydue to recent redun-
dancies in themarket.

Theheadof anengineering

consultancyobserves “Thereare
greatpeople in themarketbecause
of the rightsizing that is happening
across theeconomy. Thechallenge is
thatwith thedownturn in the
infrastructuremarket,weare seeing
morepeople looking toheadoverseas
for the largerprojects.”

CarrieHurihanganui, CEOof
AucklandAirport, agrees, noting that
conditionshave “improvedconsid-
erably from last year, but still chall-
enging toget someof thehighly
skilled rolesweare looking for.”

Inhospitality, CraigBonnor from
CordisAuckland says “thingshave
improved fromthe same time last
year.” FreightwaysDirectorMark

Cairns echoes this sentiment: “much
better than last year.”

PaulNewfield, CEOofMorrison,
says thoughNewZealandcontinues
toproducegreat talent andattract
investment, the small investment
management ecosystempresents
challenges. “Weoftenneed to look to
Australia to recruit highly specialised
roles.Ultimately that’s a consequence
ofNewZealand’s low retirement
savings rates and small capital pools,”
heexplains.

DameThereseWalsh, chair ofAir
NewZealandandASB, highlights the
ongoingdifficulty in sourcing specific
skill sets: “Certain cohortsof skilled
labour suchas engineers anddata

scientists still hard to comeby. In
other areas key issues for attracting
talent are cultureandwages.”

TheCEOof amajor research firm
says that it is hard to attract both
technical/specialist staff aswell as
those for corporate roles. “Weare
gettinga lot of applications, but
usually lowerquality thandesirable.
Weare struggling to reconcile
candidatepayandbenefit expec-
tationsversusour assessmentof their
skills andqualifications.”

KiwiRail CEOPeterReidyhighlights
apersistent issue inhis industry,
stating, “Technical rail expertise is a
global issue,withNewZealand’s
attractiveness reducing foroffshore

recruitment compared toAustralia.”
ChrisQuin, CEOofFoodstuffs

North Island, believes the situation is
improving, but underscores theneed
forNewZealand to remainan
attractivedestination forglobal talent.

“Access to skills and talent has
gottenbetter.WhileNewZealand is
increasinglyopen to talentweneed
tokeepworkingonbeingan
attractiveoption for peoplewhohave
the skillsweneedandwant tomake
NewZealandahome for themand
their families. Ifwe’regoing tohave
moreopen immigrationpolicies,we
need to respect, valueandwelcome
thepeoplewhochoose to live and
workhere.”
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Hard or soft landing? The verdict.

The survey results
around hard and
soft landing aren’t
quite a slam dunk

We are in themidst
of a very hard

landing. Theywere
too slow andwere
hearing that from

business two
quarters ago.

Tourism sector CEO

Reserve Bank
Governor Adrian
Orr during his OCR
press conference in
Wellington.

Photo / MarkMitchell

N ewZealandbusiness
leaders aredownbeaton
the stateof thepost-
pandemiceconomybutare

confidentwehave inflationbeaten.
Asked if theywereconfident

inflationwasnowpast its peak, 90%
of respondents to theHerald’s 2024
CEOsSurveysaid “Yes”.

Just 3%said”No”,with the rest
“Unsure”.

Theoutliersmaywell represent
those in sectors strugglingwithhigh
energyprices thiswinter. Topline
inflationhasdeclinedsteadily since
it peakedat anannual rateof 7.3%
inJune2022. It currently sits at 4%
and is tipped to fall back into the
ReserveBank’s target band, below3%,
before theendof theyear.

But therehavebeenpocketsof
stubborn inflation.Respondents
noted that powerprices, insurance
costs andcouncil rateshaveall risen
sharply this yearputtingbusinesses
underpressure.Othersnoted that
services (ornon-tradable inflation)
remainedmorepersistent.

Therewasamessage there for
local government: “Councilsneed to
get their spendingunder control and
focusonbasics, notnice tohaves.”

Even respondentswhoanswered
“Yes”werewary. “In the short term,
Yes, but there remainmajor risks to
upside,” onewarned. “For this cycle
anyway,” saidanother.

“We’reyet to see theentire impact
ofhigherenergycosts flow to the
domestic economy,” anotherwarned.

Therewasalso ahigh level of
economicuncertaintyand tension
globally thatmeant thiswasnotover
yet andelectionuncertainty in the
UnitedStatesmeant itwas too soon
to relax, saidone.

The slowdecrease in inflation
across thepast twoyearshasbeen
drivenbyReserveBankmonetary
policywhichpushedup interest rates
rapidly— toapeakat 5.5%byMay
2023—and thenheld themuntil
August’s rate cut.

Thegovernmenthasbeenquick to
take somecredit for the success,
highlightingachange itmade to the
ReserveBank’smandate— removing
itsdual focusonunemploymentand
inflation.

Last year theMoodof the
Boardroomsurveyasked:Couldwe
haveavoidedsomeof thepost-
pandemic interest ratepain ifwehad
retainedaReserveBankmandate
requiringa singular focuson
inflation?

Thedecision toaddemployment
to theReserveBank’s focuswasmade
byLabour in2018—bringing it into
linewithdualmandatepolicies in the
UnitedStates andAustralia.

National campaignedon reversing
thatdecision,which it arguedhas
beenone factorbehindallowing
inflation to rise so faroutside the
target bandof 1-3%.

In2023a sizeablemajorityof the
survey respondents—56%—said
“Yes”.

Just 30%said “No” and the rest
were “Unsure”.

Thisyear,with the sole focusof
themandate restored, the survey
asked:Doyousupport the
government’s decision to remove the
requirement that theReserveBank
supportmaximumsustainable
employmentwhenmakingmonetary
policydecisions (the removalof the
dualmandate) to concentrateon

reducing inflation to 1-3%alone?
The resultswereevenmore

emphatic: 76%saidyes, just 10%said
no,with the restunsure.

Increasedsupport for the single-
mandatehas likelybeen
underpinnedby the successful
results in reducing inflation, but that
hasn’t necessarily translated into
confidenceabout the strengthof the
economy.

Hard or Soft?
Thisyearweaskedbusiness leaders
todeliver averdict on theReserve
Bank’shandlingof theeconomyas

it hasemerged fromthe shadowof
thepandemic.

The surveyasked,Has theReserve
Bankmanaged toachievea soft
landing?

Most respondents (63%) said “No”.
“Quite theopposite,” saidone

businessorganisationchief.
“The severedownturn isvisibly

obvious in the stats, business closures
and themain streetsof townsand
citieswhere recordnumbersof shops
areclosedandempty.

“Theeconomic therapyhaskilled
manybusinesspatients.”

By the traditionaldefinitionof
‘hardand soft landing’, it is hard to
arguewith thatview.

Technicallywheneconomists talk
abouthardand soft landings theyare
referring towhetherpolicymakers
have succeeded inbringingdown
inflationby lifting interest rates
withoutputting theeconomy into
recession.

Theeconomyhasdipped into
recession twice since theReserve
Bankstarted lifting rates and, based
on thebank’s own forecasts, is
probably ina third recession right
now.Then there’s per-capitaGDP,
whichhasbeengoingbackwards for

twoyears.
While thehope for a soft landing

is still verymucha live issue in the
UnitedStates,where theFederal
Reservehas just cut interest rates,
things certainlymeet thecriteria for
ahard landinghere

But, nothing in thepandemicera
is straightforward.

Thoughsomespecific business
sectorshave felt the slowdownmore
acutely thanothers, relative to the
economiccyclesof thepast few
decades,wehaven’t seen the
dramatic collapseof theeconomy.

The recessions so farhavebeen
shallow (albeit proppedupbyhigh
netmigration).

Unemployment is still below5%, a
historically low level.Anddespite
somegrimheadlinesandhigh-profile
business failures, the statistics for
credit arrears,mortgagee sales and
business liquidations remain lower
than theywereduring theGFCand
immediateyears after.

Sodespite a sizeablemajority
calling it ahard landing, perhaps it’s
not sucha surprise that the survey
results aroundhardandsoft landing
aren’t quite a slamdunk.

Some 15%of respondents saidwe

haveachieveda soft landinganda
further 22% “Unsure”.

“It dependswhetheryouare
landingorbeing landedon,” quipped
seniordirectorRobCampbell.

“Toosoon to tell,” saidanexecutive
withan import business.

“Itwill dependonhowhigh
unemployment climbsand the
economic implicationsof thatover,
say, 6%.”

Butbroadly, there isnoquestion
thatbusiness is doing it tough this
year and thebulkof comments reflect
thatpain andsomegenuine
frustrationwith thecentral bank.

“Thecurrent environmentdoes
not feel like a soft landing.Many
businessownerswould say they
havehit rockbottomwitha thud,”
saidMainfreightCEODonBraid.

“Weare in themidst of averyhard
landing. Theywere too slowandwere
hearing that frombusiness two
quarters ago,” said a tourismCEO.

“Overcookedatbothends,” saidan
energy sectorCEO.

“TheRBNZhasoverdone it onboth
sidesof the cycle,” saidonesenior
executive. “Theywere toodovish
duringCovidand toohawkishon this
endof things.”

“Anysoft landingwas “pure luck”,
saidamanufacturingexecutive.

“TheRBNZseems tohavevery
little ideaofwhat ishappening in the
economy.”

Onanupbeatnote though, Peter
Thompson,managingdirector at real
estate groupBarfoot&Thompson
noted thatwemaybe finallyonour
wayback to somebetter economic
times. “Still a bit ofhurt formany
businessesand individuals to go
through, though the light isnowback
in the tunnel andgetting stronger,” he
said.

Supermarket chief
on inflation fight
“Whilewe’ve seenpositive signs that
inflation is easing (and foodprices
were the first category to seezero
ornear zero increases),we’renotout
of thewoodsyet,” saysFoodstuffs
chief executiveChrisQuin.

“Wearea small economy that is
sensitive to changingglobal
conditions.Our industry is impacted
bymany issues, includingongoing
global supply chaindisruptions,
elevatedenergy costs, and the
potential for overseaseconomic

shocks that put pressureoncosts
(orange juice is the latest).”

“I think the return to the low
interest rate environmentpre-Covid
will be a longhaul, andwemightnot
get to those levels again.Ourbest
chance to strengthen theeconomy
and lower interest rates is toensure
we’rematch fitwith strongeconomic
management, a clear vision for the
future, an ambitious, achievableplan
andanunwavering joint focuson
making it happen.”

LiamDann isBusinessEditor-at
Large for theNewZealandHerald.
He is a seniorwriter andcolumist
andalsopresents andproduces
videosandpodcasts. He joined the
Herald in 2003.

Mood of the
Boardroom
Liam Dann
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Better times foreseen, challenges remain

Many firms face
difficult challenges
although the shift
lower in interest

rates gives cause for
optimism.

O ptimism is creeping in to
themindsofNewZealand’s
chief executiveswithmore
expectinghigher revenue

andprofit over thenext 12months,
compared to their expectationsa
yearago.

Butbusinesses are still under
pressureandbosses areexpecting to
hire less staffwhile cuttingback
forecastson ITexpenditure,
according toNZHerald’s 2024Mood
of theBoardroomsurvey.

Thecountry’s topcompany
executivesaremostworriedabout
managingprofit expectationsand
achieving revenuegrowth,while also
mindful of regulation, something
DavidSeymourhaspromised to
addresswith thenewMinistry for
Regulation.

Notwithstanding theReserve
Bank’s recentmove toeasemonetary
policyand reduce financecosts,
economicgrowth remains tepid. “It’s
effectivelya recession that’s lasted
twoyears,” Kiwibankchief economist
JarrodKerr said in reaction toGDP

falling0.2% in theJunequarter and
a2.7%annualdeclineonaper capita
basis.

However,while theeconomy is
weak, furtherOCRcuts shouldhelp
spur someeconomicgrowth,ASB
senior economistKimMundysaid.

This environment shone through
in theHerald’s surveyof chief
executives.

On thepositive side, 61%of those
surveyedsaid theyexpected to
reportmore revenueover thenext
12monthswith 18%saying less. That’s
better than this time last yearwhen
55%saidmoreand23%said less. The
samecanbe said forprofit
expectationswith56% forecasting
more, compared to44% last year, and
20%saying less (28% last year).

There’s still a reluctance tocommit

to capital and ITexpenditure,with
33%expectingmorecapexand40%
saying theywould investmore in
technology.Hiring intentionsare less
rosywith just 16%ofCEOsexpecting
tohiremore staff and46%saying less.
Last year thenumberswere25%
moreand30% less.

Askedwhich issues aremost likely
tokeep themawakeatnight, 31%said
achieving top-line revenuegrowth
and31%saidmanagingprofit
expectations. Thoseare similar
figures to last year.Managing
regulatorychallengeswas ranked the
thirdbiggest concernwith30%
highlighting that issue.Another
interesting featureof thisyear’s
survey is that sourcingand retaining
skilled staff hasdroppedoutof the
mainworrybasketwith just 14%of
CEO’s saying it keeps themawakeat
night, compared to 37% last year. This
may reflect the softening jobsmarket
following theprolongedslowdown in
theeconomyover thepast twoyears.

The recent listedcompany
reporting seasonhighlighted the

difficult challengesmany firmsare
dealingwith, although the shift lower
in interest rates is givingcause for
optimism.According toaForsyth
Barr analysis, only five firmsoutof
31 reported results aheadof earnings-
per-shareexpectations,with six in

lineand 18belowexpectations.
“Unsurprisingly, growth for the

periodconcernedwaspoor. Itwas the
actual level of growthwhich
disappointed, coming inbelowour
expectationswith a recordnumber
ofmissesversusbeats.

“Downgradeshaveagainbeen
madeacross theboard fromrevenue
through to thebottom line.Once
again, themain themeof the season
is thecontinuationof thedowngrade
cycle.”

The results covered the 12months
to June30, andsome interimsix-
monthperiods, so therewasan
elementof “oldnews” to them,Craigs
InvestmentPartnersportfolio
managerMohandeepSingh toldNZ
Herald’s JamieGray. “Onceweget
through thenext coupleofmonths
— through thehard stuff for the
economy— it does turnquite aggres-
sively theotherway,” he said.

“InterestRates comingdown
makesabigdifference forpeople, but
it just takes time for that to fall into
ourpockets.

Once thathappens, andevery
other central bankaround theworld
does the same thing, itwill beamatter
of ‘a rising tide lifts all boats’, andwe
will see someofourmorebeaten-up
sectors start to come to life,” he said.

CEOs
expectations
over the next
12months

Capital expenditure:

33%

more

37%

same

29%

less

1%

unsure

IT expenditure:

40%

more

38%

same

22%

less

0%

unsure

Revenue

61%

more

20%

same

18%

less

1%

unsure

Profit

56%

more

22%

same

20%

less

2%

unsure

Staff

16%

more

34%

same

46%

less

4%

unsure

Mood of the
Boardroom
Duncan
Bridgeman
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New Zealand businesses
navigate geopolitics

Top international
risks
What impact do you believe
the following international
riskshaveonbusiness
confidence in NZ today?

Political tension between
China and the US 7.17

International Cyber
attacks 7.05

Protectionism 7.02

Rising nationalism 6.88

Climate change imperative 6.80

Major weather events 6.66

Energy prices including
oil 6.58

Russian-Ukraine war 6.03

Energy security 5.99

Gaza–Israel conflict 5.91

Natural disasters 5.91

Access to FDI-
international capital 5.76

Supply chain issues 5.71

Sustainability of
freight costs 5.59

Shortage of available
talent/skills 5.35

Future pandemics 5.35

Unfavourable currency
realignments 5.25

Level of US debt 5.21

Food security 4.91

HeraldMood of the Boardroom CEOs Survey 2024 /
Herald graphic

No
concern

Extremely
concerned

1 10

Geopolitical
volatility 7.32
Top concern:

The constant sabre
rattling could turn

at any time to
conflict.

CEO

International
crises such as
that in the
MIddle East, are
affecting trade,
sparking
regional
conflicts, and
driving
regulatory
changes.

Photo / Getty Images

Tim McCready

A s global instability grows,
New Zealand boardrooms
are increasingly focused on
assessing and mitigating

geopolitical risks.
Now in its third year, the Russia-

Ukraine war, alongside the ongoing
Israel-Hamas conflict and rising ten-
sions in the South China Sea, has
made geopolitical challenges an un-
avoidable point of discussion.

These crises are affecting trade,
sparking regional conflicts, and driv-
ing regulatory changes, with 72% of
New Zealand’s top executives in the
Mood of the Boardroom survey
confirming that their businesses regu-
larly assess vulnerabilities to these
risks at the board level.

A further 27% of respondents say
they do not have this on their risk
matrix, and 1% remain unsure.

The growing complexity of global
challenges has led New Zealand com-
panies to adopt a more rigorous ap-
proach to risk assessment.

For some, like investment fund
Morrison, the conversation has be-
come a constant fixture in its strategy
sessions. CEO Paul Newfield explains,
“We spend part of every board meet-
ing discussing geopolitical risks and
we get great external perspectives to
challenge our thinking.”

Air New Zealand Chair Dame
Therese Walsh echoes this approach,
noting that “as a global airline, the
business is impacted by international
regulations and global trends, and
these are always contemplated”.

Similarly, Beca Group chair David

Carter says that this used to be an
annual review, “however this has
been increased in response to the
rising geopolitical uncertainty”.

This heightened awareness refl-
ects the global nature of supply
chains, with one logistics CEO
pointing out that “Offshore supply
chain disruptions and delays impact

our operational performance.”
Respondents say that the global

supply chain crisis, exacerbated by
geopolitical tensions, has placed pres-
sure on businesses to diversify their
sourcing strategies and assess vulner-
abilities in real time.

Deloitte chair, Thomas Pippos,
says that the discussion in the board-
room is done “more in the sense that
we discuss the extent of geopolitical
risks canvassed globally that get ma-
terially less airtime in New Zealand
than overseas,” suggesting that New
Zealand’s relative isolation can lead
to a lack of attention to global issues.

While most respondents report
regularly assessing geopolitical risks,
there remains a significant portion

who do not, but recognise the need
for more proactive risk management,
particularly in light of rising global
uncertainty.

“Not currently — but it should be,
and we have discussed that it must
go on the agenda,” notes an agribus-
iness director.

Others feel geopolitical risks are
not a pressing concern for their busi-
nesses,with theCEOof an investment
firm stating, “This is not really a risk
for us.” However, the overwhelming
majority agree that even businesses
that feel insulated today should be
assessing the long-term effects of glo-
bal instability. “The constant sabre
rattling could turn at any time to
conflict,” says a CEO.
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Barbara Edmonds is an
absolute class act who

possesses an equal
balance of smarts and

empathy. Quite the
unicorn. Shewill be

forced to sell their tax
reform idealism, andwill
be completely distracted
by that. But at least she

knows tax inside out and
should use her skills to

bring business
pragmatism to the

discussion, rather than
be forced to sell an
idealogical fantasy.

Banking sector CEO

A credible future Finance Minister?
Many business leaders rate the Opposition Finance Spokesperson highly, writes Tim McCready

B arbara Edmonds, Labour’s
first female finance
spokesperson, has stepped
into the spotlight as she

begins to reshape theparty’s econom-
ic vision.

She is known for her pragmatic
approach, clear communication, and
ability to connect financial policy to
real-world outcomes.

TheNZHerald’sMoodof theBoard-
room survey asked New Zealand’s
top executives whether Edmonds
presents herself as a credible future
Minister of Finance. The results show
that she is in a formative stage of her
political journey.

Just over 32% of respondents say
Edmonds is a credible futureMinister
of Finance, with a similar number
either unsure (35%) or unconvinced
(33%).

While some business leaders ap-
plaud her approach and genuine en-
gagement, there is still a perception
that she remains untested and rela-
tively unknown in the public eye;
hardly surprising after a mere seven
months in the role.

Several highlight her ability to con-
nect with business leaders and de-
monstrate a strong grasp of economic
issues.

“She’s a breath of fresh air,” says
one CEO.

Described as possessing both
“smarts and empathy,” she has been
praised for reaching out to business
figures in ways Labour has struggled
to in recent years.

Path to politics
RepresentingWellington’sMana elec-
torate, Edmonds brings a combina-
tion of lived experience and technical
expertise to the finance role.

She worked as a specialist tax
lawyer at Inland Revenue and later
as an IRD seconded adviser to
National Cabinet Ministers Michael
Woodhouse and Judith Collins when
they successively held the revenue
portfolio.

Edmonds left IRD and spent time
as a political adviser to former Labour
Minister Stuart Nash before entering
Parliament at the 2020 election.

She earnt wide respect across
Parliament, including from then
National Opposition leader Chris
Luxon, for her chairmanship of Parlia-
ment’s powerful Finance and Ex-
penditure committee.

Her political career accelerated
under Chris Hipkins’ prime minister-
ship, where she held multiple portfo-
lios including revenue, economic de-
velopment, Pacific peoples, and as-
sociate roles in finance, housing, and
cyclone recovery.

Taking over fromGrant Robertson,
she is not only her party’s first female
finance spokesperson but also the
first Pasifika person in the role.

Her professional background in
tax is also noted as a key strength,
positioning her as a pragmatic coun-
ter to the ideological bent that some

felt defined the last Labour govern-
ment.

Comments such as “I met Barbara
recently and she showed an impress-
ive grasp of the issues,” from Food-
stuffs North Island CEO Chris Quin,
and “She asks, ‘What is theworst thing
we could do?’, which is highly un-
usual but also refreshing and rebuil-
ding confidence,” from a lobbyist,
illustrate that Edmonds can win over
sceptics with her approach.

However, Edmonds has hurdles to
overcome.

A recurring theme from the board-
room is her lack of visibility. Many
respondents say they haven’t seen
enough of her to form a full opinion.

Some note that while Edmonds
shows potential, she is still in the
learning phase and has yet to fully
define her economic stance.
“Untested” and “unknown” are words
used frequently from respondents,
with an energy CEO asking: “What
does she stand for economically?”

Executives tell Edmonds where to
focus
Edmonds says her background has
profoundly shaped her political per-
spective.

After her mother died when she

was just four, her father left his job
to raise his children on a benefit. Now,
as a mother of eight, she draws on
her lived experience to connect with
the struggles of many New Zealand
families.

In her post-Budget speech earlier
this year, Edmonds described her
pathway to finance spokesperson
through her experience at three dif-
ferent tables: the kitchen table, where
she balanced the family budget while
completing university assignments;
the boardroom table from her career
in the private sector; and the Cabinet
table, where she was responsible for
managing taxpayer dollars.

As Edmonds takes ona central role
in shaping Labour’s renewed policy
agenda, the boardroom is clear about
where they feel her focus should be.

A consistent theme was the need
for Labour to embrace economic
growth as a priority.

A retail boss notes: “Labour needs
to talk more about growing the size
of the pie, improving New Zealand’s
economic performance so we can
enjoy high living standards.”

There was a strong feeling that
Edmondsmustmove away frompoli-
cies focused solely on redistribution
ofwealth and instead look toboosting
productivity and innovation, which
many feel has been neglected in
recent years.

Labour’s relationshipwith thebusi-
ness community also came under
scrutiny, and rebuilding trust remains
a significant task.

Barfoot & Thompson managing
director Peter Thompson advises:
“Labour needs to become more busi-
ness dominant than it has been under
previous finance ministers.”

The message from the boardroom
is clear: Edmonds needs to show that
Labour is not atwarwith business but
rather working alongside it to foster
a competitive economic environ-
ment. As Pernod Ricard commercial
managing director, Kevin Mapson,
puts it: Labour should aim for “creat-
ing a business environment that
stimulates growth.”

Tax reform
Tax reform emerged from executives
as oneof themost talked-about issues
when asked what should be on
Edmonds’ agenda. Several business
leaders say Edmonds’ background in
tax policy is a strength, though some
were concerned about how Labour
will sell reforms like a capital gains
tax to the electorate.

“A capital gains tax could be sold,
but it would require real deftness and
a tax-switch that looked pro-
business,” one CEO comments.

A banking boss warns: “She will be
forced to sell their tax reform idealism
but needs to bring business pragma-
tism to the discussion.”

Fiscal responsibility and the ef-
ficiency of government spending also
feature prominently, with frustration
with what some view as excessive
spending from Labour in the past.

“Government’s wasteful spending
programmes, public sector bloat,”
notes a logistics boss, while another
calls for “sensible use of public funds”
and a clear plan to address pro-
ductivity gaps.

Edmonds will need to present
Labour as a party that can manage
the economy with discipline.

As Bagrie Economics’ Cameron
Bagrie sums up: “Rebuilding Labour’s
credibility as reasonable economic
managers — that credibility has been
lost.”

Beyond economic and tax policy,
other respondents urged Edmonds to
tackle some of New Zealand’s most
pressing issues.

“She needs to focus on infrastruc-
ture, education, and productivity,”
advises the head of an industry
association, reflecting a wider senti-
ment that Labour must address core
public services without ideological
distractions.

This pragmatic approach was ech-
oed by chair of The New Zealand
Initiative, Roger Partridge: “Move
away from centralisation. Empower
local governments and communities
while ensuring proper incentives and
accountability.”

There is also a growing call for
Labour to take a longer-term view of
New Zealand.

KiwiRail CEO Peter Reidy suggests
that Labour outlines “what we need
for New Zealand in 2040. A 15 to
20-year vision,” rather than falling
into the trap of short-term political
fixes.

A professional director urges
Labour to focus on “multi-period
challenges for New Zealand,” demon-
strating leadership where the current
Coalition Government has been seen
as weak.

With Labour facing a pivotal per-
iod of repositioning, Edmonds has an
opportunity to redefine the party’s
economic narrative.

Business leaders say her empathy,
expertise, and fresh perspectives
could help Labour connect more
meaningfully with the business com-
munity and the broader electorate.

However, to solidify her credibility
as future finance minister, she will
need to step into the public eye more
prominently and clearly communi-
cate Labour’s economic vision.

As a banking sector CEO puts it:
“Barbara is an absolute class act who
possesses an equal balance of smarts
and empathy.

“Quite the unicorn.”
But as Labour prepares for 2026,

Edmonds will need to show she’s not
only unique but ready to lead.
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Craig Stobo
NZ Windfarms
● Multiple interpretations of the

Treaty ofWaitangi. Bring on
the Treaty Principles Bill
debate.

● Tradingwith a communist
nation, while amember of
Western defence alliances.
Take the Aukus Pillar Two
technology.

● Declining long-term
productivity. The era of big
macroeconomic reforms are
over. Microeconomic reforms
are our next opportunity.

Justine Smyth
Spark
● Transitioning out of recession

and into growth, supported by
continuedOCR reductions and
stable Government policy that
incentivises business
investment.

● Improving low levels of
productivity through greater
use of advanced digital
technologies, such as AI.

● Our health system is in crisis.
Wemust double down on
investment in digitisation to
drive better outcomes and
efficiency; invest in preventive
measures andmedicines to get
ahead of the curve.

Dame Joan Withers
The Warehouse
● Productivity — the elephant in

the room is the unknown
impact working fromhome is
having on our already poor
relative global performance.

● Education/truancy — the
government ismaking good
moves on the curriculum and
charter schools but in areas
such as South Auckland,
truancy levels are shocking.

● Howwe deal with the
challenges and opportunities
that AI presents.There needs
to be cross-party agreement to
ensurewe have a coherent
and sustainable strategy.

Silvana Schenone
Jarden
● Inflation/cost of living: some

government intervention is
needed.

● infrastructure deficit:
Government needs to
incentivise investment and
welcome foreign investment
with stable policies and
regulatory environment.

● Social “unrest”: Many issues:
RelationshipwithMāori, crime,
youth education, drug use.We
need to heavily invest in
education, opportunities in
New Zealand for young
people.We need to encourage
all sectors towork together.

Paul Newfield
Morrison
● Widening social division:We

need tomove away from
small-minded divisive issues
and focus on building a better
New Zealand together.

● Short-termism:We need to
focus on the things that will
change New Zealand’s
trajectory over decades and
generations — investing in
education, increasing retire-
ment savings, generating
wealth by exporting products
and services to theworld.

● Climate change:We have to be
a global leader in this area.

Top issues facing nation—Chiefs have their say

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

Craig Bonner
Cordis
● Costof living.Aswell as a
reduction ingovernment spending,
improve thequalityof spending.
EmbracePPPs forprojects that create
construction jobs anddelivermuch
needed infrastructure.
● The impact of foreignpolicy
alignmenton tourismearnings
growth.With theUSout andAustralia
not as appealingas itwas toChinese
visitors,NZcould turbo-charge
tourismearnings.With the recent
sharp increases invisa fees, removal
of theability fordocuments tobe
submitted inMandarin, slow
processing timesandan increase in
the international visitor levy from$35
to$100 inOctober 2024,weare
increasinglyappearingunwelcome.
● Talent shortage. Startingwith
education reform, intoeconomic
prosperity, boostingKiwiSaverand
makingNewZealandmore
compelling to live,workandplay for
the long term.

Malcolm Johns
Genesis Energy
● Intergenerational economic
strength—bipartisanagreementon
theenduring fundamentals for long-

termeconomic strength toensure
futuregenerationshave the fiscal
resilience todealwith their
generationalnatural disasters.
● Intergenerational infrastructure
development—bipartisanagreement
on long-term infrastructure
development.Wehave livedon the
infrastructurebuilt byprevious
generations,weowe it to future
generations tobuildour shareof
infrastructure.
● Intergenerationaldemocratic
governancemodels— two issues:
MMPwith three-year terms is sub
optimal, andhowdoes local govern-
mentevolveover thenext 50years?

Mike Cronin
Fonterra
● Economic stability. Fightharderon
inflationand interest rates, address
longer-termtax settings, drive
productivity, incentivise innovation.
● Gethealthbackon track. Findout
what is really goingon.Refocuson
holisticpatientoutcomes. Backoutof
unnecessarybureaucracy.
● Findways to takea longer-term
(possibly lesspartisan) approach to
keyeconomicbuildingblocks
including infrastructureand
education.

Blair Glubb
Uno Loco
● Three-year flip floppingof
governmentdirectiononcore issues
suchas infrastructure.
● Lackofwillingness from
governmentand regulators to
addressmonopolistic and
oligopolistic businesspractice.
● Divisive social policieswhich
weakenNewZealandasabrandand
asa society.

Jason Paris
One New Zealand
● Negativityand looking
backwards.Weneedaclear and
ambitious strategy focusedon long-
termgrowthandsuccess in
education, health, infrastructureand
housing.
● Infrastructuredeficit. Borrow
moreandmakebold long-term
infrastructuremovesnowtoensure
thatwecanattract andcopewith
significantpopulationgrowth.
● Hospitals beingoverrun. Invest
more inprimaryhealthcare.

Don Braid
Mainfreight
● Education: Lifting the training/
education standardsofour teachers

● Health:Get ridof thebureaucracy.
Havedecisionsand funding
prioritisedasclose to the front line
aspossible.
● Governmentdebt.

Victoria Courtney
Flight Centre
● Costof livingpressures.Weneed
tocontinue to see inflationandOCR
decline.
● Immigration.Weneed toattract
higherquality immigrants.NetNZ
citizens leavingandmigrants arriving
isnot growing theeconomy.Weneed
toaddress the immigration settings.
● Crime.Weneed tocontinue to
drivecrimedownand improve safety
especially indowntownAuckland.
NewZealandhas apoor reputation
making it unattractive to tourists,
students andmigrants.

Simon Limmer
Indevin
● Infrastructureand technology,
RMAreform,bipartisanalignment,
favourable foreigndirect investment.
● Geo-political instability and the
impacton tradeandsecurity—
maintainour independent foreign
policy, spreadour exposure, focuson
ourglobal credentialswith regard to

foodproduction, technologies and
climatemanagement.
● ClimateChange—progressive
policies and investment to stayahead
ofourobligations andbea reference
forour trading relationships.

Leonard Sampson
Port of Tauranga
● Lackof execution.Weneed to
move todeliveryphaseof keypolicy
initiativesandmoveaway from
consultationanddiscussion.
● Failingnational infrastructure.We
needanagreedbipartisanpipeline
andpriorityofprojects .
● RMAlegislation— its interpretation
andscope isnowusedas aproxy for
treaty settlementprocess resulting in
national infrastructuredeficit.There
is anurgentneed for replacementof
legislation.

Simon Bennett
Accordant
● Inequality.Weneedsocial
cohesionand incentives forpeople to
get a lift up.
● Lowproductivity.Ourbest talent
will leave ifwecan’t afford topay
them.
● Separatism.Weneedonecountry
onepeople
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The ecosystem perspective
Bipartisan approach
to infrastructure
can’t wait, the
Westpac CEO
tells Bill Bennett

Getting clarity about
what we need to do
and in what order is

becoming critical
for all of us.

CatherineMcGrath

A bipartisan agreement on
infrastructure cannot come
too soon for Westpac CEO
Catherine McGrath.

“The Treasury tells us that the
infrastructure deficit is $200 billion,”
says McGrath.

“We saw that our infrastructure
badly needs investment during the
Auckland’s anniversary weekend
flood and Cyclone Gabrielle.

“We know that we need external
investment to help address the infra-
structure deficit, because we can’t
fund all of it ourselves. If we’re going
to give people overseas the encour-
agement and confidence they need
to invest in New Zealand we’re going
to need bipartisan support.”

McGrath has spoken to leaders
fromboth of themain political parties
and says they recognise that while
there will be different projects they
each want to deliver, there is much
where bipartisan agreement could be
forged.

She says there is no time to lose
with the deficit becoming increasin-
gly apparent and impacting on every-
day lives in ways it did not five years
ago.

“Getting clarity about what we
need to do and in what order is be-
coming critical for all of us.”

McGrath says the government has
been clear that it wants the business
sector to come up with solutions to
problems the nation faces and that
they want problem solvers to think

about matters from a total ecosystem
perspective.

Banks like Westpac have a clear
role to play when it comes to helping
fund infrastructure investment. “We
can bring the benefit of seeing how
alternative funding models have
worked in other countries, particu-
larly in terms of public private
partnerships that might work in New
Zealand. We are able to work along-
side other industries.

“There are useful conversations
happening today that might be able
to help and demonstrate possible
paths forward.”

The lack of a bipartisan approach
means that overseas investors might
see New Zealand as a riskier destina-
tion. “We need to think about this in
terms of howwe canmake ourselves
themost attractive place for overseas
investors to come and help us close
the infrastructure gap faster”.

Housing affordability
McGrath sees housing affordability as
one of the main issues facing the
nation. She says it is real issue for
many people but addressing it comes
with a challenge. “The people who
own houses would like them to con-
tinue to grow in value. That’s what
we are used to here. If you don’t own
a house, you want the value to come
down because that will make it more

affordable and let you get into the
market.”

McGrath says we need to be more
open minded about the ways people
can get into home ownership. “There
are some real opportunities for that,
whether it is shared equity or wheth-
er it is leasehold. The community
housing providers have a big role to
play here. As a country we should
step in and help more people get into
homes faster because it has benefits
for society as a whole. There are
many good things that come if you
are in a stable home environment.”

This is something that European
nations do so much better. McGrath
says shewas surprisedwhenworking
in Europe that, as a renter, she was
able to paint the walls or do some-
thing with a carpet while in New
Zealand renters can barely put a nail
in a wall.

It’s another issue where the bank-

ing sector has a key role to play.
McGrath says banks need to better
understand how to lend over a range
of different housing models. “There
are a number of things the industry
can do to step in and help whether
it is over leasehold land or
manawhenua land. There’s particu-
larly a role with community housing,
and there’s also a role for govern-
ment, it can offer a longer term view
about cash flow and support.

“Organisations like the Queens-
town Lakes Community Housing
Trust do an amazing job at having
several different models of helping
people into homes. They recognise
that for different segments of the
market, a different approach can be
right. Having that breadth of ideas
and models is important.”

Cyber threats
McGrath lists cyber threats as one of
the business confidence issues she is
most concerned about and an issue
that is likely to keep her awake at
night. Given how essential banks and
the payment system are to the wider
economy, it’s an understandable con-
cern. She says at a time of heightened
geopolitical uncertainty, such con-
cerns are elevated and that keeping
our infrastructure protected has to be
a top priority.

“For me, I worry about the things
that I can’t control. I can make sure
our defences are as good as they can
be. However, there are many others
outside New Zealand with far deeper
pockets than we’ve got. They are the
people we are defending against.

“If your infrastructure is targeted,
that is quite problematic. It is incum-
bent on anybody who is in a role
that’s in a critical part of infra-
structure, and banks definitely are
part of that, to put security at the top
of the list of things to worry about.
● Westpac is a sponsor of theHerald’s
Moodof theBoardroomproject.

Lasting change needs long-term leadership
New Zealand’s political leaders need to adopt a longer-term view
and embrace bold, visionary ideas that go beyond slogans and
bumper-sticker politics, HaydenWilson tells Tim McCready

We’ve got an ageing
population,
increasing

healthcare costs,
and a changing

global environment.
We cannot just rely

on the same old
solutions.

HaydenWilson

W ith the country facing
significant challenges
both domestically and
internationally, one of

the country’smost influential lawyers
believes that NewZealand,more than
ever, needs leaders willing to take
decisive action and implement big
ideas.

New Zealand chairman and the
global vice-chairman of Dentons,
Hayden Wilson, says to do this, it is
important the country’s leadership
understands that there are big differ-
ences between managing a business
and running a government.

“Governments are complex,” he
says. “Compared to business, you
don’t have all the same levers to pull
— and the lag time between pulling
a lever and getting tangible progress
is much longer.”

He argues that simply applying a
corporate mindset focused on short-
term wins and quarterly goals isn’t
sophisticated enough, on its own, to
manage the complex challenges that
the country faces.

Truce on infrastructure
Wilson is frustrated with the ap-
proach to major projects that has
persisted in New Zealand over suc-
cessive governments.

“Every person you speak to in the
infrastructure space in New Zealand
recognises that we have got to end
the stop-starts and flip-flops on pro-
jects.”

He says there is a critical need for
political leadership that thinks be-
yond election cycles.

“New Zealand has significant infra-
structure demands over the next 5,
10, 15 years and beyond,” he says.

“We’ve got an ageing population,
increasing healthcare costs, and a

changing global environment.
“We cannot just rely on the same

old solutions.”
Wilson says the tendency of new

governments to scrap their prede-
cessor’s projects is a waste of time,
money, and planning effort, pointing
to the Government’s decision to
shelve Auckland Light Rail and the
Three Waters reform when it came
to power.

“The economy and business com-
munitywould be better served if both
parties took an approach of improv-
ing or adapting what’s already there
instead of throwing it all out and

starting from scratch.”
Wilson suggests bipartisan agree-

ment on infrastructure is not realistic,
because political parties legitimately
have different ideas. Instead, he sug-
gests a “truce” on infrastructure.

“Parties are always going to have
different ideas. But there needs to be
some understanding that govern-
ments should be allowed do the
things they want, and once a project
starts, it gets finished, nomatterwho’s
in power.”

He references Bent Flyvbjerg’s
How Big Things Get Done. Flyvbjerg
is an expert on large-scale projects

who advocates for “thinking slow,
acting fast.”

Wilson explains: “We need to
spend more time on planning and
testing ideas before breaking ground.
Once we start, we should be able to
complete it efficiently and quickly.”

He says that New Zealand, and
others around the world, tend to do
the opposite.

“We rush the planning phase be-
cause we know that, in political real-
ity, once shovels are in the ground,
projects rarely get stopped.

“This leads to poor planning,
underestimating costs, and exposes

us to risks like political changes or
global events.”

Efficiency over cuts
Wilson also sees room for improve-
ment in the government’s approach
to public sector spending.

He believes there has been too
much emphasis on cost-cutting, and
not enough on making the system
more efficient.

“I don’t think you could find any-
one who would say that there isn’t
waste in the public sector and that
it is delivering efficiency,” he says.

“Butwhile thewholesale reduction
in spending might be the fastest way
to give the government something it
can point to and say it has done, it
is perhaps not the best way to go
about it.”

Instead, Wilson argues for a more
strategic approach that balances the
number and quality of public ser-
vants, the use of consultants, and the
government’s ability to achieve its
priorities. “You can have two of those
three things, but not all of them at
once,” he explains. “If you want to
reduce the size of the public sector
while also cutting down on consult-
ants, then you’re going to struggle to
achieve all of the Government’s pri-
orities because the capacity to do the
work simply won’t be there.”

He suggests a more collaborative
effort between the public and private
sectors would be more effective in
delivering on the government’s goals.

“It’s about delivering value over
the long term, not just making im-
mediate savings. It may be a slower
process, but it would yield better
outcomes in the end.”

● Dentons is a sponsor of theHerald’s
Moodof theBoardroomproject.
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Bring on the debate
Our biggest hole is the economy — and fanciful assumptions
about the economic base and productivity, uponwhich our

wellbeing is premised, writes Cameron Bagrie

Any politician
saying the status

quo is sustainable
or affordable needs
a refresher inmaths.
Cameron Bagrie

The Treasury has
come about as close

as they could
possibly could to
saying the fiscal

forecasts are
fanciful in the 2024
Budget with “caveat
emptor” warnings
everywhere and

the departing
Secretary of the

Treasury has
recently called for

changes to NZS and
a capital gains tax.

Cameron Bagrie

77%
of survey respondents agreewith
the call for changes like a capital
gains tax and amore efficient
superannuation scheme to address
the Crown’s “structural” deficit.

W ehaveanageing
population.The
Government is running
structural deficits and

projectionsof returning to surplusare
basedon frugal spending
assumptions that stretchcredibility.

Healthpressures arenot going
away. Ifweare seriousabout aworld
class education system, teachers’ pay
needs to lift, a lot.

Add into themix theneed for
geopolitical driven rises indefence
spending, infrastructuredeficiencies
thatneed tobeaddressedand the
cost of decarbonisation, thepotential
for continuednatural disasters, a
dividedsociety, and theneed for
structural changes inmanyareasand
theneed formoregovernment
revenue is apparent andalongwith
that adeeperdiscussiononwhere to
find it.

If youaccept that basic equation,
and thisyear’sMoodof the
Boardroomsurvey showsamajority
77%agreewith theproposition that
weneedstructural changes, then the
questionsbecomewhat changes,
and/orwhopays?

The2026election looks set tobe
feistywith taxacentral issue.
Sentiment appears tobe shiftingon
acapital gains tax.

Wecanaspire about gettinga
betterpublic service andvalue for
moneybut themathsofwhatweare
facing ishuge.

TweakingNewZealand
Superannuation (NZS) lessens the
pressurebutdoesnot change the
government’s need formore income,
and that is before issuesof fairness
andequity come intoplayon the tax
burden.

Tax isnot just about funding
expenditureneeds. Businessesare
awareof the corrosivenessadivided
societyhason theeconomy,
recognisingakey roleof government
inwealth inequality is ensuring
minimumlevels ofwelfareand
income (67%of respondents), and
favouring taxing realisedgainson
assets inaddition to income (41%).

Local authorities areat the
coalfaceof theneed formore
revenue, pulling thedouble-digits
rates rip cord, hittingproperty
owners.With anoperatingdeficit
around22%of rates income, this
year’s 15%rise isnot evensufficient
to return into theblack, and that is
before inflation, and infrastructure
needsareaccounted for.With local
authorityemployeecostsup 13.2% in
thepastyear, the “cutyourcloth”
messagehasyet to sink in.

The taxburden is already rising
butvia the local government sector
fornow,with rates incomerising
10.2% in the 12months to June2024,
and30%since2021. The rate increase
inSeptember2024 is around 15%.
Societywill voicedispleasure innext
year’s elections, forcingotheroptions
tobecanvassed.

The holes are getting more
pressing
TheGovernment’s PolicyStatement
onLandTransport includeda$6
billionunfundedgapbetween
expenditure intentionsand the
currentnet revenue forecast. That is
around 1.5%of thecurrent economy,
andanon-trivial amountof revenue
to find.Thedocumentwarnsof
additional revenue fromalternate
funding sources includingnewtolls,
timeofuse chargeandvaluecapture
mechanisms.

Funding forThreeWaters remains
unclear.A lotmoreborrowing ison
theagenda, but that also requires
more income to service it.Weare
replacingdilapidated infrastructure,
whichdoesnothave the same
revenuecapture asnew infra-
structure (if thenew infrastructure is
alignedwith growth, built cost-effec-
tivelyandmanagedwell,whichwe
donot tend todo).

Treasury’s2021 Statementon the
Long-TermFiscal Positionprojected

NZSexpenseswould increase from
5.0%ofGDP in2021 to 7.7%by2061,
due todemographic changes.Health
expenditure isprojected to rise from
6.9%ofGDP in2021 to 10.6% in2061.
The latest IPSOS IssuesMonitorhas
shownhealth rise tobehouseholds’
second largest concern, behind
inflation. If tax is shapingasone
election issue, healthpromises tobe
another.

Thecombined rise inhealthcare
andNZSasa shareof theeconomic
pie (GDP)over 40years is 6.4
percentagepoints. To fund the status
quobasedonhistorical spending
trends, youneedanother tax
generating revenueequivalent to the
incomesourced fromGoodsand
ServicesTax, tomore thandouble the
company tax rateor lift income taxes
by50%.

Companyand individual incomes
taxesneed to fall to attract
investment includingpeople, not go
up. But that’s infeasible financially
unless revenue is sourced from
elsewhere, including the likesof a

realisedcapital gains taxasanoption
andother revenuebroadening
measures.

The “baseline” of nopolicychange
hasgovernment grossdebt rising to
200%ofGDP, anobviously
unsustainableposition.A strong
economyscenario (viabetter
productivity growth) isnot sufficient
toalter a risingdebt trendeither
which leaves twooptions; lessen the
entitlementsor findmore revenue.

Expectpressure fromourAukus
“friends” to lift defence spending.

Wearenot going tohaveaworld
class economyunlesswehavea
worldclass education sector, andone
keyoutcomeweneed to see ispaying
teachersmore, a lotmore,with the
catchofmeasurement. Thatwill not
becheap.

TheTreasuryhas comeabout as
closeas theycouldpossibly could to
saying the fiscal forecasts are fanciful
in the2024Budgetwith “caveat
emptor”warningseverywhereand
thedeparting Secretaryof the
Treasuryhas recently called for
changes toNZSuperandacapital
gains tax.

Heavyhitters suchas theOECD
and InternationalMonetaryFund
haveconsistently favoured revenue
broadeningmeasures includinga
capital gains tax,withbothcoming
out in favour again in their 2024
economicassessments forNew
Zealand.

Somebusinessheavyweights are
expressinga similar view, onebeing
Mainfreight co-founderBruce
Plested, subject toanyadditional
revenuebeingwisely spent.

The biggest hole
Ourbiggesthole though is the
economyand fanciful assumptions
about theeconomicbaseand
productivity, uponwhichourwell-
being ispremised.

As if bymagic, adeclining trend
inproductivity is expected to reverse.
Productivity for thewholeeconomy
averaged 1.4%perannumbetween
1993and2013but averagedonly0.2%
perannumover the last 10years.
Treasury is still assumingan
improvement inproductivity growth
over thenext fewyears towardsour
long-runproductivity growth
assumptionof 1%peryear.

Exports as a shareofGDPhave
beenonaworryingdownwards
trend.Tourism is at 83%ofpre-Covid
levels and theprimary sectorhas
beenhammered.VangelisVitalis,
NewZealand’sChiefTradenegotiator
talksof theendof the goldenera for
trade.Theenergy situation is turning
intoacrisisundermining
manufacturingcompetitiveness.
Seasonallyadjusted sales for the
electricity, gas,waste, andwater
services industry inNewZealand
increased to$7.9 billion in theJune
2024quarter, up 36%onJune2023.

Lackinga firmeconomicbase,
government revenue is going to face
morepressure.

The conversation
Thisyear’sMoodof theBoardroom
survey is anothernail in the coffin for
amuch-neededdebateon taxand
sacredcowentitlements suchasNZ
Super. IfwecouldmaintainSuperat
thecurrent shareof theeconomy for
thenextdecade, itwould freeup$54
billion for infrastructure. Thoseare
the sort of trade-off discussions that
we face. Bringonmoredebate.

Anypolitician saying the status
quo is sustainableor affordableneeds
a refresher inmaths.

● CameronBagrie is principal of
BagrieEconomics.
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Time for a super conversation
Kiwisaver schemes and the NZ Super Fund can play larger role in smoothing out the
cost of superannuation, Fisher Funds’ CEO Simon Power tells Graham Skellern

The good news for
investors is that the

normalisation of
interest rates will
benefit returns on

well diversified
investment
portfolios.

Simon Power, Fisher Funds Chief
Executive

W ith the country entering
an interest rate cutting
phase, now is the time
to have a conversation

about the make-up of ongoing retire-
ment savings, says Simon Power.

“At the high-level, the cuts will
provide relief for borrowers and
mortgage holders. Given the large
number of small businesses and the
way they are financed, there’s the
opportunity for benefits (of the cuts)
to flow through.

“Such as relieving the pressures on
business ownerswho have used their
houses as security,” says Power.

“We are still seeing applications for
financial hardship in KiwiSaver
schemes — in the seven months I’ve
been here the applications have
increased.

“We are still trying to deal with
sticky inflation and every day
pressures such as rates, insurance
premiums and healthcare — all non-
discretionary core services.

“It will be interesting to see how
long it takes for the risk appetite to
recover — maybe it will take a little
longer.”

He says the good news for in-
vestors is that the normalisation of
interest rates will benefit returns on
well diversified investment port-
folios.

Power says he is worried that
because of the cost of living crisis
policymakers are not prepared to
have a discussion on the long-term
retirement savings plan and what it
will look like.

This is the right time to do it to help
people think about what they might
do with any discretionary income
that comes their way when the
economic cycle turns, he says.

“I have great confidence that New

Zealanders are really smart and
policymakers should not shy away
from having conversations that are
sophisticatedandmulti-faceted.They
should not be short sentences and
sound bites.”

Power says the KiwiSaver Sche-
mes and NZ Super Fund have reach-
ed a scale where they can have a
smoothing effect on the cost of uni-
versal superannuation.

“We need to have a tripartite dis-
cussion on what retirement savings
will look like. The construction of the
conversation has changed because of
the size of the funds.”

The NZ Super Fund has reached
$76 billion in value, having posted a
return of 14.94% for the year ending
June.

KiwiSaver, introduced on July 1,
2007, has 3.25 million members who
have invested nearly $100 million
across 38 schemes.

Power says KiwiSaver came in
with the broad idea of being used to
smooth the cost of superannuation —
and likewise the NZ Super Fund. Now
they should play a significant rather
than subsidiary role in the conversa-
tion. The discussions can include the
settings for KiwiSaver.

Power arrived in his new role in
February after being chief executive
of TVNZandbefore that hewas acting
chief executive and general manager
institutional and business banking
with Westpac.

He representedRangitikei asNatio-
nal MP for 12 years and was the

Minister of Justice, Minister of Com-
merce, Consumer Affairs and Deputy
Leader of the House in the 2008-11
term.

Power says it’s more important
than ever for New Zealand to press
its case on the global stage.

“If you look at the US election and
the rise of de-globalisation and the
unrest in Ukraine and theMiddle East
… these global events make it less
certain and more volatile for an out-
wardly trading nation like New Zea-
land.

“Kudos to our Prime Minister
(Christopher Luxon) for spending as
much time as he can in othermarkets
— that’s been the right thing to do. Our
place in the global economy has to
be more understood.

“Our Foreign Minister (Winston
Peters) is also spending more time in

the markets and is doing a good job.
As a senior politician, he’s leapt into
promoting our case on opportunity
and flow of capital.”

Power says the Covid pandemic
splintered social cohesion in this
country. Where New Zealand had
those advantaged anddisadvantaged
intersecting, these groups are now
running parallel to each other.

“Strengthening the education sys-
tem and the opportunities it offers
can unlock this situation. Covid had
a bigger impact on some parts of the
New Zealand population than others,
and we have to make sure the op-
portunity is there for everyone to
tighten social cohesion.

“It’s pleasing to see core compe-
tencies such as maths in schools
being put in place, and discussions
about the role of tertiary education
in trades training.

“We are starting get on the right
track dealingwith social cohesion but
there’s more work to do,” says Power.

“To some extent Fisher Funds is in
the education game regarding finan-
cial literacy because of its involve-
ment with KiwiSaver. Financial edu-
cation can be part of the discussions
on the affordability of retirement set-
tings.

“The idea that financial knowledge
is to be shared remains one of our
important principles and true to the
core of founder Carmel Fisher,”
Power says.
● FisherFunds is a sponsor of the
Herald’sMoodof theBoardroom
project.
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On amission to strengthen trade ties
Fonterra’sMiles Hurrell spells out why as an exporter tomore than 100markets
around theworld, strong trade relationships are vital to his co-op’s successW e’re continually looking

for new ways to streng-
then our existing re-
lationships with global

customers and partners and build
new relationships to unlock further
value from our farmers’ milk.

Fonterra has participated in sev-
eral of the business missions led by
the Prime Minister to Asia this year.

These missions provide a way to
raise New Zealand’s profile in key
markets and are a valuable platform
for New Zealand businesses, includ-
ing Fonterra, to connect with cus-
tomers, clients, and each other.

They are an opportunity to show-
case work already underway, as well
as develop new relationships and
understand evolving market trends
in this dynamic region.

In Malaysia, our foodservice team
hosted the business delegation to a
pop-up showcase of ourAnchor Food
Professional customer channels, in-
cluding bakery, street food, a pizzeria,
and a local coffee house.

The delegation was able to see
first-handhowwearepartneringwith
customers to adapt the goodness of
New Zealand dairy to suit local pre-
ferences, and how our recent an-
nouncement of the $150 million ex-
pansion of our Edendale cream plant
will support future growth in our
foodservice business across Asia.

Our sustainability credentials and
the role of dairy as a source of high
quality nutrition are an important
part of our value propositionwith key
customers.

In South Korea, I was pleased to
sign a Memorandum of Understand-
ing (MOU) with one of Korea’s largest
food conglomerates, witnessed by
the Prime Minister, signalling our in-
tention to partner on emission reduc-
tions and innovation in products that
support health and wellbeing.

Japan
Japan has long been a highly valued
export market for New Zealand dairy
and a strong protein ingredients mar-
ket.

Anyvisitor to Japanwho steps into
a 7-Eleven store has a good chance
of finding protein-fortified drinks and
yoghurts containing Fonterra far-
mers’ milk.

It would seem in the eyes of the
consumer, the more protein that can

be included in a product, the better.
Research shows Japanese consu-

mers are willing to pay a premium
of up to 50% for products that have
added health and nutrition benefits,
andwith one in three people in Japan
estimated to be over 65 years old by
2030, there’s an increasing appetite
for products that support wellbeing
and mobility, and combat cognitive
decline.

Fonterra iswell placed tomeet this
growing demand. Our proteins are
designed to help people maintain
muscle mass for better quality of life,
ourdairy lipidshelp to improvemood
and our probiotics support immunity
and digestion.

We see North Asia as a growth
market for high value proteins.

The recently announced expan-
sion of our Studholme site will allow
us to increase production of such
high value products and ultimately
grow returns to farmers.

Southeast Asia
Southeast Asia is shaping up as the
next growth market for Fonterra’s
Foodservice business outside of
China. Growth over the last three
years in the region has been
underpinned by a strong return of
tourism in the region.

The Co-op’s Foodservice business
in Southeast Asia is focused on bring-
ing New Zealand dairy to everyday
staples. Beyondpizzas andpastas, our
dairy goes into egg tarts in Thailand,
banh mi in Vietnam, ube jam in the
Philippines and local crepes in
Indonesia. We’ve seen growth in the
bakery channel too, with the rise of

specialty bakery and lifestyle cafes
across the region.

We are leaning into the hyper
convenience trends, in particular in
Thailand, with our dairy ingredients
going into ready-to-eat and ready-to-
drink foods as they increase in popu-
larity. These products made by our
customers are sold in Seven-Eleven
stores throughout the country.

Malaysia
Fonterra has a thriving Foodservice
business in Asia where demand is
growing by integrating dairy into tra-
ditional foods such as laksa and milk
tea. In Malaysia, Fonterra is looking
to build on solid foundations where
half of New Zealand exports to the
country are already dairy. The re-
cently announcedUHTcreamexpan-
sion at our Edendale site will help
support this growth opportunity.

Philippines
Fonterra is a market leader for
foodservice in the Philippines and the
number one choice in butter, milk,
cheese, and UHT cream. Our
foodservice products are used by
thousands of bakeries, beverage
houses, hotels, restaurants, caterers
and industrial kitchens across the
Philippines.

Cheese consumption in the Philip-
pines is increasing due to growing
consumer awareness and prefer-
ences for cheese-based dishes and
snacks. This provides a promising
growth opportunity for our ingredi-
ents brand NZMP, as cheese already
represents a large portion of our
business in the country.

Flying the flag forNewZealand business
Fran O’Sullivan

From left: Christopher Luxon waves goodbye to Manila after a week-long SEA mission; Zespri chair Nathan Flowerday (left of Luxon) at the kiwifruit exporter’s Global Health launch in Tokyo.

PrimeMinisterChristopher Luxon iswarmly
praisedbyCEOs for the “highenergy”hebrings
to internationalmissions.

Inhis first year asPM, Luxonhas ledmissions
toSoutheastAsia, Japan,Malaysia andSouth
Korea. Thesemissionsnotonly liftedNew
Zealand’s profile but also that of companies
takingpart.

TheHerald2024 survey sought feedback
fromCEOs.

AirNewZealandchairDameThereseWalsh
co-led thebusiness delegation for theSEA
missionand leda latermission to Japan: “It has
helped to reinforce andstrengthencurrent
relationships,” she says. “ I thinkgoingmore
oftenanddeeper intoparticularmarketswould
behelpful.”

SimonLimmer, CEOof the IndevinGroup,
joined the latestmission toMalaysia andSouth
Korea lastmonth.

Limmer says themissionprovidedadirect
focusanddeeperunderstanding forhimof these
markets.

“It enhanced the top-to-top relationship
whichprovidesa strongerplatformandallowed
us to leverage theoccasionwith key in-market
partners andcement relationships.”

Limmer says it alsoallowed Indevin’s in-
marketpartners to leverage their credentials
with key stakeholders, providegreater clarity as
tohow toprioritise thesemarkets and the role
of government and industry towork together.

In theabsenceofmorecomprehensiveFTA
relationships the‘government togovernment’
occasionsallows industry todevelopdeeper
strategicbusiness-to-business relationships, he
says.

SudimaHotels’ LesMorgan joined theSEA
mission: “Wehave receiveddirect investor
interest, and themissionopeneduppathways
for futurediscussionswithpreviouslyunrealised
potential partners.

“We require nowa formal followup from
government agencies to reviewoutcomesand
developa joint private/government sector
strategy toapply learnings.”

Zespri chairNathanFlowerday,who joined
the Japanmission, said it gave credence to
customers, and so “givesusa talkingpoint on
how important the country/market is toZespri”.

NewZealandFood InnovationAuckland
Limited’sGrantVerry said takingpart in a
missionprovidedprofile for strengthening
international relationships andsupported the
creationof theAsia-Pacific Food Innovation
NetworkwhichdeliversNZbusiness a regionally
connectednetworkof value-added food
innovation services inmarket— “reducing
bottlenecksof geographical andcompliance
borders for export growth.”

Several CEOcommented thatoneof the
bonuseswas increasedconnectivitybetween
fellowdelegates—building trustwhich leads to
morecollaborations.

Becaexecutive chairDavidCarter saidhis
company’s profilewasenhancedwithin
Australia andNewZealandasa result of taking
part in thePM’s recent Sydneyvisit to study
infrastructuredevelopmentswherehealso
gainedvaluable insights into competitor
activities” includingconfirmationofmarketsnot
topursue”.

NZTE reports themissionshavebuilt in-
market connectivity and reputationand
improveddeal flow.A leadingofficial saidunlike
anumberofother countrieswhich thevisit
regularly,NewZealand still feels in abit of a
“funk”. “Weall need toownamorepositive
outlookaswe look to improvingoureconomy.
I doworryat times that this negative sentiment
does spill over intoour international tradeand
howwecan showup.Wehaveagreatbrand
andagreat story to tell.

“I have loved seeing thePMandmany
ministersgettingout andabout and flyingour
flag. This is importantwork.”
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Education Minister
is top of the class
Business leaders rate Erica Stanford’s communication skills and
the ‘back to basics’ revolution, writes Fran O’Sullivan

HeraldMoodof the BoardroomCEOs Survey 2024 /Herald graphic
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This is an impressive
Cabinet. The

performance of key
Ministers (especially
Chris Bishop, Simeon
Brown, Judith Collins,
Winston Peters, David
Seymour etc) in their
portfolios has been
outstanding. It gives
hope as to whatmay

come over the next 4-5
years. NicolaWillis has
the toughest job. I hope

shewill keep driving
public sector reforms

and fiscal change — these
areas are fundamental to
our economic prospects.
Her job is difficult given

the need to build
capabilities in key

agencies: Treasury, MBIE
and there is still no Public

Service Commissioner.
Neil Paviour-Smith, Forsyth Barr

E rica Stanford is the Cabinet
standout as far as leading
CEOs and chairs are con-
cerned.

In the 2024 Mood of the Board-
room rankings of the Executive, she
scored 4.01/5 on a scale where 1=less
impressive and 5=most impressive.

Stanford holds both the education
and immigration portfolios. A clear
communicator, she is overseeing a
“back to basics” revolution in educa-
tion which is already posting results.

Some 37% of survey respondents
marked her performance “most im-
pressive”.

Stanford is not a member of the
PrimeMinister’s “kitchenCabinet” but
is deeply respected by him.

Simeon Brown who holds a suite
of portfolios — Energy, Local Govern-
ment, Transport and Auckland —
came in next rating 3.89/5.

Labelled “golden balls” by caucus
colleagues — both as a reflection of
his relative youth and work load —
Brown is highly rated by Luxon.

CEOs rated Nicola Willis (Finance,
Public Service and Social Investment)
at 3.88/5 equal with Chris Bishop
(Housing, Infrastructure, RMA Re-
form, Sport and Recreation).

Other Ministers with a heavy
workload to rank highly include
Judith Collins (Attorney-General, De-
fence, Digitising Government; Sci-
ence, Innovation and Technology
and Space) and Winston Peters (Dep-
uty Prime Minister, Foreign Affairs
and Racing).

Prime Minister Christopher Luxon
was ranked 6th. Mark Mitchell,
Brooke van Velden and ToddMcClay
rounded out the top 10.

McClay had a major success last
week in cementing a trade deal with
the UAE — the first on his watch.

Despite the relatively high rank-
ings for Cabinet’s top 10 there are
reservations.

“I worry they are not focusing on
the biggest issues for New Zealand’s
future prosperity by getting distrac-
ted by stuff that won’t shift the dial
and disenfranchising talented experi-
enced directors from taking up posi-
tions,” said a legal firm boss.

“Examples suchas thedisestablish-
ment of two boards — the appoint-
ment of Lester Levy to run HealthNZ
and the treatment of KiwiRail —made
made no sense.”

An energy CEO noted it was early
days, but just a few Cabinet Ministers
were lifting a lot currently.

“Very limited executive experi-
ence within this group and that is
evident in early engagements.”

UnoLoco’s Blair Glubbnoted, there
appeared to be three distinct and
disconnected agendas largely driven
by industry and lobby groups.

“Divisiveness as a vote driver
should not be a core part of coalition
policy.”

A leading director said David
Seymour has become too extreme in
his views and is “losing support from
many of those who may have voted
for him in his electorate. This divisive
approach needs to end.”

Freightways’ Mark Cairns said: “I
guess it is a vagary of MMP, but it
seems odd to me that the Minister of
Commerce is a Minister outside Cabi-
net.”

Government reforms
CEOs rated the forthcoming infra-
structure reforms, such as creating a
National Infrastructure Agency and
developing a 30-year project pipeline,
as the most important of a suite of
reformmeasures rating them at 4.4/5.

Not surprisingly, given its import-

ance to business and the top-ranking
CEOs have accorded Minister Erica
Stanford, the importance of the edu-
cation reforms were rated at 4.24/5.
Thehighprofile clampdownongangs
and crime rated at 4.14/5.

Howother reforms rated: Focus on
building international connections
(4.12/5); repeal of Labour’s RMA legis-
lation, and the introduction of the
fast-track consenting regime (4.07/5);
public sector reforms (3.92/5); chan-
ges to foreign investment settings
(3.88/5), transport reforms such as
congestion charging (3.78/5); appoint-
ment of a Commissioner to lead
Health NZ reforms (3.77/5); moves to
accommodate genetic engineering

(3.62/5); the repeal of Three Waters
and replacement with ‘Local Water
Done Well’ (3.6/5); reform of the
Holidays Ac (3.4/5); changes to green-
house gas policy settings (3.21/5); dis-
establishment of the Māori Health
Authority (3.09/5), Māori related pol-
icy shifts (2.94/5) and the repeal of
NZ’s smokefree laws (1.97/5).

Many of these policies were fo-
cused on repealing measures put in
place by the prior Labour Govern-
ment. “Reading this list of ‘The Great
Unwind’ you realise how long the
Coalition has been looking in the rear
vision mirror,” said NZ Windfarms
director Craig Stobo.

Chris Quin, boss of Foodstuffs
North Island, says business has welc-
omedmoves on infrastructure, trans-
port, planning and industrial relations
reforms as well as the drive to cut
waste from the public sector.

“It is critical to hear more about a
longer term economic growth strat-
egy to revive the country’s sense of
optimism and confidence.”

“The HealthNZ reforms are funda-
mental for our future, however Lester
Levy’s is not a solo leadership jour-
ney,” says KiwiRail’s Peter Reidy.

Several respondents noted the ab-
sence of meaningful Climate Change
measures which, along with biodi-
versity loss, are two of our largest
challenges. Said Jarden’s Silvana
Schenone.

“I would be delighted to see poli-
cies that help achieve the goal of
making New Zealand the place for
people to live and develop profess-
ionally as opposed to the place to
grow up and retire, while living most
of your working life and paying taxes
offshore.”

Others noted repealing the smoke-
free lawwas amistake which created
confused signalling. Māori-related
policy shifts were also divisive and
distracting.

The consensus was that, a year
from now, the Government needs to
post achievements of its own and an
improving economy.

How the
executive
fared

CEOs ranked theperformanceof
CabinetMinisters andothers
outsideCabinet onaCabinet
Ministersona scalewhere 1 =Not
impressive—5=Very impressive

1.EricaStanford (Education)
4.01/5
2.SimeonBrown (Transport)
3.89/5
3.=NicolaWillis (Finance) 3.88/5
3.=ChrisBishop (Infrastructure)
3.88/5
5. JudithCollins (Defence) 3.74/5
6.ChristopherLuxon (Prime
Minister) 3.73/5
7.WinstonPeters (Foreign
Affairs) 3.66/5
8.MarkMitchell (Police) 3.62/5
9.BrookevanVelden (Internal
Affairs) 3.60/5
10.ToddMcClay (Trade) 3.50/5
11.AndrewBayly (Commerce)
3.48/5
12.DavidSeymour (Regulation)
3.40/5
13.SimonWatts (ClimateChange)
3.18/5
14.ShaneReti (Health) 3.17/5
15.TamaPotaka (Māori Crown
Relations) 3.14/5
16.Shane Jones (Regional
Development) 3.13/5
17.LouiseUpston (Social
Development) 3.11/5
18.PaulGoldsmith (Justice)
3.06/5
19.AndrewHoggard
(Biosecurity) 2.94/5
20.MattDoocey (MentalHealth)
2.88/5
21.Chris Penk (Construction)
2.88/5
22.KarenChhour (Children)2.78/
5
23.NicoleMcKee (Courts) 2.71/5
24.MarkPatterson (Rural
Communities) 2.65/5
25.NicolaGrigg (Women) 2.61/5
26.CaseyCostello (Customs)
2.55/5
27.PennySimmonds
(Environment) 2.35/5
28.MelissaLee (Economic
Development) 2.12/5
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China and . . . the growth of diversification strategies
Wewill work hard
to diversify out of

China, but let’s
acknowledge it’s
easier said than

done.
CEO

Despite concerns over China’s poten-
tial geopolitical moves, New Zealand
businesses remain intertwined with
the Chinese economy.

Prime Minister Christopher Luxon
has made the case for growing New
Zealand’s trade and investment op-
portunities offshore. That is the basis
for the government’s “China and…”
approach, building the trade and
economic relationship with China,
but also developing newpartnerships
offshore, to build resilience anddiver-
sify opportunities for New Zealand
businesses.

The survey results show that of

those already engaged in business
with China, 65% have either diversi-
fied or are planning to diversify into
other markets to reduce risk.

“We already have diversified mar-
ket engagement, including China,”
says Auckland Airport CEO, Carrie
Hurihanganui.

Companies are increasingly look-
ing to regions beyond China.

OfficeMax Managing Director
Kevin Obern notes: “Some diversifi-
cation of supply is already underway
— however still mostly in Asia,” while
Mainfreight CEO Don Braid highlights
his business’s efforts to diversify into

the wider Asian region to build resili-
ence. “We have our own business
within China, and seeing that grow is
a priority. Likewise, we have diver-
sified into the rest of the Asian region
to assist our network intensity and
access to other attractive country
markets and opportunities.”

Similarly, the exploration of addi-
tional markets is seen as attractive.
A professional director in the retail
sector highlights: “We are now
sourcing from India and Bangladesh
in addition to China,” as part of their
diversification strategy.

Despite efforts to explore new

markets, diversification is notwithout
its challenges.

One CEO candidly admits: “Wewill
work hard to diversify out of China,
but let’s acknowledge it’s easier said
than done.”

China’s scale and growth oppor-
tunities remain unmatched, making
it difficult for businesses to reduce
their dependency on the country.

“China is where the growth oppor-
tunities exist,” says Cordis Managing
Director Craig Bonnor, underscoring
why businesses remain committed to
the market, even as they explore
alternatives. — Tim McCready

NZHERALD CEOS SURVEY 2024

CEOs weigh in on US election
Many highlight their support for Vice-President Kamala Harris as the ‘best of bad options,’ writes Tim McCready

It’s up to us to be
proactive whoever

gets in.
Peter Thompson

Barfoot & Thompson

Republican presidential candidate Donald Trump and Democrat Vice-President Kamala Harris at the election debate last month. Photos / Getty Images

The huge volatility
that a Trump
victory would

introduce is very
concerning for

countries like New
Zealand.

Professional director

N ew Zealand business lea-
ders have expressed a clear
preference for Vice-Pres-
ident Kamala Harris over

former President Donald Trump in
the upcomingUnited States presiden-
tial election.

When asked in the Mood of the
Boardroom survey who they believe
would be the best politician to lead
the US, 82% of respondents favour
Harris, while only 4% support Trump,
with a further 10% unsure and 4%
opting for “other.”

This compares to 2020where 66%
of respondents backed Joe Biden and
5% supported Trump. In the 2016
election, Hillary Clinton was the clear
favourite with 92% support, compa-
red to 5% for Trump.

Harris officially became the Demo-
cratic presidential nominee two
weeks after President JoeBidendrop-
ped out of the race in July, marking
a dramatic turn in US politics. As the
first woman of colour to lead a major
party’s presidential ticket, Harris
could be on the cusp of becoming the
first female President of the United
States. Despite this strong preference
forHarris, the excitement for her from
New Zealand’s business community
is subdued.

Many respondents highlight their
support for Harris as the “best of bad
options” available. As NZ Windfarms
chair Craig Stobo puts it: “It is a toss-
up between the unpredictable and
the uncertain.”

Others note that, while Harris pre-
sents a “less risky” option compared
to Trump, she has yet to prove herself
as a strong leader on the global stage.

“Harris would bring a more bal-
ancedapproachdue tohavingamore

balanced team supporting her,” said
one transport CEO, reflecting a wide-
spread view that her administration
would provide greater stability than
Trump.

There is a shared concern among
many about the broader geopolitical
context in assessing the potential
impact of the US elections on New
Zealand. “The world requires a global
and outward-looking United States,”
noted the director of a major bank,
reflecting a desire for the US to play
a constructive role on the interna-
tional stage.

Aprofessional director echoed this
sentiment, warning that “in the cur-
rent period of vulnerability, the huge
volatility that a Trump victory would
introduce is very concerning for
countries like New Zealand.”

For some, Harris is seen as the least
disruptive option. “In saying Kamala
Harris would be best placed as presi-
dent, one is hardly giving a ringing
endorsement,” says a public sector
chairperson.

“Nothing she has done previously
in her career suggests strong presi-

dential material. That said, she pre-
sents less risk of blowing up the
world, and more chance for steady,
predictable leadership than Trump.
Therefore, she has to be New Zea-
land’s preferred candidate.”

However, not all are convinced.
JasonParis, OneNewZealandCEO,

would have preferred to see former
Republican candidate Vivek Ramas-
wamy win the nomination and go on
to win the presidency. “I don’t neces-
sarily agree with all of his politics, but
he has a clear plan,” he says.

Concerns Over Trump’s trade
policies
The survey highlights concerns from
the boardroom over Trump’s propo-
sed economic policies, particularly
his plan for a 10% across-the-board
tariff on all imports into the United
States.

Trump argues that this will protect
American jobs and generate revenue
to offset the proposed extension of
his 2017 tax cuts. He has also indi-
cated he would impose a levy of 60%
or more on Chinese imports.

Economists warn that this would
likely backfire, essentially acting as a
tax on US consumers and potentially
adding around US$1700 (NZ$2700) a
year in additional costs.

Among New Zealand CEOs and
directors, 30% say the tariff would
directly impact their businesses.

This is particularly concerning
given New Zealand’s growth in trade
with the United States.

In 2023, bilateral tradebetween the
two countries grew 16% to reach $14.6
billion, and saw the United States
surpass Australia to become New
Zealand’s second-largest export mar-

ket in the year ending March 2024.
Although 65% of respondents say

their business would be unaffected,
many highlight the potential for in-
direct consequences through their
clients and the broader economic
climate. “This will have an impact on
every business in the world because
it’s seriously inflationary for the US
and will therefore drive-up interest
rates there and globally,” says an
investment boss.

An independent board member
with experience across broad sectors
notes, “where possible, the costs for
this would need to be passed on to
the (American) consumer.”

An agribusiness leader suggests
“this would make the US unattractive
as a market,” warning that it could
cause massive instability globally.
Anne Gaze, founder of Campus Link
Foundation, sums up the general
sentiment: “Such a policy would lik-
ely prompt us to explore alternative
markets while navigating the added
costs of US trade.”

Trade benefits possible with
Harris
When asked whether a Kamala
Harris-led US administration would
open doors further for New Zealand
trade, the response was divided: 28%
believe itwould, 26% say itwould not,
and 46% are unsure.

While some respondents believe
Harris would be “more open to free
trade” compared to Trump and “not
as protectionist,” they also point out
that she is relatively untested in the
area of international trade.

“Compared to a Trump-Vance-
led administration, she would open
doors further,” says one professional
director. “But compared to the cur-
rent administration, I am unsure
much would change.”

Business leaders emphasise the
need for New Zealand to be prepared,
regardless of the election outcome.

“It’s up to us to be proactive who-
ever gets in,” one participant said,
underscoring the importance of
strategic engagement with any future
US administration.

With significant economic and ge-
opolitical stakes in play, New Zea-
land’s business leaders are hoping for
a US Administration that can balance
domestic priorities with global re-
sponsibilities — whoever the next
president may be.

Though there is hope that a Harris
administration could bemore favour-
able to trade compared to a Trump-
Vance ticket, business leaders
emphasised that New Zealand needs
to be proactive, regardless of the
election outcome.

“It’s up to us to be proactive who-
ever gets in,” says Barfoot & Thomp-
son managing director Peter Thomp-
son.

With significant economic and
geopolitical stakes in play, business
leaders are hoping for a US admin-
istration that can balance domestic
priorities with global responsibilities
— whoever the next president turns
out to be.
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‘Our twobiggest trading partners atwarwould be anightmare ‘
Tim McCready

Executiveswere askedwhether they
are concerned thatChina-Taiwan
conflict couldescalate intowar that
would impact onNewZealand’s
interests.

Some68%ofbusiness leaders say
theyare concerned. The remaining
22%arenot,while 10%say theyare
unsure.

China’s significance toNew
Zealand’s economymeans that any
disruption to tradewouldhave far-
reachingeffects.

Barfoot&Thompsonmanaging
directorPeter Thompson reflects this
concern.

“China is abigplayer forNew
Zealandbusiness, and ifwarbroke
out, tradedeliverieswouldbe slowed,
havingahuge impactonbusinesses
backhere, similar toduring theCovid
period.”

Complicatingmatters further is the
delicategeopolitical balancingact
NewZealand faces.

“Our twobiggest tradingpartners
atwarwitheachotherwouldbea
nightmare forNewZealand,”warns

NZWindfarmsDirectorCraig Stobo,
referring to theUnitedStates,which
last year overtookAustralia to
becomeNewZealand’s second-
largest tradingpartner, and
highlighting the complexityofNew
Zealand’s position.

Despite this anxiety, some
respondents are confident that the
situationwill not escalate.

LesMorgan,who runs theSudima
hotel chain inNewZealand, trusts that
“theeconomic impacts of suchaction
will temper anydesire topursue
formal action,”while a logistics

executive suggests that “Chinawill
not invadeTaiwan, theywill get
control economically over the
century”.

Somehavebroader concernsover
inadvertent escalation.

“Iworryabout the likelihoodof a
proxyconflict ormiscalculation
leading to conflict,” says apublic
sectorCEO.

The long-term implicationsof such
aconflict gobeyondmere trade
disruptions.

“The risks associated if Chinaand
Taiwango towarextend farbeyond

the region,withprofoundeconomic,
military, humanitarian, anddiplomatic
consequences,” says theNewZealand
headof aUS-headquartered
multinational.

Othersnote thatwhileNew
Zealandmaynot bedirectly involved,
the countrymust beprepared for the
fallout fromanyescalation.

Deloitte chair ThomasPippos
warns, “This is a real risk,with care
required to ensuremattersdon’t
escalate to that level—accepting that
NewZealandwill not be the causeor
protagonist.”

NZHERALD CEOS SURVEY 2024

‘In his sweet spot. Smart, strategic
and vital to our interests.’

Winston Peters has been lauded as ‘the best ForeignMinister New Zealand has ever had’, writes Fran O’Sullivan

Stability was always
going to be a challenge

with a three-way
coalition of very different

parties, eachwith a
leader with a strong

personality and profile.
At themoment, New

Zealand needs stability
and clear leadership, and
Winston Peters is playing
ball with a strong focus

on growing industry, jobs
and the economy. Good
on him. The risk is that
the coalition harmony
comes under pressure
near the electionwhen
the smaller parties have

to distinguish
themselves to their

constituents. As Foreign
Minister, Winston is a

natural. A proven
performer with gold-
plated relationships.
Chris Quin, Foodstuffs Northern

Foreign Minister
Winson Peters
addresses the
United Nations last
week; Peters
catches up with US
Deputy Secretary of
State Kurt Campbell
during UN week;
Peters meets
Palestinian
Authority Prime
Minister
Mohammad
Mustafa to reiterate
New Zealand’s
support for an
immediate
ceasefire in Gaza.

W inston Peters has won
strong praise from CEOs
for his foreign affairs
prowess and theway he

is also handling his responsibilities as
Deputy Prime Minister.

In the 2024 Mood of the Board-
room survey, some 20% of respon-
dents rated his performance as “very
impressive”. This was on a 1-5 scale
where 1=not impressive and 5=very
impressive. A further 48% rated his
performance at 4/5; 21% at 3/5.

But it’s his foreign affairs record
which has sparked the most com-
ment. Several respondents labelled
him “the best Foreign Minister New
Zealand has ever had”.

Said a leading investment CEO: “He
is in his sweet spot. Smart, strategic
and vital to our interests.”

From Windfarms NZ’s Craig Stobo:
“An impressive saddlebag to Natio-
nal’s bike. Great on rebuilding our
global relationships, great onhis focus
on the needs of New Zealanders, not
their identities.

Adds Mainfreight CEO Don Braid,
“his international trade and relation-
ship acumen continues to surprise”.

Back as Foreign Minister for the
third time, Peters has set a cracking
pace. In the interests of regional
security, he has lifted New Zealand
to play a greater role in the Indo-
Pacific and reinvigorate its relation-
ship with the Five Eyes partners (the
United States, Australia, Canada and
the UK), and Japan and South Korea
as other members of Nato’s Indo-
Pacific 4 (IP4).

In New York last week, he laun-
ched New Zealand’s campaign for a
seat on the United Nations Security
Council in 2039.

The use of the veto powers held
by the council’s permanent members
— China, France, Russia, the United
Kingdom and the United States — has
long been a point of frustration for
New Zealand.

No more so that when confronting
the current conflicts in the Gaza and
Ukraine.

He told the UN General Assembly:
“We small states need today’s super-
powers to talk more, seek better und-
erstanding between them, and deve-
lop ways of compromising more.

“Rather than a zero-sum game, eff-
ecting better relations between tod-
ay’s “Great Powers” only enhances
global stability, and that is what we
smaller nations seek.”

In total, Peters has visited 31 coun-
tries since taking on the portfolio in
late 2024: Fiji (twice), Australia, Tonga
(twice), Cook Islands, Samoa, India,
Indonesia, Singapore, Egypt, Poland,
Belgium, Sweden, United States
(twice), Türkiye, Solomon Islands
(twice), Papua New Guinea, Vanuatu,
Tuvalu, Vietnam, Malaysia, Philip-
pines, Timor-Leste, Nauru, Niue, Re-
public of Korea, Japan, Laos, Marshall

Islands, Federated States of
Micronesia, Palau and French Poly-
nesia.

He has placed a strong emphasis
on the Pacific which is the subject of
complex geo-strategic manoeuvring
by China and the United States.

Peters has visited 15 of the 17 Pac-
ific Islands Forum members — with
the goal to get to all of them this year.
Still outstanding are New Caledonia,
and Kiribati (the latter subject to the
Kiribati Government allowing diplo-
matic visits once the election process
is completed — these are currently on
hold).

Peters is well-networked in the

Pacific and was instrumental in per-
suading the United States to engage
strong in the region as part of a Pacific
Reset.

Visiting US Deputy Secretary of
State Kurt Campbell did not single out
Peters directly in his formal com-
ments at a recent media roundtable
in Auckland, but he acknowledged
New Zealand’s role in advising how
to listen carefully and how to execute
efficiently and effectively. He was
“not at all shy” about saying that New
Zealand has been the central ingredi-
ent in the US step-up in the Pacific.

“I would say that with the highest
of respect andacknowledgement and

appreciation.”
But Campbell did acknowledge

Peters informally before heading up
to the Foreign Minister’s Auckland

home for refreshments.
Peters’ officials say that part of his

undoubted success is he is indeed a
“great listener.”

Peters is also a good host and
entertains many visiting foreign
ministers and politicians at his home.

Former PrimeMinister HelenClark
first appointed him Foreign Minister
in October 2005 — this makes him an
old hand and known quantity among
the international club of foreign
ministers.

That Peters has hit the ground
running is also due to his good sense
in reappointing key advisers from his
last rodeo in the portfolio from
2017-2020.

Jon Johansson, his former chief of
staff, is back as a special adviser and
along with returnee and senior
Foreign Affairs adviser Michael
Appleton has accompanied him on
many of his offshore visits.

Helen Lahtinen has returned as his
senior private secretary.

Former parliamentary colleague
Darroch Ball is his chief of staff and
minds the ship while Peters and his
team are offshore.

Said Freightways’ Mark Cairns.
“Winston is a very statesman-like
Minister that I am happy to have
representingNZ inoverseasmarkets.”
And Cameron Bagrie of Bagrie
Economics says “he is the right per-
son for Foreign Affairs given the
‘Switzerland’ role we are trying to fill.”

Peters has already attended the
following forums.
● NewZealand—AustraliaForeign
andDefenceMinisters ‘2+2’meeting
(ANZMIN)—Melbourne.
● NatoForeignMinistersMeeting—
Brussels.
● UNGeneralAssembly—NewYork.
● AnzacDaycommemoration—
Gallipoli.
● Japan-Pacific IslandsForum
Meeting (PALM)—Tokyo.
● AseanForeignMinistersMeeting
—Vientiane (Laos).
● Pacific IslandsForumForeign
MinistersMeeting—Suva.
● Pacific IslandsForumLeaders
Meeting—Nuku’alofa.
Hewill attend theCommonwealth
HeadsofGovernmentmeeting in
Samoa later in themonth, then fly to
Peru inmid-November for the
ministerialmeetingwhichprecedes
theApecEconomicLeadersMeeting.

Some criticism
Several CEOs commented that Peters’
role as leader of New Zealand First
seemed tobring him into conflictwith
journalists.

“While I recognise Winston Peters
is very good in the international
setting, he undermines his perform-
ance by being unreliable and unwill-
ing to work constructively with
others, including the media,” says a
CEO.
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MOOD OF THE BOARDROOM

Seymour strikes right note with CEOs
There aremixed reactions to the Act leader’s Ministry of Regulation, writes Tim McCready

New Zealand’s
overregulation

creates a
deadweight cost on

the economy.
Thomas Pippos Deloitte

Business leaders
rated David Seymour

3.4/5

A ct Party leader David Sey-
mour’s performance since
the 2023 general election
has been met with mostly

positive reviews from the business
community.

Rated at 3.4/5 by respondents to
this year’s Mood of the Boardroom
survey, on a scale where 1 represents
“not impressive” and 5 “very impress-
ive,” his clear, pragmatic approach
resonates with many executives.

However, not all are supporters. A
professional director believes that
Seymour has become too extreme in
his views and is losing support from
many of those who may have voted
for him in his electorate.

“This divisive approach needs to
end, this is not theKiwiway,” she says.

Business leaders have provided a
cautiously positive response to Sey-
mour’s establishment of a Ministry of
Regulation, intended to improve the
quality and performance of regula-
tory systems across government.

Theministry’s new Strategic Inten-
tions document outlines its mission
as “improving the regulations
imposed by the Government, making
them better, more streamlined, and
easier for New Zealanders to navi-
gate.”

Scoring the Ministry’s importance
at 3.51/5, many respondents see it as
a potential driver of future economic
growth and something that is
urgently needed in New Zealand.

“Cut the red tape and let us get on
with turning the economy around,”
comments a logistics boss.

A professional director acknow-
ledges that “intelligent management
of regulation is very challenging but
critically important.”

Deloitte chair Thomas Pippos ech-
oes this sentiment, noting that New
Zealand’s over-regulation “creates a

deadweight cost on the economy”.
However, the boardroom is reser-

ving judgement on the ministry’s ef-
fectiveness, citing a lack of progress.

“It is important, but it hasn’t achie-
ved anything yet — there should have
been some quick wins by now,” says
a professional director.

An infrastructure executive
agrees, stating: “It is moving too slow
and needs to act with more urgency.
Bureaucracy is costing New Zealand
a significant amount.”

There were also calls for the min-
istry to focus on significant economic
issues rather than what some per-
ceive as minor concerns.

The ministry’s first two sector
reviews are currently under way,
considering early childhood educa-
tion and agricultural and horticul-
tural products.

A law firm CEO asks: “Probably
important, but hasn’t achieved any-
thing. Why prioritise early childhood
education?”

Others emphasised the need for a
balanced approach to regulation.

Foodstuffs North Island CEO Chris
Quin stresses that regulation is crucial
for keeping high standards, ensuring
there are safeguards, and making
sure everyone is playing fair.

“Good governance gives us credi-
bility and reassures investors that
we’re a good place to do business and
to invest in,” he says. “The key is
striking the right balance — regulation
should benefit consumers and boost

competition, without scaring off in-
vestment.

“Wedon’twant tobe theWildWest,
but we don’t want to be so regulated
we stifle growth and innovation
either. Robust cost-benefit analysis of
key regulatory decision is key.”

Despite support for the ministry’s
mandate, there are concerns about its
implementation and Seymour’s broa-
der political agenda.

“The Ministry of Regulation feels
like a way to justify having a voice
on all major legislation,” says an in-
vestment executive.

“If Seymour was really focused on
long-term economic growth and pro-
ductivity, that would be fine, but his
obsession with divisive social issues
that energise people on the fringes of
the New Zealand political debate
make him the wrong person to wear
that badge.”

Theheadof aprofessional services
firm suggests there is a need for a
more comprehensive approach.

“I wouldn’t have set this up as a
ministry that cherry-picks sectors for
review and change. I would have
required every agency of govern-
ment to outline why certain regula-
tions are still necessary and drive
system-wide multi-sector change at
pace with economic growth and pro-
ductivity the determining factor.”

There has also been criticism over
the Ministry’s average salary of
$154,500 for its staff,which someview
as contrary to the Coalition Govern-
ment’s pledge to reduce back-office
spending.

“I am truly appalled at the news
of pay rates within theministry,” says
a public sector CEO.
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Hipkins keeping low profile
Labour still appears to be regrouping after the election loss, writes Tim McCready Expectingmore from

the frontbench
Labour’s highest-rankingMPs have
also struggled tomake an
impression, with key figures within
the party receiving relatively low
ratings across the board.
Respondents rated the political
performance of Labour’s frontbench
on a scale where 1 represents “not
impressive” and 5 “very impressive”:

2.76/5
KieranMcAnulty (Housing, Local
Government, Regional
Development)

2.74/5
Barbara Edmonds (Finance,
Infrastructure)

2.40/5
Ayesha Verrall (Health, Public
Service, Wellington issues)

2.33/5
Chris Hipkins (Leader, Ministerial
Services, National Security and
Intelligence)

2.26/5
Carmel Sepuloni (Social
Development, Pacific Peoples, Child
Poverty Reduction)

2.23/5
MeganWoods (Climate Change,
Energy, Resources)

2.15/5
Ginny Andersen (Police, Prevention
of Family and Sexual Violence, Social
Investment)

1.94/5
Willie Jackson (Māori Development,
Broadcasting andMedia,
Employment)

1.93/5
Willow Jean Prime (Children, Youth)

1.86/5
Jan Tinetti (Education, Women)

Being Leader of the Opposition isn’t easy, and the
media chippingmachine has started on him. But

laying relatively low for now isn’t silly. Criticism too
early on just looks like sour grapes and gets the valid

response, ‘Well, why didn’t you do it then?’
Industry association CEO

A fter Jacinda Ardern’s unex-
pected resignation in early
2023, Chris Hipkins was the
sole nominee for Labour’s

leadership.
Following nine months as Prime

Minister, Labour was swept out of
power, but Hipkins has held on, con-
tinuing as party leader and Leader of
the Opposition. His performance in
this role has beenmetwith lukewarm
reviews from business leaders in this
year’s Mood of the Boardroom sur-
vey. They give him a score of 2.26/5
on a scale where 1 represents “not
impressive” and 5 “very impressive.”

The feedback underscores the
challenges facing Hipkins and his
frontbench as they try to regain credi-
bility and relevance following the
2023 election defeat.

A tough position in the political
cycle
Several executives acknowledge the
inherent difficulties that come with
the job of Opposition leader during
the first term of a new government.

“It is always hard to get media cut-
through in the first term,” observes
KiwiRail CEO Peter Reidy, noting that
Hipkins is beginning to position
Labour’s view of the future and
address tough choices related to in-
creasing superannuation costs.

However, there is a sense that his
efforts have yet to resonate widely.

“Being Opposition leader isn’t easy,
and the media chipping machine has
started on him,” observes an industry
associationCEO. “But laying relatively
low for now isn’t silly. Criticism too
early on just looks like sour grapes
and gets the valid response, ‘Well,
why didn’t you do it then?’”.

Others echo this sentiment, believ-
ing that Hipkins is taking a measured
approachandbidinghis timeuntil the
political winds shift.

“He can only make limited head-
way and will be focused on where
theparty positions itself in the future,”
says Foodstuffs North Island CEO
Chris Quin. “I wouldn’t expect him to
be making serious inroads into the
coalition’s programme at this point in
the cycle.”

Despite this pragmatic approach,
concerns persist regarding Hipkins
appearing disconnected and strug-
gling to gain traction on critical
national issues: “Chris who?” quips a
professional services CEO. “I under-
stand the difficulty of getting media
share in Opposition, but he is missing
in action on key messages and
issues”.

This sums up a common feeling
among respondents. Describing him

as “failing to fire” and noting it is “hard
to tell if he is enjoying life at the
moment,” many suggest there is a
lack of enthusiasm and leadership
presence.

“It’s a tough job, but you get the
sense he’s just another Wellington
bureaucrat,” adds a banking boss.

However, not all feedback is nega-
tive. “He is quite effective in Oppo-
sition,” says a professional director.

Still reeling
The consensus is that the party is still
reeling from the election loss and has

yet to regroup effectively. Labour
received just 26.9% of the vote,
compared to National’s 38%.

“The Opposition has yet to accept
the reasons for its defeat in 2023,”

says NZ Windfarms director Craig
Stobo. “Until they digest that result,
they will struggle to articulate what
Labour now stands for.”

To regain credibility by the next

election cycle, some business leaders
advise that Labour adopt a more
moderate policy approach.

“Moderation in policies, not lots of
race-based ideas or ‘soak the rich’
type agendas to impress their base,”
says one CEO, recommending Labour
take cues fromUKLabour Leader and
new Prime Minister, Sir Keir Starmer.

They emphasise the importance of
laying the groundwork: “Labour
needs to do the policy mahi now so
that in 2026 they have a suite of
credible things to campaign
effectively”.

Constructive policy needed from Te Pāti Māori and Greens
Minor party leader
ratings

2.48/ 5
Chlöe Swarbrick

1.82/5
Marama Davidson

1.69/5
Debbie Ngarewa-Packer and
Rawiri Waititi

Tim McCready

Chlöe Swarbrick

Survey respondents to the Mood of
the Boardroom have given mixed
ratings to the leaders of New Zea-
land’s minor opposition political par-
ties, highlighting a range of concerns
and criticisms.

The Green Party has been through
significant turmoil since last year’s
election. In January, Golriz Ghahra-
man resigned amid shoplifting
allegations. A month later, Fa’anānā
Efeso Collins tragically collapsed and
died at a charity event in Auckland.

In August, Julie Anne Genter was
found in contempt and censured for
shouting at a Cabinet minister during
a parliamentary session in May. In
June, Darleen Tana was suspended
by the party following a damning
report into her knowledge of alleged
migrant exploitation at her husband’s
business.

That same month, co-leader Mara-
ma Davidson announced her diagno-

sis of breast cancer.
Green Party co-leader Chlöe

Swarbrick receives a rating of 2.48/
5, with some executives describing
her handling of the Darleen Tana
issue as “impressive,” but overall, her
performance is seen as lacking depth.

“Swarbrick appeals to the young,

but her thinking is full of simplistic
slogans,” notes Jarden managing
director Silvana Schenone.

The business community appears
less convinced by Davidson’s leader-
ship, who receives a score of 1.82/5.

Many respondents to the survey
express nostalgia for former co-
leader James Shaw, who was fre-
quently mentioned in the survey
despite his departure from politics
this year.

“The Greens haven’t dealt with
their issues very well. There’s a lack
of leadership, and they miss James
Shaw,” says Barfoot & Thompson
managing director Peter Thompson.
Another CEO adds, “Without James
Shaw, they are a protest group with-
out any grip on reality.”

NZWindfarmsdirector Craig Stobo
suggests: “The Greens are losing the
climate debate as unrealistic political
aspirationsmeet theeconomic reality
of transition costs.”

Te Pāti Māori co-leaders, Debbie

Ngarewa-Packer and Rawiri Waititi,
received the lowest ratings among
the minority party leaders in the
Mood of the Boardroom, both scoring
1.69/5.

Respondents expressed concerns
over their approach to politics, par-
ticularly regarding divisiveness.

Last month, Te Pāti Māori MP
Tākuta Ferris was referred to the
Privileges Committee for remarks

made in the House.
Mariameno Kapa-Kingi also drew

significant attention inMaywhen she
accused the government of aiming to
“exterminateMāori” and described its
policies as “racism and Pākehā
supremacy.”

Her comments were swiftly con-
demned by New Zealand First leader
Winston Peters, who called them “ig-
norant and offensive” and warned of
a “race-based rabbit hole.” Prime Min-
ister Christopher Luxon echoed the
need for more measured rhetoric
across the political spectrum.

“Te Pāti Māori have zero interest
in the economy and are only inter-
ested in their voter base,” said one
lobbyist.

Silvana Schenone comments: “Te
Pāti Māori leaders have brought a
number of unnecessarily aggressive
(and divisive) perspectives with re-
spect to non-Māori and politics in
general, without clear objective sub-
stance.”
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MFAT comes out on top
Change of guard under way this year at the top ofmany government organisations, writes Fran O’Sullivan

Bede Corry is
the new head of
MFAT.

How theministries
rated
MFAT

3.73/5
Department of PrimeMinister and
Cabinet

3.6/5
New Zealand Trade and Enterprise

3.47/5
Inland Revenue

3.4/5
Ministry for Primary Industries

3.34/5
Treasury

3.01/5
Ministry of Business, Innovation and
Employment

2.56/5
Ministry of Health

2.07/5

T he Ministry of Foreign
Affairs and Trade (MFAT)
was rated by business lead-
ers as the most effective

government ministry or department
in the 2024 Mood of the Boardroom
survey.

CEOs and directors were asked to
rate the effectiveness of key depart-
ments on a scale ranging from 1=“not
impressive” to 5=“very impressive”.

MFAT came out on top scoring an
average 3.73/5 and was rated “very
impressive” by 9% of respondents.

It was closely followed by the Dep-
artment of Prime Minister and Cabi-
net (DPMC) which scored an average
3.6/5.

Other top rating organisations
were New Zealand Trade and Enter-
prise (3.47/5), Inland Revenue (3.43/5)
and the Ministry for Primary Indus-
tries (3.34/5). MPI was rated as “very
impressive” by 25% of CEOs, a reflec-
tion of the high regard its CEO, Ray
Smith, is held by business. Each of
these five organisations has close
contact with the business sector.

A change of guard has been under
way this year at the top of many
government organisations.

In July, Bede Corrymoved to head
MFAT after a successful sojurn as
New Zealand’s Ambassador to the US.
At DPMC, Ben King — a former top
MFAT executive and career diplomat
— holds the reins. A predecessor at
DPMC and MFAT, Brook Barrington,

is Secretary of Defence.
Notably, the Treasury which

advises Finance Minster Nicola Willis
on economic and fiscal policy was
rated at 3.01/5 with 24% of respon-
dents putting its effectiveness at 2/5.
“Treasury is improving but it’s a pale
imitation of the quality ideas shop it
was adecadeago,”wasonecomment.

Treasury Secretary Caralee
McLiesh did not seek reappointment
when her term expired last month.

She has since taken a role as
Auditor-General for Australia and a
new Treasury head is being sought.

A respondent suggested it is “tough
to be too harsh” as these departments
have been developed to support the
Government-of the-day “whether
they agree with these policies or not”.

“Early days to truly reflect on each

of these departments as they need to
look at areas to reduce costs, intro-
duce new systems/plans, and then
measure performance,” said another.

When it comes to hiring a new
Treasury Secretary expectations are
clear. Willis is known to favour a
successor who has the policy chops
and verve of a Graham Scott or
Murray Horn who led Treasury
through the major economic reforms
of the 1980s and early 1990s.

A Public Service Commission ad-
vertisement said, “this is a rare oppor-
tunity to lead at a crucial time as the
Government looks to turn around the
performance of the New Zealand
economyand improve fiscalmanage-
ment across the public service. The
Secretary is expected to be a change
agent who will challenge the status

quo to lift economic performance, im-
prove public service fiscal manage-
ment, and extract better value for
money from Government invest-
ments”.

Respondents also downrated the
Ministry of Business, Innovation and
Employment (MBIE) at 2.56/5; it was
10th out of the 13 departments rated.

Other low performers were the
Ministry of Transport and the Minis-
try of Education. The Ministry of
Health was rated the lowest with an
average score of just 2.07/5.

“The Ministry of Health needs to
support HealthNZ to achieve the
health reforms needed in New Zea-
land — not get in its way or constrain
it,” was one comment.

Other government chiefs to exit
include Kāinga Ora chief executive
Andrew McKenzie, Public Service
Commissioner PeterHughes, Defence
Secretary Andrew Bridgman, Chief of
DefenceAir-Marshal Kevin Short, and
Productivity Commission chair
Ganesh Nana, whose agency was
disbanded.

Nicole Rosie who is CEO of NZ
Transport Agency Waka Kotahi, has
not sought reappointment when her
term runs out. Change is also under
way at the Ministry of Education.

“The Ministry of Education needs
a cleanout.

“How we have let education set-
tings deteriorate so far needs some
accountability,” said a respondent.

Public service cuts well-received in survey

We obviously need a stronger focus on
the quality of spend. It will be a fine line
between cutting the fat and potentially

chopping intomuscle.
Cameron Bagrie

Bill Bennett

It should have been
more like 15-20% —
about half the 6.5%

were existing
vacancies.

Unambitious and
tinkering. . . we need

structural reform.
Finance sector boss

F inance Minister Nicola Willis’
edict to public sector chiefs
to cut spending by 6.5% has
been well received by busi-

ness leaders.
Some 83% of respondents to NZ

Herald’s Mood of the Boardroom sur-
vey support the move; 13% don’t.

Economist Cameron Bagrie agrees
with the move, but says: “The 6.5%
number is incidental. We obviously
need a stronger focus on the quality
of spend. It will be a fine line between
cutting the fat and potentially chop-
ping into muscle.”

Several respondents commented
that the government’s approach was
toomuchof ablunt instrument. There
was a need for a more focused or
nuanced approach with targeted
cuts.

National went into the 2023 elec-
tion campaigning on slashing back-
office government spending. When it
released its fiscal plan shortly before
the election, it promised to lower
taxes, reduce net debt and bring
discipline to government spending.

The public service had expanded
during the Labour Government’s six
years in office from 2017-2023.

Meanwhile, there had been con-
cern about inefficiencies, high admin-
istration costs and an over reliance
on expensive consultants.

The counter-argument is that the
public service faced unprecedented
demand during those years, not least
as a result of the Covid-19 pandemics.

Party leaders Christopher Luxon
and Nicola Willis said they would
deliver a Budget surplus by 2027-
2028 and get there by cuts to gov-
ernment spending and reducing bur-
eaucratic costs.

In December, Willis, now Finance
Minister, said she would write to
public service leaders, asking for non-
front-line departments to find
between 6.5% and 7.5% in savings.
The higher target was for depart-
ments where staff numbers climbed
fastest during the two Labour govern-
ments. By the time the Budget rolled

around in May 2024, she was able to
announce that the public sector sav-
ings target of $1.5 billionhadbeenmet,
although a few agencies did not reach
their goals.

While the current government in-
sists that its cuts are focused on
backroom areas and will not affect
front-linedelivery, there are concerns
that the depth and suddenness of the
cuts will inevitably impact those at

the sharp end. Some say the move
had been poorly executed and while
targets have been met, savings made
thiswayarenotnecessarily fully sust-
ainable.

For a significant number of
respondents, the cuts did not go far
enough. A finance sector leader says:
“It should have beenmore like 15-20%
— about half the 6.5% were existing
vacancies. Unambitious and tinker-

ing . . . we need structural reform.”
Many departments, most notice-

ably health and housing, continue to
face significant challenges.

Economic growth priority
During the election, National Party
leaders talked about the need for
public service departments to have
a greater focus on improving the
economy, boosting productivity and
more broadly supporting business.

There’s a clear preference among
business leaders for business-focused
government departments like Treas-
ury to make economic growth their
number one priority.

Two-thirds of respondents (66%)
want to see growth become the prior-
ity, while 15% don’t and 19% are
unsure. Survey respondents sugg-

ested productivity and sustainability
should also be in the mix.

TheNational-led Coalition Govern-
ment has emphasised a need for
greater fiscal responsibility in the
public sector. Both Prime Minister

Christopher Luxon and Finance Min-
ister Nicola Willis have supported
recruitingmore private sector profes-
sionals into senior positions in the
public service to inject greater ef-
ficiency, agility and adaptability into
the government workforce. The idea
is popular witht the boardrooms.

A clear majority of respondents
(81%) support more private sector
appointments to the public sector.
Only 3% are against; 16% unsure.

Grant Samuel director Michael
Lorimer is unsure. He claims: “The
Reserve Bank governors appointed
from outside have all been failures to
various extents.” Accordant chair
Simon Bennett also has reservations.
“They are running terrible processes,
it’s hardly attractive for private sector
CEOs to come on board.”

A transport boss notes there is not
a great deal of interest from private
sector executives wanting to switch
over. “There’s little enthusiasm for
market-based compensation in the
public sector sector,” says a power
industry boss.

Another leader would like to see
the public sector offer secondments
to private sector executives.
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Education that’s focused on the future
NZ’s higher education sectormust evolve to drive business and
innovation, Professor Dawn Freshwater tells Tim McCready

Businesses will need
more highly qualified

graduates with diverse
skills for the future, but
the reality is theywon’t
need everyone to be a
graduate. We need to
work in amuchmore

cohesive way to drive an
agenda that trulymeets
the needs of business.

Dawn Freshwater

H igher education is one of
the country’s most valu-
able assets, and in a time of
economic uncertainty and

evolving global challenges we must
ensure it is integrated as a critical
component of the country’s ambition
and broader national strategy.

That is the view of University of
Auckland Vice Chancellor, Professor
Dawn Freshwater, who believes buil-
ding a future-focused, quality driven
education strategy for the country is
more vital than ever. She highlights
the growing intersection between
education, industry and government
as crucial to this effort.

Freshwater says that education in
NewZealand is often overlooked, and
siloed, hampering the country’s abil-
ity to position itself credibly on the
global stage.

“We must be clear on how we diff-
erentiate New Zealand on the world
stage.We are coming from a strength-
based approach in terms of building
our economy and engaging inter-
nationally for the future.

“But I have not heard a strategy
that addresses that.”

She says education is not seen as
a business and it is not seen as an
integral part of NZ Inc, but rather
sitting on the outside of it. “The ab-
sence of a coherent approach across
science, innovation, education, re-
search — that links with immigration
settings and future employment skills
development — is a concern.”

She emphasises the need for busi-
nesses to understand their future
skills requirements and engage in
shaping the conversation.

“Businesses will need more highly
qualified graduateswith diverse skills
for the future, but the reality is they
won’t need everyone to be a gradu-
ate. We need to work in amuchmore

cohesive way to drive an agenda that
truly meets the needs of business.”

Freshwater believes that the era of
“massification,” or mass participation
in higher education, is over.

“That was never a business model
that was going to be sustainable, nor
does it deliver the right employment
outcomes,” she explains, calling for a
different approach that is integrated
into the country’s long-termplanning.

“We need to shift towards a multi-
layered education sector that brings
about differentiation for future skills,
and the quality required to graduate
people into highly skilled jobs.”

However, Freshwater cautions ag-
ainst reducing the purpose of high-
er education to solely prepare stud-
ents for employment. “It may seem
contradictory, but our goal should be
to graduate students who can drive

business and innovation. That goes
beyond just preparing them for jobs.”

Quality vs volume
The balancing act between quality
and volume in higher education, she
notes, is not unique to New Zealand.

She highlights how some internati-
onal institutions, including some in
the Russell Group (the 24 leading UK
universities) and the Group of Eight
(Australia’s leading research-inten-
sive universities), tweak their entry
requirements to maintain student
numbers — often in relation to cross-
subsidies and in response to the
challenges of funding research excel-
lence and maintaining and investing
in a world class student experience
that remains competitive.

For the university and New Zea-
land, Freshwater favours prioritising

quality over volume. “As soon as you
start to get into volume-driven decis-
ions over quality-driven, you start to
lose your credibility internationally
and nationally,” she explains.

“Access to higher education is both
a privilege and a right. The University
of Auckland is a comprehensive uni-
versity, and so it is important that we
focus on breadth, but not at the exp-
ense of quality, that doesn’t drive the
rightmessage and send a signal about
who we are and what we stand for.”

However, focusing on quality at
the expense of student volume pre-
sents its own risks.

“If New Zealand drops volume and
instead focuses on quality, then we
are not going to have eight compre-
hensive universities in this nation,”
Freshwater warns. “And if you drop
volume, you need the sector to work

through what the overall education
sector is going to look like to pick up
those people tomake sure that every-
body has access to an education that
is relevant and impactful.”

Forging ahead
In the absence of a clear overarching
national strategy, the University of
Auckland is taking the lead to do
things that will drive the agenda.

“We are really thinking about the
innovation strategy for the nation,”
says Freshwater.

“We are prioritising entrepre-
neurship, innovation and the comm-
ercialisationof research at thehighest
levels of the university.”

This commitment is evident in
initiatives like the Business School’s
Centre for Innovation and Entre-
preneurship (CIE), providing students
and staff across all faculties with
opportunities to develop entrepren-
eurial thinking and capability.

Another example is the univers-
ity’s newest campus in Newmarket,
the centre of a growing innovation
precinct. Acquired in 2013, the site
focuses on engineering, science and
health technologies, and is home to
more than 20 start-up and growth
companies. The precinct includes
purpose-built research facilities and
co-location amenities designed to ad-
vance the university’s broader inno-
vation goals.

By creating an environment that
fosters research, innovation, and col-
laboration, the University of Auck-
land aims to attract top talent, stud-
ents, and thought leaders. It’s a strat-
egy Freshwater sees as essential to
strengthening New Zealand’s global
competitiveness for the future.
● TheUniversityofAuckland is a
sponsor of theHerald’sMoodof the
Boardroomproject.
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Business feels the pinch
of high electricity prices

Businesses are rethinking their operatingmodels under pressure of increased energy costs and uncertain supply

Any interventions in
what has been an

effective and stable long-
termmarket structure
could have unforeseen

consequences that
ultimately leave the

public bearingmore cost
and risk.

Paul Newfield, Morrison

Price volatility in
electricity and fuel
markets has led to

increased operational
expenses, especially in

New Zealand’s
manufacturing and
logistics industries.

Anne Gaze CampusLink Foundation

The closure of the
Winstone pulpmills will
have a significant impact

on our Napier/
Palmerston North/

Ohakune Rail network
and freight operations.

Peter Reidy, KiwiRail

Workers head into the Winstone Pulp International meeting about the closure of two of its mills in the Ruapehu
District. One of the Winstone mills (above).

T
he spectre of three pulp and
paper mills closing in the
North Island, the announce-
ments made a week apart,

highlighted how high electricity
prices were impacting the ongoing
profitability of business.

Oji Fibre Solutions is closing its
Penrose mill “partly due to high
power prices”.

Winstone Pulp International shut
down its two mills in the Ruapehu
district, with chief executive Mike
Ryan saying: “The nature of our oper-
ations means we need competitive
pricing to be sustained over a long
period;we cannotwork around short-
term price dips in the market.

“Even though current spot pricing
has fallen significantly from August
highs, current electricity futures
pricing indicates that nothing is going
to materially change in the medium-
term regarding wholesale market
electricity pricing.”

Respondents in the Mood of the
Boardroom survey were asked: Are
current energy issues impacting your
business operations?

And then: How affordable are your
business costs (electricity, gas, petrol,
others)?

A majority of respondents, 60%,
said the energy issues weren’t imp-
acting their businesses, and 40% said
they were. But 77% said business
costs were unaffordable at varying
levels, 10% said they were easily
affordable, and 13% had no opinion.

During thewinter, a shortage of gas
supply — used as a buffer in power
generation when hydro, wind and
solar dry up — combined with low
hydro lake levels to send wholesale
electricity prices to unprecedented
highs.

Since September 2021, wholesale
prices rose from about $100 per
megawatt hour (MWh) to an average
$700 per MWh, and at one point they
spiked to nearly $1700 per MWh.

Wholesale prices are back to
around $165MWh in the lower South
Island and $200MWh in the upper
North Island but still well ahead of the
$20MWh in late September last year.

National hydro storage levels fell
as low as 45% of historical average
but Meridian said in the month to
September 9 the level had recovered
to 99% with South Island storage at
104% and North Island 82%.

Contact secured gas from Metha-
nex — the equivalent of 350GWh of
electricity — to support security of the
power supply toNewZealanders. The
supply was settling.

Paul Newfield, Morrison chief
executive, said “high short term en-
ergypriceshave ironically beennega-
tive for our domestic energy business
(Manawa). But we shouldn’t over-
react to this.

“Any interventions in what has
been an effective and stable long-
term market structure could have
unforeseen consequences that ulti-
mately leave the public bearingmore
cost and risk.”

A board director said there are
mechanisms for well managed busi-
nesses to hedge their energy costs
against volatility in the spot market.

Les Morgan, chief operating officer
of Hind Management which runs the
Sudima chain of hotels in New Zea-
land, said the uncertainty of supply
is leading to unplanned and unbud-
geted investigation of alternative en-

ergy sources.
“The real risk is that if we cannot

move in time to avoid reduction in
services, we will need to comprom-
ise.”

A dairy co-operative executive
said it was actively managing access
to natural gas and alternatives. Craig
Stobo, chair of NZ Windfarms, said
“higher energy prices are a strong
incentive for us to invest in renew-
able energy projects.”

Another chief executive said im-
plementation of a major solar project
has reduced energy costs.

But an energy retailer said the
focus on supply security has led to
inaccurate use of capital, and the
inability to secure competitively
priced electricity will lead to less
innovation “where we need it most.”

A hotel executive said percentage
increases were too high to pass on

to customers, hence they impact
margins.

A port company chief executive
said there were reduced export
volumesdue tohigh energy costs and
reduced production.

Anne Gaze, co-founder of
CampusLink Foundation, said energy
costs are having a tangible impact on
business operations — price volatility
in electricity and fuel markets has led
to increased operational expenses,
especially in New Zealand’smanufac-
turing and logistics industries.

“Energy prices have risen dispro-
portionately compared to other input
costs, driven by global factors of fuel
shortages and the transition to
cleaner energy.”

Unpredictable energy costs make
it difficult to budget effectively, and
the lack of investment in renewable
infrastructure has left New Zealand

vulnerable to energy supply short-
ages, Gaze said.

Chris Quin, chief executive of
Foodstuffs North Island said: “We
have more than 500 buildings, most
of them well in excess of 1000 sqm
and somemore than 3000 sqm. Each
of those has dozens of industrial
fridges and freezers.

“Increased energy costs will add to
the range of rising costs that we will
either have to absorb, which we can
do to a certain extent, or pass them
on to customers.

“One of the other cost increases is
from suppliers who are often small
and have no choice but to pass rising
energy costs on to us.

“If you are not hedged or
protected, then it’s very tough,” Quin
said.

David Carter, Beca Group execu-
tive chair and regional Director Asia,

said there were two contrasting im-
pacts. Firstly, many of Beca’s indus-
trial clients are suffering and this is
negatively impacting their viability
and causing projects to be placed on
hold. Conversely, as a consultancy
operating in the infrastructure sector,
helping increase electricity genera-
tion represents a substantial oppor-
tunity, Carter said.

What major energy companies say
The major energy companies have a
different perspective. One chief
executive said too many myths were
populating conversations.

Another said regulatory yoyo and
political work to avoid tackling the
mixed ownership model limitations
aren’t helpful for opening up major
long-term investment opportunities.

Malcolm Johns, chief executive of
Genesis Energy, said forecasts indi-
cate long run cost of electricity abat-
ing over coming years as new
renewables are added, likely to
around the $115MW in today’s dollars.

Demand for electricity has been
flat for a decade, and investment has
been made to lift the level of renew-
able generation from 70% a decade
ago to more than 80% today.

“Attracting capital is different to
making it land, as we learnt post the
Christchurch earthquakes. Capital
will land with clear demand signals
from the economy alongside stable
long-termpolicyandmarket settings,”
Johns said.

The last word to Peter Reidy, chief
executive of KiwiRail: “We are able to
recontact and consolidate energy
pricing contracts. The closure of the
Winstone pulp mills will have a sig-
nificant impact on our Napier/Palm-
erston North/Ohakune Rail network
and freight operations.”

Mood of the
Boardroom
Graham
Skellern
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Let’s have a long-term energy plan
The country’s
business leaders
say there is enough
capital available for
developing the
power network; the
problem is how it’s
deployed, writes
Graham Skellern

continued on B26

The speedwith which they
[generation projects] can be

consented and the ability to store
and transmit the energy once

generated seem likely to be the key
constraints.

David Carter
Beca

A resounding majority of
business leaders believe
New Zealand must invest
more in electricity genera-

tion to cater for new demands on
supply.

The leaders were asked: The
increased use of artificial intelligence,
electric vehicles and data centres will
create a demand on electricity — has
New Zealand got sufficient invest-
ment in the right places to cope with
this big shift?

Some 78% of Mood of the Board-
room survey respondents said “No”
and 6% said “Yes” with just over 16%
unsure.

When asked: Should government
do a ‘Telecom’ and separate retailers
from generators in the energy sector
to encourage further investment in
the generationmarket, 39% said “Yes”
and 23% replied “No” with 38%
unsure.

Creating a long-term plan and
speeding up the consenting process
can unlock investment, the leaders
said.

Scott St John, chair of Mercury
Energy, said ongoing investment in
generation and lines is an opportun-
ity for New Zealand.

David Carter, Beca Group execu-
tive chair and regional Director Asia,
said a raft of generation projects are
currently proposed and the capital
exists to deliver these, noting not all
will be built.

“The speed with which they can
be consented and the ability to store
and transmit the energy once gener-
ated seem likely to be the key
constraints , he said.

Paul Newfield, chief executive of
infrastructure investor Morrison, said
“we need to fundamentally lift our
levels of investment in renewable
energy development. Simplifying the
resource consent process for new
wind and solar is a good step. Getting
rid of the overhang of the potential
Lake Onslow government project is
another good step.”

Therese Walsh, chair of Air New
Zealand and ASB Bank, said “I believe
we do have the right pathways and
investment to meet much of the
demand if consenting processeswere
less onerous and time consuming.”

Other business leaders said there’s
lots of investment proposals but capi-
tal supply and faster consenting are
needed. Policy is not forward-looking
enough to date, and needs consist-
ency.

Another leader highlighted “very
poor leadership evident in address-
ing our long-term power needs. Inap-
propriate corporate structures have
prevented timely and innovative re-
sponses such as distributed genera-
tion.”

Removing obstacle to investment
The Coalition Government quickly
axed the $16 billion pumped hydro
scheme in Central Otago because of
cost. The scheme would have served
as a giant battery storing enough
water to produce about 1200MW,
equal to 12% of the country’s peak
generating capacity, and ensuring a
consistent power supply rather than
using the coal-fired Huntly power
station.

Energy Minister Simeon Brown

said “our decision to cancel Lake
Onslow, and our commitment to
making it easier to consent wind,
solar and geothermal energy projects
will give industry certainty in the
direction the government is heading
and greater confidence to invest in
more energy production in New Zea-
land.”

Brown earlier said demand is fore-
cast to increase by two-thirds by2050
and “we need to build enough gen-
erating capacity tomeet that demand.
To do this, we’re going to need to
significantly increase the amount of
clean energy we generate from solar,
wind and geothermal.”

The government is proposing to lift
the ban on petroleum exploration
beyond onshore Taranaki — the ban
was imposed by the Ardern Govern-
ment in April 2018 — through
amendments to the Crown Minerals
Act.

The ban shrank investment in
natural gas development and the
country is feeling a gas shortage.
Resources Minister and Associate En-
ergyMinister Shane Jones earlier said
“without this investment, we are now
in a situation where our annual

natural gas production is expected to
peak this year and undergo a sus-
tained decline, meaning we have a
security of supply issue barrelling
towards us.”

Japan’s new Ambassador to New
Zealand, Makoto Osawa, was moved
to highlight the plight of foreign in-
vestors in an uncertain energy mar-
ket.

During an introductory courtesy
call with Shane Jones and Forestry
Minister Todd McClay, Osawa said
electricity prices had been “fluctuat-
ing and becoming higher and higher
before crashing, which had been dif-
ficult for investors.”

Osawa told the NZ Herald that
predictability is very important for
Japanese investment and it was im-
portant the government heard the
perspective of large investors here.
“The sudden high price of electricity
is hurting.”

Japan is New Zealand’s fourth-
largest foreign investor to the value
of $16.2b in 2023, up from $10.6b in
2018. Japanese companies such asOji
Fibre Solutions, Pan Pac, Juken, Nel-
sonPine andDaikenarewell invested
in the forestry sector here.

Osawa said the future for Japanese
investment was bright especially in
renewable energy but the investors
needed predictability and certainty
over electricity prices.

In the Mood of the Boardroom
survey, an energy company leader
said “the mixed ownership model
means you are invited to invest in
opposition to the government’s own
investments.

“Who in their right mind invests in
foreign countries against the govern-
ment’s direct investments when the
government sets the rules. Even
KiwiSavers are asked to invest in
opposition to the government’s
majority ownership of the electricity
sector,” he said.

Malcolm Johns, Genesis Energy
chief executive, saidNewZealandhas
more than enough capital willing to
invest — capital will be deployed by
all investors in a rationalway. So clear
demand signals coupled with stable,
long-term policy and regulatory set-
tings is key to deploying capital.

A board director said Transpower
has been under-invested over many
years and has an $8.5b investment
need. This is resulting in material

Powering
your own
generation

Don Braid

Global transport and logistics
companyMainfreight is taking its
powergeneration andsupply into
its ownhands.

ManagingdirectorDonBraid
says “weare investingahuge
amountofmoney inour solar and
water collectiononall new
buildings.We’vegot to face the
realistic situationofhavinghigher
energyprices.

“Itworriesuswhenweseemajor
producershaving to shut their
plantsbecauseof a shortageor a
cost of theelectricity.

“Ifwe can invest in the long term
and inmore sustainableproducing
equipment, then that’s helpingus.
Wearegoing tohave to lookat
whatwedo in termsofhydrogen
useandelectric truckuse.”

Braid saysMainfreight is busy
trying to convert someof its fleet
inNewZealand toelectric. “Weare
struggling toget longhaul electric
vehicles towork, butwecertainly
are introducingmoreelectric
vehicles for round towndelivery,
and they seemtowork. It's just not
working for the longhaul.”

Braid saysMainfreight is
building twonew facilities in the
UnitedStates, bothwith solar and
water collection. “In Texas theyare
lookingat us in avery strangeway,
wonderingwhyweareputting
solar on the roofwhen theypoint
to thegroundandsuggest there’s
plentyof gas in theground touse.

“It’swhatwe stand for andwhat
we’vegot todo.Weare a largeuser
of fossil fuel in termsof rail, air and
sea freight, roadanddiesel.
Therefore,wewill dowhateverwe
can to lowerourowncarbon
footprint.

“Whatweare finding interesting
is thatwhenweplaceour
sustainability report in frontof new
customers, particularly in theUS
andEurope, theyarevery
interestedas to theamountwe’ve
managed todoso far.

“It’s aligningwith their principles
and the regulations theyare facing
ineachof their countries, and it’s
helpinguswin somebusiness,”
Braid says.

Generators spring into action
The long-termsupply agreement for
theTiwai PointAluminiumSmelter
has spurred thegenerators into
renewableenergydevelopment
action involvinggeothermal power
stations,wind farmsandsolar farms.

MercuryEnergyhas committed$1
billion to threeprojects— the
expansionof theNgaTamariki
geothermal stationnearReporoa, the
secondstageof theKaiweraDowns
wind farm in Southland, andKaiwai-
kawewind farm inNorthland (waiting

final investmentdecision).
Contact is commissioning the

TauharaandTeHukageothermal
stationsnear Taupō, buildinga
100MWgrid-scalebattery at
Glenbrooknear the steelmill and
investing in theKowhai Park solar
farmatChristchurchAirport (the
last twoonline in 2026).

Meridianhasa targetof bring-
ing sevennew large-scale
renewablegenerationprojects,
worth some$3b, intooperationby

2030— the first is theHarapakiwind
farm inHawke’s Bay, operational next
year andcapable of poweringup to
70,000homes.

Aconsenthas just beengranted
forMeridian’s RuakakaSolar Farm
with250,000panels nearWhangarei
and is expected tobeoperating in late
2026.

TheGovernment’s target of net
zeroemissionsby2050 requires
about $30bworthof investment in
renewableenergygeneration.
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Businesses want a long-term energy plan
continued from B25 The problem is not

one of competition
between the

gentailers. The
underlying problem

is poor regulatory
settings and

government policy.
Scott St John

increases in lines charges to the
gentailers which then pass them on
to the end-customer.

The public is unaware that the
return on capital for the gentailers is
barely covering cost of capital. The
challenge is due to the rapidly in-
creasing lines costs and the legacy of
the Labour Government decision to
legislate against the gas market with-
out giving any thought to peaking risk
for dry years. A national disgrace, the
director said.

A member organisation chief
executive said, “We have two basic
problems in energy today — too little
supply and too much cost. The gov-
ernment’s basic rhetoric bagging
Labour’s stupid petroleum ban is fine
as far as it goes, but it’s also basically
a red herring.

“Rather than populism, let’s see
some substantive policies which
solve the big issues in the medium
term.

“Otherwise, let’s continue to say
goodbye to New Zealand industry
and energy intensive innovation,” he
said.

An investment adviser said the
electricity distribution network is not
configured to handle the demand
that will be placed upon it by a large
fleet of electric vehicles, likewise the
“industrial” demand of data centres
and artificial intelligence will be chal-

lenging on generation.
Mark Cairns, Freightways chair

said demand is increasing in the
North Island particularly with data
centres and “we have transmission
constraints getting electrons across
the Cook Strait link when we have
dry hydrology in the North Island.”

Thomas Pippos, chair of Deloitte,
said the impression is that New Zea-
land will continue to be challenged,
particularly around the affordability
of new solutions.

Telecom type split?
Asked whether the electicity com-
panies should be split into separate
generation and retail entities — aka
a ‘Telecom’ separation — business
leaders were wary that this would

improve investment and the energy
market.

Roger Partridge, chairman of The
New Zealand Initiative, said the prob-
lem is not one of competition
between the gentailers. The under-
lying problem is poor regulatory set-
tings and government policy.

The 2018 offshore exploration ban
more or less meant existing offshore
reserves were “all there would ever
be”.

This has had disastrous conse-
quences for energy security — not to
mention emissions, with the conse-
quential need to use more coal.

The last government’s Lake On-
slow project then hung over the
industry, muting private investment
decisions. More heavy-handed regu-

lation is the last thing the sector
needs, he said.

Pippos said it’s not intuitive that
this (‘Telecom’ separation) would
solve the problem given that cus-
tomers can move providers cur-
rently. “What problem are we fixing
— investment in generation or inte-
grated business models and pricing.
Doesn’t supply help with price?”
asked an investment executive.

“Retail gives gentailers a hedge,
reducing the risk of investment. The
government should sell its stakes in
the mixed ownership companies and
have these entities truly unshackled
but also at the mercy of the market,”
he said.

Cairns said the distribution net-
works are already regulated and this
is where there is a high proportion
of cost increases in the electricity bill.
“The squeaky wheels of the retailers
that gamble on financial instruments
and whinge when they don’t get their
bets right is amusing to say the least.

“Get them to take some financial
risk in investing in long run genera-
tion assets and seeking a quasi-
regulation return on these
investments.”

New Zealand does need new in-
vestment in renewable generation
but the current Resource Manage-
ment Act is the biggest handbrake to
this being achieved, Cairns said.

St John said the level of invest-
ment in renewable electricity genera-

tion currentlyunderway ismeasured
in the billions of dollars and will
continue for some time. It is difficult
to see how separating the retailing
arm of generators would assist the
build out of generation capacity.

Chris Quin, chief executive of
Foodstuffs North Island, said the key
was cost benefit analysis and indus-
try structure. The Telecom story was
often misquoted and was driven by
an investment opportunity and a
monopoly copper network and new
fibre technology. “The situation and
cause need to be properly under-
stood, not emotionally charged.”

Another energy company chief
executive said 10 years of no demand
growth in New Zealand, the shadow
of Lake Onslow, the sovereign risk
impact of the gas ban, aluminium
smelter uncertainty, and the capital
limitations imposed by the Public
Finance Act and the government’s
fiscal position created a context of
ongoing risk — capital was deployed
rationally within this context.

Unlike the electricity sector, Tele-
com was a single player in an effec-
tive monopoly market with minimal
ongoing political tinkering of market
rules and risk.

“There is no evidence of irrational
capital deployment by any party
within the electricity sector. The bet-
ter question may be: what is needed
to encourage increased rational capi-
tal deployment?” he said.

MOOD OF THE BOARDROOM

The heart of themodern economy
Spark sees AI fuelling data centre demand, writes Bill Bennett

Investing in existing
renewables doesn’t
domuch to change
our emissions, but
investing in new

renewable sources
helps.

Jolie Hodson

S park CEO Jolie Hodson says
data centres are a highly at-
tractive growth opportunity.
“Cloud uptake is scaling in

New Zealand, but we can also look
at it from a global point of viewwhere
we see artificial intelligence as a
driver that is significantly increasing
capacity demand,” says Hodson. “If
we look at Australia, we can see they
are probably five years ahead of us
in data centre development and they
are also ahead in demand.

“It’s a good place to look to see
where the market is going.”

Spark’s data centre business was
a standout performer in this year’s
financial result, growing revenue
54.2% to $37 million. Spark also
completed the expansion to its flag-
ship Takanini data centre campus on
time and on budget.

Digital infrastructure sits at the
heart of the modern economy. Data
centres are a critical part of that
infrastructure. They will grow as
more and more organisations go
through digital transformations and
move to cloud-based computing.

“AI is a key part of this, it requires
more services and more processing
than traditional computing applica-
tions andmost of the heavy lifting for
that will be handled by data centres.

“We already own data centre
assets and have done so for a long
time,” says Hodson.

“We have around a 25% share of
the local market. This year we laid
out our development pipeline for the
first time and that for a total of about
118 megawatts.

“The New Zealand market is set to
grow, we think it will be about 500
megawatts by 2030 that will leave us
with a material share of a large,
growing market.”

To put these numbers in context,
today’s total market sits at around 90
megawatts with Spark operating
around 22 megawatts with another
megawatt under construction.

Expansion plans
Spark’s data centre expansion plans
are well advanced. To build new
capacity you need land, resource
consent, fibre connectivity and
power.

Hodson says Spark has three
strategic sites in Auckland. It also has
the necessary relationship with the
power sector including Transpower

andVector: “Wehave a 10year power
purchase agreementwithGenesis En-
ergy which underwrites 60% of our
current energy usage - this is with the
Lauriston solar farm in Canterbury”.

Renewable energy is set to play a
major role as Spark expands its data
centre operation.

Says Hodson: “We want to grow
our business, but we need to separate
business growth from emissions
growth.

“Our biggest source of emissions is
electricity, that’s both from a mobile
network perspective and from a data
centre perspective.

“Investing in existing renewables
doesn’t do much to change our
emissions, but investing in new re-
newable sources helps.”

The move to greater use of renew-
able power also helps Spark’s data
centre clients meet their emissions
goals.

Data centres are a natural fit with
Spark’s wider business. Like the core
business of fixed telecommuni-
cations networks and mobile net-
works, data centres are a form of
digital infrastructure.

“You can go up a layerwhere there
are products and services all sitting

above the digital infrastructure they
need to work with.

“Infrastructure is something we’ve
always had a focus on in terms of the
core. There are some other services
that are complementary, such as
CloudCollaboration. Youget different
returns in different parts of the busi-
ness.

“There will always be choices for
us about whether we are getting app-
ropriate returns and whether they
made sense. Do they continue to
make sense over time?

Internet of Things is another digital
infrastructure that fits into this pic-
ture and it is also fast growing.

“It has grown to around 10 times
asmanyconnections aswehadwhen
we started five years ago. It’s around
solving problems and has a particular
role to play in sustainability. It can
deliver information on water com-
pliance so you can understand how
you are using the natural resource
and whether you are meeting the
requirements of different legislation.
It has become a much bigger part of
our business.”

Hodson says the company’s data
centres have international customers
as well as local ones.

Much of that comes back to AI’s
seemingly insatiable appetite for
processing and data storage.

AI already plays an important role
for Spark. “We’ve been using it for a
longperiodof time, particularly in our
marketing and with the customer
focused parts of our business but we
also see it playing a role supporting
various areas of the organisation. We
find it has the ability to turn up
information very quickly. It means
we can help customers faster and get
better outcomes.”

She says in the four or five years
since Spark began investing in its AI
capability, the technology has made
dramatic changes in key areas. “With
customer retention we can make the
right offers. We have a tool called
made-for-you, which looks at a cus-
tomer’s usage across all services. It
considers all the plans a customer
currently has and determines if that
is the right mix, then it gives recom-
mendations on the back of that in-
formation.Wedelivered that last year
and customers have been using it. It
gives them a better service, but it also
helps us better understand a cus-
tomer’s needs.”
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Port in an economic storm
Tauranga CEO bemoans the constant battle against red tape, writesAndrea Fox

Lost revenue for
the port is one
thing but it’s

insignificant in
relation to the

opportunity cost
for New Zealand
importers and

exporters.
Leonard Sampson

W ith Port of Tauranga
having to turn away
shipping line offers of
extra services for

exporters and importers this year
because of red tape, it’s no surprise
“extremely frustrated” chief execu-
tive Leonard Sampson rates regula-
tory settings as New Zealand’s biggest
economic challenge.

“First and foremost for me would
be the regulatory framework — it’s
been holding back New Zealand for
the past decade,” says the boss at the
country’s biggest andbusiest port and
main export gateway.

The NZX-listed port has been
waiting six years for regulatory con-
sent for an extension to its bulging
container terminal and a wharf at
Sulphur Point.

Last year it warned it was running
out of capacity and in February con-
firmed it had no space to accept any
new container shipping services to
Europe and the United States. Now
halfway through a 17 month-long
application process with the Environ-
ment Court, while awaiting news as
to whether it will win a fast-track
consent from the year-old Coalition
Government, the port estimates the
cost of project has risen from $68
million to more than $90m.

The glacial progress of what is
considered by the supply chain in-
dustry to be a project of national
economic performance has been
likened to “a train crash in slow
motion” by NZ Council of Cargo
Owners chair Mike Knowles, who
represents exporters and importers.

For port leaders the wait has been
“extremely frustrating” and put the
port three to fiveyears “behindwhere
it should be,” says Sampson. “We
would have had this new berth built

and be taking on new (shipping) ser-
vices to assist New Zealand exporters
and importers. It’s unacceptable to
spend six years in a consenting pro-
cess for something that was included
in the regional coastal environment
plan 30 years ago.”

Doubling exports by value?
Sampson says the challenge for the
broader economy comes with the
government’s aspiration to double
export earnings in the next decade.

“I appreciate (the wish to) double
the value . . . but when 85% of New
Zealand exports are agri-based, it
seems difficult to say you’re going to
double them without the volume.

“As an example, we have sig-
nificant growth in kiwifruit coming
here (in the Bay of Plenty) but we
don’t have the port infrastructure to
be able to support that.

“Lost revenue for the port is one
thing but it’s insignificant in relation
to the opportunity cost for New Zea-
land importers and exporters.”

In the past year shipping route
challenges and higher freight costs
around Panama Canal and the Red
Seahavebrought shipping lines to the
port’s door offering new services,
particularly involving the west coast
of the US, Sampson says.

“New capacity to and from the
west coast of the US would’ve likely
resulted in reducedcosts to importers
and exporters because it adds more
capacity to that market. We’ve had
to turn them away because we don’t
have the infrastructure to support
that.

More generally, “it’s been too cum-
bersome, costly and glacial to be able
to build infrastructure in New Zea-
land,” he says.

“We’re seeing examples of that
playing out now in energy, roading
and port infrastructure.”

He believes that generally, busi-
ness views the current government
a little more favourably in terms of
supporting business.

“But now we need to turn to
delivering. The time has come —
there’s been enough consultation and
studies, it’s about execution now. We
need to get on and get things done.”

Economy on a knife edge
Sampson thinks the New Zealand
economy is “on a knife edge”.

On the export landscape, from a
port perspective, he says dairy is
“relatively flat in terms of total vol-
ume. It’s probably fair to say we’ve
reached peak cow and peak milk
production. We may see some
changes in commodity mix.

“Looking at the red meat sector,
we’re seeing a slight decline, with
decreased pricing particularly for
sheepmeat. Beef is going strong, par-
ticularly to the US. Red meat overall
is looking to decline over the next five
years.

“Kiwifruit is expected to see
30-40% growth in the next five years.
We are very fortunate to have that
here in the Bay of Plenty. The forestry
sector is going through a very chal-
lenging time given commodity prices
intoChina and that flows through into
some of the pulp and paper markets.

“Then you overlay that with exter-
nal market factors — from a supply
side costs are really challenging,
especially with cognisance of some
of the very high energy costs at the
moment . . . security of energy or
electricity supply is crucial in terms
of business moving forward. As with
all of our infrastructure, we need a
greater level of resilience in New
Zealand.”

Forecasts haveNewZealand’s GDP
dipping back into recessionary terri-
tory, he notes.

“We see imports being subdued at
the moment but we are hopeful to
see an increase in demand as interest
rates start to come off (highs) — that
might stimulate demand. But then
you overlay that with some of the
cost pressures like electricity, rates
and insurance . . . We’re cautiously
optimistic. But it’s a challenging oper-
ating market, no question.”

● Port of Tauranga is a sponsor of the
Herald’sMoodof theBoardroom
project.
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Pipeline needs to be unblocked
Infrastructure sector is grappling with challenges stemming from the change of government, writes Bill Bennett

Normally in a
business cycle you

have peaks and
troughs to navigate

through, but this
year we have seen

everything slow
down.
Tracey Ryan

A lmost one year on from the
2023 general election New
Zealand’s infrastructure
sector is still grappling with

the challenges stemming from the
change of government.

“I don’t know if disruption is the
right word here, but we’re still getting
our heads around the change of
policies, the change of direction and
the flip flopping over projects,” says
Aurecon New Zealand managing dir-
ector Tracey Ryan. “Many projects
the industry was working on were
stopped and now we are still waiting
for the government to work through
their new policy settings, their focus
and direction.”

Ryan leads Aurecon, a design, en-
gineering and advisory company, but
she also chairs industry body Infra-
structure New Zealand.

She notes when there’s a big shift
in government direction, the entire
industry pauses.

“How do you continue to keep a
healthy business going, retain your
people and attract new talent at times
like this? It has hurt the industry and
we have all retrenched a little.

“There has been a slowdown with
many of the major projects that were
in the system, the rapid transit net-
works and someof thewater projects.
Even the East Coast Alliance has
slowed down.”

She says it’s hard to move em-
ployees to other projects, in part
because there is no formal long-term
pipeline of projects to fall back on to.
Which means parts of the slowdown
were more like a hard stop.

“And that’s been challenging for

me as a business leader. We know
there’s a big infrastructure deficit, we
know that a lot of work needs to be
done, but how do we work alongside
governmentorother clients tounlock
that pipeline?

Ryan fears much talent working in
our infrastructure sector will head
overseas where there are larger pro-
jects. “We invest in innovation, in
technologyand indigital, butweneed
to keep people working or we will
lose them. The best way to keep the
top people is to keep them working
on exciting projects. We need to keep
the momentum going.”

The other issue hurting the sector

is the energy shock. “We have a big
business that is in transportation, we
have a big business in energy and
industrial. Much of the work we are
doing in energy and industrial is lin-
ked to decarbonisation and the tran-
sition to renewable energy: mainly
wind and solar. We have projects in
water and the built environment.

“Normally in a business cycle you
have peaks and troughs to navigate
through, but this year we have seen
everything slow down.”

Bipartisanship
Ryan wants to see New Zealand de-
velop a bipartisan long-term vision

and plan for infrastructure. “We can’t
keep kicking the can down the road
when it comes to national direction
and responding to climate change. It’s
too expensive, it’s unaffordable.”

She says there needs to be a pipe-
line of investment opportunities to
attract foreign investment.

The government’s commitment to
establish a National Infrastructure
Agency has the potential to help
develop that pipeline. “We’re now
seeing the impact of decisions that
were made 12 months or so ago. It’s
going to be another 12 months until
the National Infrastructure Agency is
up and running, then it will take the
agency another 12 months or so to
sort themselvesout. That’s a long time
in the infrastructure world.”

There is no shortage of investment
moneybut getting thatmoney toNew
Zealand is not straightforward.

Ryan notes New Zealand’s legal
framework and lack of corruption as
pluses. But there still needs to be a
guaranteed pipeline of suitable big
projects for infrastructure funds to
come and invest in.

Master planning
Immigration has a huge impact on
housing demand. Ryan doesn’t think
New Zealand has the right immi-
gration settings: “I don’t thinkwehave
properly definedwhat New Zealand’s
immigration setting is”.

Ryan says New Zealand has good
intent around solving problems to do
with housing affordability but as a
nation we struggle with the execu-
tion. “We need to step back and think
systematically about where block-
ages are in the system. There’s a
tendency to put the blame on every-
thing being expensive, without look-
ing closer at why that is.”

Ryan wants government to think
more about strategic master plan-
ning. She asks if we are developing
greenfield sites for housing because
they are cheaper to build on and not
because they are places where
people want to live.

And when we do build on these
sites are we thinking enough about
the physical infrastructure and trans-
port systems needed to make them
work?

The answer could lie in addressing
inner-citydevelopments andcreating
the types of attractive places that
younger people want to live in.

● Aurecon is a sponsor of theHerald’s
Moodof theBoardroomproject.



nzherald.co.nz | The New Zealand Herald | Thursday, October 3, 2024 B29

NZHERALD CEOS SURVEY 2024

Infrastructure strategy a priority
Business leaders believe a consistent pipeline of infrastructure projects would provide
the confidence and clarity needed for long-term investment, writes Bill Bennett

We are drifting as a
nation. Attracting skills
and the capability for

large projects is
becoming very difficult.
We are losing credibility
when large projects are
cancelled at the change

of a government and
policy changes reflect a

360 degree shift.
Business cannot invest

on this short term
horizon.

Peter Reidy KiwiRail

Wellington City Council
is a total shambles.

Wasting huge amounts of
money on over-the-top

cycleways and
roundabouts that add to
congestion, and “ethical
investment fund” while

raising rates 17%. The
council system does not
work: no one votes and

people elected are
incompetent. Central
government needs to

takemore control.

Construction sector leader

An artist’s impression of
the proposed Dunedin
Hospital. An indepedent
review commissioned by
the Infrastructure
Commisson advised the
project (as currently
scoped) was probably not
achievable within budget.

A national infrastructure stra-
tegy that prioritises pro-
jects based on national in-
terest rather than political

cycles can’t come too soon for senior
business leaders.

Some 88% of respondents to the
NZ Herald’s 2024 Mood of the Board-
room survey rated forming a strategy
“very important”.

Jarden managing director Silvana
Schenone sums up: “Infrastructure
projects are by nature long term and
large. They need stability.”

Barfoot & Thompson’s managing
director Peter Thompson adds: “Not-
hing will get done unless we have
continuance and this has to happen
by all parties”.

KiwiRail CEO Peter Reidy, who has
skin in the game, warns: “We are
drifting as a nation. Attracting skills
and the capability for large projects
is becoming very difficult.

“We are losing credibility when
large projects are cancelled at the
change of a government and policy
changes reflect a 360-degree shift.
Business cannot invest on this short
term horizon. Due to the lack of
national infrastructure intent, main-
tenance is not keeping up in sectors
subject to the political cycle change
and where we do not have clear pri-
cing transparency on thewhole of life
cost impact.”

Mainfreight groupmanaging direc-
tor Don Braid wants a rethink of
political cycles.

“The three-year political cycle has
a major influence in our infrastruc-
ture planning and delivery. A longer
political cycle of four or, even better,
five years would allow government
to plan anddeliver rather thanworry-
ing about political consensus.”

Some 95% of New Zealand’s busi-
ness elite believe a transparent and
consistent pipeline of infrastructure
projects would provide industry with
the confidence and clarity needed for
long-term investment in the NewZea-
land market.

“Bipartisan agreement on infra-
structure pipeline is best practise in
many peer countries,” noted a health
business head.

But a transport CEO warns, busi-
ness will build the infrastructure the
country needs, “if Government gets
out of thewayandstops fringe groups
opposing everything. Government
does not need to build everything.”

Can the political parties agree?
There’s not overwhelming confid-
ence that the two main political par-
ties will be able to establish sufficient
bipartisanship to successfully plan
and deliver infrastructure projects.

Mainfreight’s Don Braid is not
hopeful. “It is not in the nature of the
political animal to be bipartisan.”

A number of other leaders echoed
this view with a waste management
leader saying politics will get in the
way while a prominent financial sec-
tor chairman says: “Politics and com-
mon sense are mutually exclusive.”

Roger Partridge, chair and co-
founder of theNewZealand Initiative,
counts himself among the optimists.
“I am more confident than many. We
have cross-party support on a wide
range of issues — free trade, climate
policy and, largely, on foreign policy.
In the recent past we’ve had cross-
party support on theneed forprudent
fiscal management.

“It should be possible to get con-
sensus on the country’s long-term
infrastructure needs, too; or at least
on 80% of them.”

The jury is out onwhether theGov-
ernment has struck the right balance
on addressing New Zealand’s infra-
structure deficit while also managing
public finances. Asked if they think
the government has the balance right,
37.5% say “Yes” while 33.9% say “No”
and the rest are unsure.

University of Auckland vice-
chancellor Dawn Freshwater, Peter
Thompson of Barfoot & Thompson
and Harcourts managing director
Bryan Thomson all say it is “too early

to tell”. Deloitte chief executive Mike
Horne says: “It’s very much a work
in progress. Government is making
some of the right noises but we are
a way away from being able to see
the reality.”

Blair Glubb, the CEO of brand and
experience agency group Uno Loco
notes that: “The boom-bust cycle on
infrastructure is incredibly inefficient,
but we seem doomed to repeat it.”

Public-private partnerships
Public-private partnerships get a big
thumbs up from New Zealand’s busi-
ness leaders.

When asked if they think govern-
ment should be more open to
partnerships (PPPs) as a way of
funding critical infrastructure, 95%
answered “Yes” with just 3% saying
“No”. A transport sector leader says:
“New Zealand needs to grow up, use
PPP and accept tolling to pay forwhat

we need”.
Fittingly, Michael Lorimer, the

founding director of Grant Samuel,
takes a broad investors’ view when
he says PPPs are too expensive: “The
government will always have the
lowest cost of capital”.

Lorimer answered an earlier ques-
tion about whether forming an infra-
structure pipeline would give in-
vestors confidence, saying: “So long
as we don’t use PPP to fund them.”

A communications sector leader
warns that so many projects end in
huge legal wrangles.

Construction companies poten-
tially stand to benefit from PPPs. The
leader of one construction firm says
using PPPs “depends greatly upon the
cost of finance and the risk allocation
of the agreement”.

Fulton Hogan managing director
Cos Bruyn says: “The value of PPPs
need to be questioned when you
have to resort to availability type
models. They have their place when
a strong element on innovation can
be brought to bear”.

NZ Super Fund
Just under half of survey respon-
dents favour the New Zealand Super
Fund taking a controlling stake in
vital new infrastructure. But a sig-
nificant 19% are opposed and one
third are unsure.

Blair Turnbull, CEOof Tower Insur-
ance, says: “I agree the Super Fund
should invest in vital infrastructure
but I’m not sure about taking a con-
trolling stake”.

Freightways boss Mark Cairns’
view alignswith Turnbull: “Not neces-
sarily a controlling stake, but they
should be a significant investor”.

OfficeMax managing director
Kevin Obern agrees, “provided that it
generates an income stream for the

investment”.

Investment
Boardroomviews are balancedwhen
it comes to confidence in New Zea-
land’s ability to secure the necessary
investment to meet its long-term
infrastructure needs, particularly in
areas impacted by climate change.

Morrison chief executive Paul
Newfield says: “We have our backs
against the wall on this and will need
to make fundamental changes if we
are going to have the infrastructure
we need in the long term.

“We don’t have large domestic
savings pools to draw on, our govern-
ment budget is tight and the combina-
tion of a growing, ageing population
and climate change will create tre-
mendous strains on our infra-
structure.

“We need to put KiwiSaver towork
alongside the right international capi-
tal.Weneedapipeline thatwill attract
global builders with the capability
and balance sheets to deliver. That
pipeline needs to be focused on the
infrastructure we need for a 21st
century economy, not just laying
concrete.”

Auckland Airport chief executive
Carrie Hurihanganui says: “Securing
the investment will depend on the
settings that surround it.”

Business leaders give the nation a
fail mark on infrastructure renewal.

Leaders were asked: How confi-
dent are you that New Zealand is
investing enough in the renewal of
critical infrastructure, such as state
highways, local roads and water sys-
tems, to maintain these assets for the
long term? Rated on a scale from 1,
not confident to 5, very confident,
they scored 2.09. There wasn’t a
single taker for “very confident”.

Fulton Hogan managing director
Cos Bruyn warns: “In summary we
continue to kick the can down the
road. Current maintenance budgets
are inadequate to maintain current
assets and we continue to consume
our valuable road and water assets.
The average age of many assets con-
tinue to increase and brings the
increased risk of increased cost of
repairs and outages.”

Local council performance
Local councils came in for a serve
from New Zealand’s business leaders.
Asked to rate their local council’s
performance enabling growth and
development on a scale from 1 (not
well) to 5 (very well), respondents
gave an average of 1.98, a clear vote
of no confidence. Not a single respon-
dent scored their council’s perform-
ance as very well.

Thomas Pippos, who chairs the
Delioitte board, says: “Local Govern-
ment is more challenged than central
and similarly more eclectic in terms
of outcomes.”

Kevin Mapson, commercial man-
aging director for Pernod Ricard NZ
says: “Councils blaming alcohol for
complex societal problems avoid
dealing with the real issues.

“Auckland CBD suffers from road-
works, a lack of parking and home-
lessness, yet hospitality is slapped
with restrictions in response to these
issues.”

Respondents singled out issues in
the two main cities.

A finance sector leader describes
Wellington City Council as “a
shambolic embarrassment” while a
construction sector leader expands:
“Wellington City Council is a total
shambles. Wasting huge amounts of
money on over-the-top cycleways
and roundabouts that add to conges-
tion, and ethical investment fund
while raising rates 17%.

“The council system does not
work: no one votes and people
elected are incompetent. Central gov-
ernment needs to take more control.”
The leader of an industry body says:
“Wellington is in a bit of a sad state”.

Auckland came in for less flakwith
a media executive reporting: “Too
many road cones in the CBD — for
too long,” while the head of a waste
business says: “Auckland Council
needs a better long-term plan”.

Leaders give RMA the thumbs down
RMAReformMinisterChris Bishop
says twonew lawsareon theirway
to replace theRMA.

There’swidespreadconsensus
that theexisting legislationhasacted
asabrakeoneconomicgrowthand
productivitywithout achieving its aim
of improving theenvironment.

Whenaskedhowwell theRMA
works toenabledevelopmentona
scaleof 1-5where 1 equals “notwell”
and5 “verywell” survey respondents
scored it an averageof two.

The leaderswhowenton the
recordofferedmeasuredcriticisms.

BecaGroupexecutive chairDavid
Carter says: “TheRMAhasbeen
hamperedby the lackof clear
national policy statements,
insufficient clarityonoutcomes
sought and the spreadof
requirements acrossmultiplepieces
of legislation”. FultonHogan’s
managingdirectorCosBruynnotes
that itmeansa lot of “timeandcost
alongwith anuncertaintyof

outcomes. Bureaucrats find it easier
to sayno thanyes.”

Manyoff-recordcommentswere
moredamning. Anenergy sector
leaderdescribes theexistingRMAas
“NewZealand’s secretweapon in the
declineofwellbeingasa country”.

A transport sector boss says: “It is
adisaster andneeds radical
reformation toallowus tobuildwhat
weneedas anation: housing,
infrastructureandproductive
businesses.”
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Taxation of capital gaining
momentum — Yeah, Nah?

Insanity is doing the
same thing over
and over again and
expecting different
results, writes
Deloitte Chair
Thomas Pippos

From a likely
friendly crowd, the

survey suggests
that the

Government’s tax
policies are

reasonable, but
without any real

emphatic support.
Thomas PipposI n termsof tax settings, the

governmentwould largely
welcome the results of the
Herald’s 2024Moodof the

Boardroomsurvey.
Respondentsweregenerally

comfortablewithwhathasoccurred
andwhathasbeen foreshadowed.
This is amarkedlydifferentoutcome
to the results of the samesurvey last
yearwhere respondents evaluated
thepreviousgovernment’s
performancepoorly.

Atone level, noneof this should
comeasa surprise, as theprevious
government’s policies lost favour
with respondents and, subsequently,
withvoters.Nodoubt taintedby the
thenworsening fiscal andsocial
outcomes, therewasa lackof
confidence that continuingwith the
statusquowouldyieldpositive
outcomes.

Likelyalso influencing thecurrent
results is that thegovernment is still
benefiting frombeing inagrace
period since the last election,withan
Opposition that hasdeliberatelynot
providedanalternativeview to
challenge thepathbeingadopted
outsideof soundbites. Inpart this is
because it’s tooearly inanelection
cycle todeclareyourhand.

Stark change in sentiment
Thechangeof sentiment is stark
whenyouconsider that67%of
respondents feel that the
government’s priority (and resultant
actions) to return toBudget surplus
is about right (juxtaposing80%of
respondents last year thatwere
unhappywith theprevious
government’s approach). Similarly
stark is that fact thatonly 16%of
respondentshaveaheightened level
of concernaround theefficacyof
government spending thisyear,with
thatnumberpeakingat85% last year
(under thepreviousgovernment),
withone respondent last year stating
that “itwasoutof control”. A similar
sentiment this yearbeing “the
previousgovernment’s economic
credibilityhas takena significanthit
as a consequenceof ineffective
government spending”.

Positivealso for thegovernment
is that85%of respondents feel that
thegovernment’s actions to reduce
inflationareabout right.

Workingdown thepopularity
stack,manyof thegovernment’s tax
policy settingsor inherited settings
arebroadly speaking seenas
reasonable, fromarguablya friendly
crowd, butwithout anyemphatic
support. They include increasing
certainpersonal taxbrackets for
inflation, increasing the InWorkTax
Credit, removing the residential
interestdeductibility rules,
introducinganewFamilyBoast
Childcarepayment, extending the
IndependentEarners credit andor
even retaining the 39% tax rateon
personal income.

In termsof the39% tax rate, the
sentiment seems tobeoneof
acceptancehaving regard to the
current context rather than
acceptanceper se.Whenasked ina
wealth taxcontext, only4%of r
espondentswhere supportiveof any
increase in this area.Asone
respondent said: “Iwould like to see
the tax rateback to33%, butnow is
not the time”.

The taxationof capital gains still
polarises respondentswitha
statistically significationnumber
seeminglyopen to it if it’s ona
realisationbasis, as 4.5%of

respondents areeitherunsupportive
oronly somewhat supportiveof the
reduction in thebrightline test from
10years to twoyears. That level
increases to59%whoareeither
unsupportiveoronly somewhat
supportiveofnot introducingany
formofCapitalGainsTax.Related,
41%of respondentswereopen toa
realisedcapital gains tax tohelp
addresswealth inequality. Twoquite
direct comments fromrespondents
included: “Wecan’t leaveacapital
gains taxconversation to thenext
generation” and “Get onwithacapital
gains tax—surely therecanbea
bipartisanagreementon this”.

That as itmay, thecurrent
governmenthas strongly signalled
that the taxationof capital gains isnot
on its agenda. Something thatwould
behard tomoveaway fromgiven the
Coalitionmembers in the
government, but likelyonly
somethingaNational-led
government canevermoveon.

Wealth tax unsurprisingly
continues to be unpopular.
Lastyear90%of respondents looked
unfavourablyat thewealth tax
policiesofferedby theGreenParty
andTePatiMaori.A sentiment that
appears tocontinue thisyearwith
only 11%of respondents seeing
wealth taxas a solution towealth

inequalityvis avis the67% that feel
ensuring suitableminimumlevelsof
welfareand income (aheightened
safetynet) is themain response to the
problem.

Linking thediscussionback to
housing, one respondedstated: “The
problem isnotwealth inequality— it
ismore ‘housingaffordability’ for
aspiringhomeowners. That is the
‘problem’ thatneeds solving.Our true
inequalityproblemstems fromthe
state’s failures in relation to
education, housing, andhealthcare
policies—not incomeorwealth
disparities. Focusingonwealth
redistributionwon’t solveNew
Zealand’sdisparities.”

Theaboveprovides somewell-
troddenground for theOpposition to
differentiate itself on tax, accepting
that in thenear tomediumtermthis
is likely to just be throughsoundbites.

When the taxationof capital has
been fought and lost byLabour four
times since2011 (if you include the
policy retreat in 2023 that caused
DavidParker to stepdownas the
MinisterofRevenue), it’s not intuitive
that theywouldgo for a fifth, either
aloneorwithothers, andevenharder
if itswitha leader connectedwith the
past. Even less intuitive is that Labour
would leadwithaWealthTaxor
include that in anypolicypackage
when theyhaven’t beenable toget

the taxationof capital gainsover the
line.

As the saying goes, attributed to
Albert Einstein, “insanity isdoing the
same thingover andoveragainand
expectingdifferent results”; or as
aptlyputby legendary investor Sir
JohnTempleton, “the fourmost
dangerouswords in investingare—
this time it’s different”.

Corporate tax rate
But it’s not all plain sailing for the
government. Thecall to continue to
reduce thecorporate tax rate remains
pronouncedwith63%of respondents
concernedaroundour
competitiveness in this areaand67%
looking forNewZealand tomatch
Australia 25% rateby2027.

Similarly, 77%of respondents
remainconcernedaboutourability
to successfully compete inattracting
capital and labour, includingaround
out tax settings.With this amount
rising to85%of those supportiveof
developingmorepermanent rules to
attract and retainhighnetworth
individuals inNewZealandwho
otherwise face challengeswith their
pre-existing investment structures
integrating into thedomestic tax
rules.

Groundhog Day
There is certainly anaspectof
GroundhogDaywatching the
political taxprotagonists starting to
play.

Whetherweare lyingwithin the
eyeof a taxpolicy storm thatwill
becomeclearerwith the2026
election is somewhatmoot. But there
is alwaysa reasonable likelihood that
taxpolicywill onceagainbecomea
political footballwithpossiblypoor
policyoutcomes. This couldbe
exacerbatedgiven fiscal constraints
and if taxpolicy is sought tobe
justified throughsoundbites.

The taxationof trusts at 39%and
the removalof taxdepreciationof
buildingsbeing twoexampleson
point.

Thenatureof the topic is alsoone
that garnerspassionatelyheldviews
atdiametricallyopposite endsof the
spectrum, evenbefore factoring in
thepolitical realitiesof any
substantivechange.

Again, froma likely friendlycrowd,
the survey suggests theGovern-
ment’s taxpolicies are reasonable, but
without any real emphatic support.

FromtheOpposition, their powder
remains largelydry, butwitha
FinanceSpokespersonwhoshould
have the subjectmatter expertise to
light it —butnot in 2024andprobably
alsonot in2025.

● Deloitte is a sponsor of theHerald’s
Moodof theBoardroomproject.

Tax regime a barrier for wealthy returners andmigrants
New Zealand’s existing tax regime
stands in the way of high net worth
individuals looking tomove or return
to live here.

Transitional residency rules at-
tempt to address this problem by
giving individuals a four-year win-
dow before paying the full tax.

Yet with a number of people now
approaching the deadline and an
increased interest in people moving
here, it could be a good time for tax
officials to develop a more perman-
ent solution to the issue.

Business leaders remain concer-
ned about the impact of tax rules on
high networth individualswith 56.8%
of respondents to the Herald’s CEO
Survey saying they have the same
level of concern as in the past and
28.4% reporting heightened concern.

Among the most problematic mat-
ters affecting incoming talent are the
Foreign Investment Fund (FIF) rules.
The rules assume anyone holding
overseas assets is earning an income
from them.

That was a reasonable assumption
when the rules were established 40
years ago as a way of tackling the
flight of wealth into overseas tax
havens beyond IRD’s reach. The de-
signers didnot anticipate a timewhen
talented Kiwis working overseas
would receive some or all of their
remuneration in the form of equity
that could not immediately be turned
into cash. It also affects any would-
be immigrants whomay have earned
wealth that way.

FIF rules assume overseas assets
are earning income at a rate of 5%

per year. With the top rate of income
tax sitting at 39%, this in effect
amounts to a wealth tax of 2%. In
many cases, the assets are held in the
US, where they are taxed when they
are realised. New Zealand’s double
tax agreement with the US does not
cover these circumstances, which
means FIF often ends up as a form
of double taxation. “This is a major
deterrent to the introduction of new
capital and personal networks to NZ
that must be addressed with ur-
gency,” says a director with wide
offshore experience.

Time to cut the corporate rate?
Companies in New Zealand are taxed
28% on income. This is at the high
end of the range for OECD countries;
the 8th highest headline rate. With

other countries looking to reduce
corporate tax rates in the future,
almost two-thirds (63%) of our busi-
ness leaders think the existing rate is
too high or not competitive enough
to attract foreign investment.

Foodstuffs North Island CEO Chris
Quin says: “We need to keep an eye
on what other countries competing
for investment and skilled workers
are doing, and make sure we aren’t
an outlier, because that will work
against us. New Zealand has many
advantages: relative economic and
political stability, access to Asia-
Pacific markets, great quality of life,
but also downsides: geographical iso-
lation, small market size, high regu-
latory and compliance costs so tax-
ation will be a key factor.”

A leading chair says the competi-

tion for capital is real: “This must be
watched”. NZ Windfarms’ chair Craig
Stobo suggests we look at Singapore,
which has a headline corporate tax
rate of 17%.

More than two-thirds of respon-
dentswant government to reduce the
headline rate of corporate tax to 25%
by 2027 to match Australian rates
while one in five (20%) disagree.

An independent director who is
against dropping rates, says: “Aus-
tralia faces other costs like huge
employee superannuation contri-
butions that NZ companies don't
face”.

Economist Cameron Bagrie fav-
ours matching the Australia corpor-
ate rate, but caution the lost income
will need to be balanced by other
revenue streams.
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A high price to pay for security
Some small
businesses are
finding insurance
unaffordable, real
estate CEO tells
Anne Gibson

We’ve got to ensure interest rates don’t go
back to the extremely low levels they

were at earlier this decade. If we can get to
2-3%, that’s where it should remain.

Peter Thompson

R ising insurance premiums
are a big concern to Barfoot
& Thompson managing
director Peter Thompson.

The agency carries substantial in-
surance policies worth millions of
dollars for cover on its many build-
ings that are agency outlets and sup-
port centres, vehicles used by prop-
erty managers running the rental
portfolio business, as well as profes-
sional indemnity policies.

“The increase in insurance prem-
iums has been massive. It is another
cost rise that eats into business profits
and some small businesses simply
can’t afford this and reluctantly don’t
take it up, opening them to major
issues if something goes wrong.” Last
January’s floods showed how many
people retained insurance.

He says personal insurance
premiums are rising too. “I can under-
stand insurance companies’ positions
with the number of disasters.

“Butmany of our insurers are over-
seas-owned, a bit like the banks. This
is oneofmany costswhichhave risen
which I’m worried about,” he said.

International cyberattacks were
another concern. “With the offshore
scams, businesses can be attacked
anytime and again, do you take out

cyber insurance? It’s another big ex-
pense. It’s a real risk that many com-
panies have to work around these
days.”

Future pandemics are another
concern. He wonders about other
possible threats to our health and
whether this will be on a national or

global level.
Thompson said the agency had

introduced three new IT platforms,
working on these during the past
three years. That had resulted in
more efficiencies and systems that
gave more up-to-date information to
run the company, he said.

“We’ve put a whole new finance
system in, able to give us better and
faster results for our managers and
sales. Second, we’ve put in two new
CRM (customer relationship manage-
ment) software systems to store cus-
tomers’ details on. We’re trying to
provide a better service to our
vendors and purchasers.”

Peter Thompson’s top three issues
facing New Zealand are:
● Cost of living: “Reduce or simplify
someof the unnecessary policies that
have been introduced over the past
six years that havemadecost of living
escalate. Rising costs had put many
businesses under.”
● High interest rates: “It’s pleasing

to see rates beginning to decline and
I expect another two cuts before
Christmas. We’ve got to ensure inter-
est rates don’t go back to the ex-
tremely low levels they were at
earlier this decade. If we can get to
2-3%, that’s where it should remain.”
● Traffic congestion: “Most
countries have tolls on motorways
and their roads are in superb con-
dition. As long as there is another
route for people to take without pay-
ing tolls, to give people an option, the
sooner we introduce this the better
and we can help ease our transport
issues.”

Thompson wants a relaxation of
immigration rules. “This would not
only improve relationships with
China, butmany other countries from
around the world, and give us greater
opportunities to look into their
markets as well as our own,” he said.

Connections between the North
and South islands are of great con-
cern to him.

“We need inter-island ferries and
ones that don’t break down. Get one
new one under way and once that
is launched then get another under
way. But they need to review these
more regularly so as not to get in the
same positions we are in today.

Blame has to be with all govern-
ments of the past 10-15 years not
keeping KiwiRail to account. It is not
the current KiwiRail board where the
issue sits — it is the previous ones.

Crime is also a concern: “Anything
to clean up the crime many young
people are committing. Getting work
habits into them may give them a
better life at the end of the day and
a sense of achievement when they
come out of it.”
● Barfoot&Thompson is a sponsor
of theHerald’sMoodof theBoardroom
project.
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Business prowess hampered by
mounting financial pressures

Executives’ top concerns aremainly aroundmoneymatters, writes Bill Bennett

43%
of survey respondents listed interest
rates among their concerns for the
wider business community

37%
say it affects their own organisation.

33%
consider inflation a problem for their
sector

22%
expect to increase their capital
expenditure

40%
expect to increase their IT spending

24%
will authorise less IT spending over
the coming year.

64%
are concerned that the headline
corporate tax is either too high or
not competitive enough

74%
favour reducing the headline
corporate tax rate tomatch Australia

I n its 2024 Business Sentiment
survey, BusinessNZ foundmem-
bers’ top concerns revolved
around financial matters: inter-

est rates, inflation and input prices or
profitability.

Next on the list are issues sur-
rounding labour productivity and
government spending.

Survey respondents said one of
their top five concerns was the level
and quality of government spending.
BusinessNZ says this may indicate
they see high government spending
as being a cause of their other top
worries: inflation and high interest
rates.

Close to half (43%) of respondents
listed interest rates among their con-
cerns for the wider business com-
munity and more than a third (37%)
say it affects their own organisation.

There is almost as much angst
about input prices or profitability
with two in five (41%) of respondents
listing it as a concern for their own
business and 36% seeing it as a brake
on the wider business community.

Inflation may be easing, but it
remains a worry for BusinessNZ
members with a third (33%) saying it
is a problem for the sector and 28%
listing it as affecting their organisa-
tion’s business confidence.

Best Achievements
These financial concerns showed up
strongly when BusinessNZ asked
respondents to describe their best
achievements over the past year.

Eight of the 134 respondents repli-
ed with variations on the theme of
managing to survive through a down-
turn.

For Rick Osborne of Metals NZ, the
achievement was: “Minimising loss-
es”, while for Ian McPherson of Enter-
prise Recruitment it was “retention of
all staff in tough times”.

One leader says staying in busi-
ness was their achievement and that
the idea of holding on until 2025 is
real. He was not alone.

Despite the headwinds, 20 of the
respondents said their achievement
was to grow all or part of their
businesses, with many mentioning
the difficulties and overcoming them.

MarkMalpass, CEO of Steel & Tube
Holdings says strong customer re-
lationships allowed his business to
grow in value and services to cus-
tomers during the year.

AtVentia, executive generalmana-
ger Damian Pedreschi says the com-
pany managed to meet budget and
grow the team.

BraveTrace CEO Shaun Goldsbury
says the company “achieved sig-
nificant sales growth from previous
year”. For Guy Stewart, managing
director of Skope Industries: “Last
year was our best year, ever.”

At Sealord, CEO Doug Paulin says
his achievement for the year was to
execute a major acquisition at a time
when profitability was low and inter-
est was high.

“Securing a large international ex-
port contract” was the highlight of the
year for Kirsty Grant who is CEO and
co-owner of Lane Street Studios.

Looking forward, Zespri’s Rachel
Lynch says the kiwifruit exporter will
prioritise: “Growing supply to meet
growing market demand” in the
coming year.

Amajorityof respondents say they
intend to invest either the same or
less in capital expenditure over the
coming year when compared with
the last year. Only 22% say they
expect to increase their capital ex-
penditure.

It’s a different story with informa-
tion technology, with 40% saying
they expect to increase their spend-
ing and only 24% saying they will
authorise less IT spending over the
coming year. Mitre 10 CEO Andrea
Scown says her business’ top priority
for the next year is: “Finishing our
digital transformation and landing a
new 10-year strategy”.

For one executive, next year’s
priority involves dealing with the
“increasing digitisation of the New
Zealand economy”.

For AndrewHunt, managing direc-
tor at the Kinetics Group, last year’s
highlight was developing new cyber
services to meet client requirements.
One business leader plans to:
“Proactively leverage AI safely to
improve productivity” while another
is looking to: “Automation and AI to
position for future investment in
infrastructure”.

Corporate tax
Close to two-thirds (64%) of Busin-
essNZ’s respondents are concerned
that the headline corporate tax is
either too high or not competitive
enough to attract foreign investment.
The current rate sits at 28% which is
the eighth highest of the 38 OECD
countries. A quarter (25%) are not

concerned, while 11% are unsure.
BusinessNZ followed this up by

asking survey respondents if the gov-
ernment should consider reducing
the headline corporate tax rate to 25%
by 2027. This would bring it into line
with Australia. Almost three quarters
of those surveyed (74%) are in favour
with 16% disagreeing with the idea.

Although a replacement is being
developed, the Resource Manage-
ment Act continues to rankle the
business sector. Respondents were
asked to rate how well the existing
RMA performs when it comes to
enabling development on a scale of
one to five, with one being “not well”
and five representing “very well”.
Only two people say the RMA works
“very well”, while almost a third of
respondents (31%) gave a score of “not
well”. A further 31% gave a score of
two. Theaverage score came inat two
out of five.

Council issues
There was a similar lukewarm result
when respondents were asked how
their local councils perform when it
comes to enabling growth and de-
velopment. Again the scale ranks
from one to five with one being “not
well” and five being “very well”. Once
again the average score came in at

two out of five. This time 40% of the
sample opted for one out of five.

On a related local note, BusinessNZ
members were asked how well the
local roading infrastructure in their
area met their needs.

Answers were given on a scale of
one to five, ranging from inadequate
to very good. Around a quarter of
responses, 24% and 25% respectively,
came in at one and two, with close
to a third (30%) sitting in the middle

of the range at three out of five.
The average came in at 2.4.
Business energy costs have been

a huge news story in recent months
with Winstone Pulp International
blaming unsustainable power prices
for the closure of two mills near
Ohakune. The survey asked respon-
dents to rate their energy prices on
a scale ranging from one, “very unaff-
ordable” to 5, “easily affordable”.

Answers averaged 2.5, with 11%
saying ‘very unaffordable and 38%
giving a score of two.

One respondent listed “Obtaining
a long-term power purchase agree-
ment” as their best business achieve-
ment for the year and says that
“managing energy price risk” will be
their priority in the coming year.

Finding and retaining skilled and
qualified employees remains a chal-
lenge forBusinessNZmembers.When
asked to rank the ease of finding
people on a scale of one to five, with
one being “very hard,” respondents
gave an average score of 2.7.

Skills feature heavily in next year’s
priorities for respondents. A number
of respondents mentioned either
finding or retaining staff as their
achievement for the year.

One says: “Retaining all staff
through a recession without restruc-
turing.”

Enterprise Recruitment chief oper-
ating officer Ian McPherson lists “re-
tention of all staff in tough times” as
his business achievement.

Staffing issues also feature in
respondents priorities for next year.
Adele Rose, chief executive of 3R
Group, lists hers as: “Retain key em-
ployees by remaining competitive
with employment packages beyond
remuneration and negotiating short
term leases for office space that can
expand and retract with business
demands”.

Another leader says their priority
will be: “Holding staff for an incoming
pipeline of work expected in six
months”.

Best achievement?
‘Strong customer relationships allowed the business
to grow in value and service customers’
MarkMalpass
Steel&TubeHoldings

‘Executing a major transaction when profitability was
low and interest high’
DougPaulin
Sealord

Mood of the
Boardroom
Bill Bennett
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EMA looks to newer pastures and results
Reforming the Holidays Act, targeting immigration policy and aligning regulatory
actions are just three priorities for the employers association, writes Graham Skellern

Wemay be an
incorporated

society but we need
to be as good as our
nearest competitors
such as a law firm or

training
organisation.
John Fraser-Mackenzie,

EMA Chief Executive

F ourmonths into his new role,
EMA chief executive John
Fraser-Mackenzie is intent on
changing the culture and

making the organisation more com-
mercial and profitable.

An accountant with an entrepre-
neurial bent, Fraser-Mackenzie wants
to generate a surplus and reinvest the
money into improved services that
meet the needs of its 7500 members,
based north of Taupō.

“During the Covid period the EMA
had a sugar rush doing a lot of work
for the Government, and when the
dust settled it had to reset to the new
normal and stand on its own feet. We
have to make sure we build our
business to be financially sustainable.

“At present we are breaking even
and that’s okay,” he said. “Butwe have
to be innovative and make sure we
are providing value.

“We may be an incorporated soci-
ety but we need to be as good as our
nearest competitors such as a law
firm or training organisation.”

Fraser-Mackenzie said the EMA
built an overhead structure providing
services for government during
Covid and that needed to change.

“The EMA has been around for 140
years and it picked up some niche
relationships that we can’t service
well. It was providing services that
didn’t deliver sufficient margin, and
we have reset on the good ones.”

He said the employment relations
consultancy and learning courses for
health and safety, leadership, front-
line management and others were
goingwell. “Because of the state of the
economy, we are spending time ad-
vising and helping businesses on re-
structuring and redundancies.”

On the national front, Fraser-
Mackenzie is keen to see the govern-
ment improve the regulatory frame-

work and tidy up the Holidays Act.
“The accrual settings for leave and

pro-rating of sick pay are too compli-
cated and the calculations need to be
simplified. Many businesses get it
wrong.

“In the first 12 months of employ-
ment you can’t take leave but you
accrue it. I don’t understand the bene-
fit of that. None of us work for 12
months on the trot and most busi-
nesses shut down at Christmas.

“You spend the rest of the time
forcing people to take leave. There’s
the five weeks on top of the two
weeks of public holidays — I’m not
sure about the logic of setting up the
act the way it is.”

Fraser-Mackenzie said a lot of
bureaucracy is imposed on busi-
nesses by local councils on top of

what they have to do for central
government. “There are inconsis-
tencies in interpreting and implemen-
ting regulations — from the RMA
where a local council sets a higher
bar, to health and safety where there
is regional variation.

“What is acceptable in Auckland
may not be the case in Hamilton
because someone applies the regula-
tion differently.

“We need to look at the long-term
impact of regulations but that’s tricky
because of the political landscape —
politicians are motivated by immedi-
ate results.”

On education, Fraser-Mackenzie
said the content taught at schools
should be contemporary— “theworld
is changing faster than the (educa-
tion) system. Students on a Gateway

programme are arriving at a trade
with no digital training at all but
they’ve done sociology or whatever.

“The education system should be
more externally focused and inte-
gratedwith the needs of business and
the community — instead it is
wrapped up in its own pedagogy.”

On immigration, Fraser-Mackenzie
said skilled migrants should be
targeted to specific jobs.

“They may not have a degree but
they have technical skills to operate
a particular machine. Technology
changes so quickly and we need
these skills to lift productivity.

“That doesn’t mean we buy skills
all the time — business needs to train
more people locally. I don’t think
there’s a broad labour shortage, but
it’s the specific skills shortage as tech-

nology changes in manufacturing.”
Fraser-Mackenzie, brought up in

Zimbabwe, moved to New Zealand in
2006 as a skilled migrant.

He followed his parents, brother
and sister, whose 4000ha cattle and
tobacco farm was compulsorily
acquired by theMugabe Government
in 2001.

Fraser-Mackenzie was in London
at the time working as an accountant
with HJ Heinz (he finished up as head
of finance — Eastern Europe).

“The farm had been in the family
since 1903 and we almost got to 100
years. My parents weren’t paid any-
thing for it and the final straw was
being threatened with jail for at least
twoyears if theydidn’t leave the farm.

“There are guys back in Zimbabwe
still toiling to get people paid for their
farms.

“My parents decided they weren’t
going to take their dignity away and
moved to New Zealand in 2003.

“The tragedy was that the liveli-
hood of 200 people working on the
farm was all gone.”

Fraser-Mackenzie was finance
director for Goodman Fielder NZ and
interim chief executive and chief
finance officer for Metro Perform-
ance Glass.

He became a business coach and
with his wife Hayley bought North
Shore-based Pacific Harvest five
years ago. The company processes
edible seaweed into a health sup-
plement, packing the product in flake,
powder and leaf form and selling to
retail outlets in Australia and New
Zealand.
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MOOD OF THE BOARDROOM

The mood at a glance — Bill Bennett

GenerativeAI
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Anoverwhelmingmajority (85%)of
business respondents to theNZHerald
surveyare investing ingenerativeAI
ormachine learningprojects.

AI promiseshuge rewards for
companies investing in the
technology. It canboostproductivity
andefficiencybyautomating routine
tasks, leavinghumanworkers to focus
onmore strategicmatters.

It canalsobeused todeliver
personalisedcustomerexperiences,
butperhaps its greatest potential lies
inpullinguseful information fromvast
amountsof data andgeneratingnew
ideasor solutions toproblems.

Thereare risks. GenerativeAI
sometimes ‘hallucinates’,whichcan
meanembarrassingor costly errors. It
usesvast amounts of datawhichcan
include sensitive information, so
guardingagainst privacybreaches is
essential. And thereare intellectual
property concerns that could lead to
litigation.

AsCEOof a technology-focused
business,OneNewZealand’s Jason
Paris is a keenadvocateofAI. He says:
“Wehavebeenoneof the leaders in
this space forover adecade, havea
chief data andAIofficer onour
executiveandhavemore than tripled
our investment in this areaover the
last five years tokeepaheadof the
game.”

Paris is not theonlyboss tohave
alreadyenjoyed thebenefits ofAI. The
leaderof a large investmentbusiness
says: “AI is amassivedriver of our
business. It’s creatingenormous
opportunities for ourdata centre
businesses alreadyand thiswill flow
into fibre, telco towers andsubsea
cables asAI applicationsexpand
across theeconomy.”

The leaderof a credit business says
thebusiness alreadyhashadpatented
machine learningmodels and
technologies fordecades and is now
moving towardsAI.

Apower industrybossdescribes the
technologyasa fundamental
disruption.

An infrastructure sector chair says:
“Wehavebeenexploring successfully
andapplyinggenerativeAI and
machine learningwithin the software
sideofour business andmore recently
on thedesign side.”

At the same timehe is awareof the
risks: “We remain very selective in
termsof choiceofAI tools inorder to
protect companyandclient data.”

Other leaders say theyeither
alreadyhave completedprojectsor
that theyaremoving forwardwith the
technology.

AconsultingCEOexplains: “It is core
tohowweare refiningoperatingand
deliverymodels.”

Ahandful of comments came from
leadersof businesseswhereAI is not
yet fully embedded, but they talked
beingat the reviewingor training
stage.

Future of
Kiwibank

WhenKiwibankwas setupa
generationago, theplanwas for a
locally-ownedbank that could
competeona levelwith the fourmajor
Australian-ownedbanks. Today it
remains the fifth largest bankwith less
than 10%of themarket. It’swidely
recognised thatKiwibankneedsa
substantial capital injection if it is to
growandcompete in themarket.

Governmentministershaveasks
Kiwibank’s board toexplorepossible
paths for anexpansion. This could
potentially include investment from

theprivate sector or aCrownentity.
Whenaskedabout their support

for apotential part-privatisationof
Kiwibank, the responsewas
resoundinglypositivewith82.6%
saying theyare in favourof the idea
with just 7.6%saying theyarenot. The
remaining9.8%areunsure.

OnebankCEOsupports themove,
butquestionswhether suchamove
woulddeliver cheaperbanking to
consumers.

EconomistCameronBagrie is
unsureabout apart-privatisation

sayinghe “doubts itwouldmaterially
change thebank’s competitive
settings”.

Anumberof business leaders think
part-privatisationdoesnotgo far
enough. Theheadof an investment
business says it shouldbemore than
part-privatisation: “Government
shouldperhaps retain a small stake”.
A coupleof respondentsquestioned
theneed forKiwibank’s existence,
withone suggesting: “Weareover-
servedbybanks forpopulation” and
another askingwhy theGovernment

shouldneed toownabank.
Forothers thepart-privatisation

makes sense.A communications
sectorboss says: “Building the
balance sheet to challenge the
Australianbankswouldbe impossible
without thatmove”,while theheadof
a consultingbusiness is in favour
because: “Inpart as thiswould further
encouragegreatermarket
disciplines”. Theheadof a legal firm
says: “Kiwibankneeds capital to
remain competitive. It shouldn’t be
owned 100%by theGovernment.”

Insurance
Recent yearshave seenaclear trend
towards risk-based insurance
pricing.

In thepast insurerswould spread
risks across their entireportfolio.
Increasinglypremiumsare tailored
towards the specific risksproperties
face. This approachcanbe
particularlydifficult for policy
holdersoperating in areaswhere
thereare increased risks from floods,
cyclonesor fromseismic activity.

Tower InsuranceCEOBlair
Turnbull says risk-basedpricing is a
fairerwayofpricing insurance:
“Because itmeans youonlypay for
the risks thatmay impact youand
yourproperty. It sends important
market signals aboutwhere tobuy
and invest andmeansTower can
offer sharppricing forproperties
with lower risks.”

He says risk-basedpricing
ensures the continuedavailability of
reinsuranceat a reasonableprice.
“Towerhasprioritised transparency
with customers.Ouronline tool
showshowearthquakeand flooding
risks influence thepremiumfor
individual homes.Wehavehad
positive feedback fromcustomers
since launching the tool andour
research shows that 87%ofKiwis
think risk-basedpricing is a fairway
toprice insurance.

“Ultimately tokeep insurance
affordable andaccessible for the
long term,NewZealandmust stop
building in stupidplaces
immediately. Andwemustdomore
tomitigate the risks fromnatural
hazards. Theadaptation framework
underway is apositive step towards
ensuringNewZealand’s resilience
throughclimate change.

“It’sworthnoting that insurance
premiumsare influencedbya range
of factors including inflation, supply
chain constraints and thecost of
reinsurance.

Some45%of yourpremium is
madeupof taxesand levies collected

onbehalf of thegovernment.”
Whenaskedhowrisk-based

pricinghas affectedpremiums, six
outof 10 (60%)business leaders say
theaffect hasbeennegative.Only
one in20 say thechangeaffected
thempositively. Aquarter of
respondents said their premiums
have stayed the same.

CampusLinkCEOAnneGaze says
thechangehashadanegative
impactonherpremiums
“particularly in sectorswithelevated
risk exposure suchasnatural
disasters andcybersecurity”.
Premium increaseshave required
businesses to reassess coverageand
implement additional safeguards.

“In thecontext ofNewZealand’s
currentpolitical climate, thereare
additional factors influencing risk
assessments— significant changes in
control andownership in resource
management,water control, and
local governance structures,which
impact insurance risk calculations
andsubsequentpremiums for
businessesoperating inNew
Zealand.”

DavidCarter, executive chair of
theBecaGroup, notes that the
adventof risk-basedpricinghas
made it harder togetproject
insurance.Other leaders
commented that insurance is
increasinglyunavailable,while
KiwiRail CEOPeterReidy says the
increases for infrastructure
insurancepremiumsmeans that
other riskmitigation strategies are
beingconsidered.

A leadingbanker observesa side
effect of the change.He says: “Risk-
basedpricing is important to
appropriately value risk so that it is
managed, for example, climate
adaptation.”

TheCEOof amajor tourism
businessnotes the insurance
situation is “worse thanhere inNew
Zealandand that theworst is yet to
come”.
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Survey respondents were given the opportunity to comment on the top issues and how theywould resolve them

Top issues facing the nation—CEOshave their say

What’s our elevator
pitch for the future?
Are we still going to
be an agricultural

and tourism nation,
or should we be

aiming and
planning for

something else?We
should knowwhat’s

going tomake us
successful.

Blair Turnbull
Tower Insurance

Peter Reidy
KiwiRail
● Compellinggrowthambition for
ournation.What definesNewZealand
in50years in theworld andour
investment strategy toharnessour
strengths requires crossparty
alignmenton these issues.
● Preparingourworkforce for the
future.Wehaveanageingpopulation,
adecliningability to fund this and
global impact of disruptive techno-
logies.Weneed to invest for a chan-
ging skill set required for the future.
● Failing social andphysical
infrastructure ( includinghealth ). A
longer termvision andplan requires
bothmacroeconomicwideeffects
coming fromproductivitygains and
externalitybenefits that consider the
real bottomupbenefits that affect
individualNewZealanderswhoarenot
in involved in thedecisionor
transaction. This requirespolicy and
regulationdevelopment, delivery
agencies and theprivate sector to
realise that this involves trade-offs/
risks that have tobe recognised.We
cannotmakedecisions in a silo.
Infrastructure is anenabler for anend-
to-end systemof social andeconomic
outcomes. Theexternalities have tobe
valued, adoptedor forgone inour
decisionmaking regime .Anabsence
of rail inNZwould lead to8more road
deaths and202additional seriousand
minor injuries combined through road
crasheseachyear.Onehopes that
logicwill ultimately prevail and that
this is not thecase.

Chris Quin
Foodstuffs North Island
● Adoptingawideroutlook.New
Zealand’s isolationhasgivenusa fierce

individualismand this shapeshowwe
seeourselves and interactwith the
world. Togrowoureconomyand
createabetter future,weneed to
embrace thatwe’re part of aglobal
community, and thereareenormous
benefits to a small country likeours
in tappingwhat that has tooffer—
particularly investment andskilled
people.
● Facing thehard issues.We face
somehard issues andbigdecisions
thatwecan’t keepkicking for touch.
Intergenerational poverty, lawand
order, investment in infrastructure,
growingour economyandwealth,
strengthening thevalueof education,
improvingproductivity…all require
political courage, a change inmindset
andawillingness to tolerate some
sacrificewhile theworkgetsdone.
● A long-termvision.Weneeda long-
termvision fromour leadership that
people canbuy intoandunite tomake
a reality. Ahigh standardof living,
great healthcare, goodeducation for
our kids, safetyon the streets, arebasic
thingsbut theGovernmentneeds to
beprecise about howweachieve
them, takes accountability for them
andmakes thepathwaynon-
negotiable and long term in its nature.

Thomas Pippos
Deloitte
● Economic fragility and the social
consequences that flow.
● Divisiveness across society fuelled
inpart bypolitical agendas.
● Lawandorder.

Mike Hearn
Amcham
● Health. Complete reformof the
healthcare sector, greater funding for

all areasof healthcare, digital
innovationbeing introduced,more
outcomesbased fundingdecisions
thancost ones.
● Immigrationand investment
reform.Making it easier for FDI.
Investmentmigrant visas need tobe
revampedandmadeeasier, tax reform
of foreign investors (FIF tax).
● Inflation and theeconomy.
Government reforms, improved
regulation, breakingduopolies
allowing for amorecompetitive

marketplace, attractingmoreovereas
businesses to invest inNZ.

Anne Gaze
Campus Link Foundation
● Co-governancemodelsof race
entitlement and the radicalisationof
minoritygroups. The introductionof
unelectedMāori representatives into
decision-makingacross sectors is
deeplydivisive. A return todemocratic
principles,wheregovernance is based
onmerit andelectoralmandates, is
essential to restoringnational unity.
NewZealand is experiencinga
dangerous shiftwhereminority
groups, particularly thoseadvocating
for co-governancemodels, have
gained significantpolitical influence.
Toaddress this,wemust ensure that
theHighCourt’s decisions regarding
landand resource allocationarebased
on the ruleof law rather thanpolitical
activism.
● Economic inequality. Growing
economicdisparityhas led to racial
disharmonyand social unrest. Policies
should focusoneconomicgrowth that
benefits all NewZealanders, including
tax reforms that incentivise
productivity and reduce theburdenon
low-incomeearners. Policieswhich
disproportionately favouroneethnic
groupover others are creating
economicdivisions. Economic reform
must focusonequalitybypromoting
opportunities for all NewZealanders
without racial preferences.
● Leadership competencyand
accountability. NewZealand still lacks
strong, competent leadership in
critical sectors suchas fiscal policy and
international relations.Weneed to
attract and retainhighlyqualified
individualswhocanmanage the

ReserveBankandother key
institutionswith a long-termview
towards sustainablegrowth .Greater
transparencyandaccountability are
needed.

Stephen Jacobi
NZIBF
● Political uncertainty arising from
weakness in coalitiongovernment
structure—greater control over
coalitionpartners required.
● Social disruptionarising from
policy towardsMāori—kill thebill.
● Lackof balance in foreignpolicy
—stop talkingaboutAukus.

Blair Turnbull
Tower Insurance
● Weneedaclear andcompelling
vision forNewZealand’s future
economy.Othermarkets have this—
London is the financial capital; China
is amanufacturinggiant . . .What’s our
elevatorpitch for the future?Arewe
still going tobeanagricultural and
tourismnation, or shouldwebeaiming
andplanning for somethingelse?We
shouldknowwhat’s going tomakeus
successful, get clarity onour compe-
titiveedgeand thekeydriversour
future state economy. Thensell the
visionand rally around theactions.We
can’t doeverything—weshould focus
onsomekey industries then incenti-
viseR&Dand start-ups in that field.
● Weneedamoreentrepreneurial
spirit— I’d like to seemore support
for local businesses. Let’s direct a
portionofKiwiSaver funds tohome
grownbusinessopportunities.
● Education is key—weneed toget
thebasics right and lift our
performance toensurewe thriveas a
nation.
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