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This project aims to encourage and articulate civil 
society analysis of: progress towards the MDGs; the 
usefulness of the MDG framework for civil society; 
the contribution of civil society to the attainment of 
the MDGs; issues for a post-2015 agenda to consider. 
This report documents the outputs of a two-stage 
process: desk research to review UN, government, 
civil society and other multilateral reports on 
national progress towards achieving the MDGs; 
and a national consultation workshop with civil 
society, which tested the findings of the desk 
research and enabled a deeper discussion on MDG 
progress, utility and post-2015 agenda setting.
This project was undertaken as part of a 
programme with the UN Millennium Campaign 
(UNMC), which supported country-level research 
by civil society organisations in 20 countries. 
The Commonwealth Foundation led this process 
for the following 14 countries: Cameroon, Ghana, 
Grenada, Jamaica, Malawi, New Zealand, Pakistan, 
Samoa, Sierra Leone, Sri Lanka, Tanzania, Trinidad 
and Tobago, Uganda and Zambia. The UNMC led 
in the following six countries: India, Mozambique, 
Nepal, Nigeria, Philippines and The Gambia.

National Report:  
New Zealand

A civil society review of progress towards the Millennium 
Development Goals in Commonwealth countries 



A civil society review of progress towards the  
Millennium Development Goals in Commonwealth countries

2

Commonwealth Foundation

The Commonwealth Foundation is a development 
organisation with an international remit and reach, 
uniquely situated at the interface between government 
and civil society. We develop the capacity of civil society 
to act together and learn from each other to engage 
with the institutions that shape people’s lives. We 
strive for more effective, responsive and accountable 
governance with civil society participation, which 
contributes to improved development outcomes.

UN Millennium Campaign

The UN Millennium Campaign was established by the 
UN Secretary General in 2002. The Campaign supports 
citizens’ efforts to hold their governments to account for 
the achievement of the Millennium Development Goals. 
The Millennium Development Goals were adopted by 
189 world leaders from rich and poor countries, as part 
of the Millennium Declaration which was signed in 
2000. These leaders agreed to achieve the Goals by 2015. 
Our premise is simple: we are the first generation that 
can end poverty and we refuse to miss this opportunity. 



New Zealand 3

Project rationale and process

This summary presents perspectives from civil society in New Zealand on 
progress made and challenges experienced in relation to the national efforts 
to achieve the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), and the extent to 
which MDG processes have provided opportunities to enhance participatory 
governance and civil society’s relations with government. Based on their 
reflections, New Zealand civil society organisations (CSOs) made a number 
of recommendations to accelerate progress on the MDGs and improve future 
development frameworks.

The review primarily considered New Zealand’s progress on Goal 8, and so 
took a different form from reviews carried out in other countries, focusing 
particularly on New Zealand’s Official Development Assistance (ODA) 
arrangements and New Zealand CSOs involved in international development. 
In the first half of 2012 the Centre for Strategic Studies produced an initial 
report. The Association of NGOs of Aotearoa (ANGOA) and CIVICUS: World 
Alliance for Citizen Participation then collaborated to convene a workshop 
and a series of discussions with stakeholders in CSOs, youth groups, the 
political sphere and academia in December 2012 to verify and augment the 
research findings, discuss domestic poverty issues alongside international 
concerns, and make additional recommendations.

Civil society review of the MDGs in New Zealand

CSOs recognise that New Zealand has made critical contributions towards 
the achievement of the MDGs, particularly in the Pacific and Asia, including 
through ODA and active participation by civil society in international 
development organisations. However, CSOs in this review consider that New 
Zealand’s commitment to development means it should provide sufficient 
ODA to help developing countries, particularly in the Pacific, make progress 
on the MDGs, and model good donor practice in doing so. Here they see New 
Zealand falling short of the long-standing target of giving 0.7 per cent of gross 
national income (GNI) to ODA; they see New Zealand achieving less than half 
of this, and report that a plan to advance on this seems to be lacking. While a 
slight rise was recorded from 2010 to 2011, they point out that New Zealand 
contributes one of the lowest percentages of ODA among members of the 
Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD).

Beyond concern about the amount of ODA, many New Zealand development-
oriented CSOs have reacted negatively to changes in the country’s 

Executive Summary
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development programme, NZAID. They noted that this previously semi-
autonomous agency has been brought into the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
and Trade, and has had its focus switched from poverty eradication to 
sustainable economic development. CSOs critiqued this as a return to more 
top-down development practice, which had the effect of making it harder 
for civil society to monitor development progress. Concerns were also 
expressed about the potential loss of specialisation and long-term planning 
capability, given that NZAID had enjoyed bipartisan support since its previous 
restructure in 2002.

CSOs noted the abolition of the Strategic Policy Framework, which had guided 
largely positive relationships between NZAID and civil society partners, and 
believe they are beginning to experience a corresponding loss of funding 
support, some of it long-standing, which could hinder their ability to engage 
with the MDGs. They also stated that while in May 2012 the government 
announced the formation of an International Development Advisory and 
Selection Panel to offer advice, it has no explicit CSO representative, fuelling 
criticisms that private sector partnerships are now favoured ahead of CSO 
partnerships. 

More positively, in 2012 the New Zealand Aid Programme launched a new 
initiative, the New Zealand Partnerships for International Development Fund. 
17 applications had been approved to proceed to the design stage, with an 
approximate value of NZ$15.2 million, 59 per cent of them taking place in the 
Pacific and 61 per cent of them involving charitable organisations.

CSOs feel that as a commitment, the MDGs offer civil society a baseline 
against which government actions can be monitored. But they believe they 
have insufficient opportunity to help ensure transparency of ODA decisions, 
which they believe are vulnerable to influence by foreign policy interests 
and could be in danger of focusing too narrowly on economic development 
and market-oriented policies. They also feel that many development 
interventions are project oriented rather than strategic, and that Pacific CSOs 
are insufficiently involved in NZAID funded projects in their countries.

Additionally, CSOs identify a further issue for the region as being that the 
MDGs do not explicitly address the need for civil society to form, function 
and have a voice as a fundamental part of development, and so do not help to 
stimulate action to support Pacific civil society. 

CSOs believe that the MDGs have little visibility in government, parliament 
and among the public. For example, recent Ministry of Foreign Affairs and 
Trade reports have made hardly any reference to the MDGs. That said civil 
society acknowledges that there is potential to capitalise on the positive 
signals offered by the New Zealand Foreign Minister in April 2011, who is 
interested to do more work in partnership with the NGO sector.

The MDGs remain a niche issue, and it is hard for CSOs to mobilise public 
opinion to seek greater influence. The challenge as identified by CSOs that 
participated in this review is how to encourage domestic mobilisation on the 
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MDGs when there is a disconnection between global development goals and 
national priority social issues, particularly in countries such as New Zealand 
where the MDGs are seen as only relating to relations with other countries.

One potential connection identified is with the debate on inequality and 
exclusion - an issue that is gaining prominence in developed as well as 
developing countries. For example it was said that some communities in New 
Zealand tend to experience higher levels of child poverty and worse access to 
services, an issue that shares common ground with the views of developing 
country CSOs on inequality. The implication being that future development 
goals could have domestic relevance to developed countries if they are flexible 
enough to address issues of sub-national imbalances and inequalities. This 
may also offer a way to encourage developed country CSOs that are already 
mobilised on domestic issues of poverty and inequality, to make stronger 
connections with international development agendas.

Recommendations

Key civil society recommendations for improving the participation of  
CSOs include:

 –  Relationships between CSOs and government agencies should be 
strengthened, which includes enabling greater engagement by CSOs in 
policy development. More opportunities should be provided for wider 
sharing and learning between government, the private sector and CSOs 
to improve development practice and results. 

 –  Dialogue should be supported between government, CSOs and the 
private sector with the aim of increasing development partnerships for 
the Pacific, particularly in Pacific countries that are far behind on MDG 
targets.

Key civil society recommendations for shaping future development 
frameworks include:

 –  Regional multi-stakeholder dialogue should explore 
how to make economic development in Pacific islands 
people focused, equitable and rights-based.

 –  Future frameworks should place more emphasis on enabling 
participation and upholding human rights, and support the 
networking and building of platforms between CSOs.

 –  A timetable should be developed to increase New Zealand’s ODA to 0.7 
per cent of GNI. Political dialogue should be instigated to develop a cross-
party approach to aid and development priorities for New Zealand.

 –  Reporting and evaluation of aid expenditure, activities 
and effectiveness should be enhanced.



A civil society review of progress towards the  
Millennium Development Goals in Commonwealth countries

6

1. Introduction 

This report presents perspectives from civil society in New Zealand on progress 
made and challenges experienced with the MDGs, and the extent to which MDG 
processes have provided opportunities to enhance participatory governance 
and civil society relations with government. In the first half of 2012 the Centre 
for Strategic Studies produced an initial report. The Association of NGOs of 
Aotearoa and CIVICUS: World Alliance for Citizen Participation then collaborated 
to convene a workshop and a series of discussions with stakeholders in CSOs, 
youth groups, the political sphere and academia in December 2012 to verify 
and augment the research findings, discuss domestic poverty issues alongside 
international concerns, and make  
additional recommendations.

New Zealand’s government and civil society have made critical contributions 
towards the achievement of the MDGs, particularly in the Pacific and Asia, 
including through the government’s ODA programme and active participation 
by its civil society in international development-oriented organisations. 
However, like most developed countries, New Zealand falls short of development 
commitments made to the international community, such as achieving the long-
standing United Nations (UN) target of spending 0.7 per cent of gross national 
income on ODA.

2.  Civil society analysis on progress  
towards the MDGs 

This analysis necessarily focuses on New Zealand’s commitment to Goal 8, on 
international partnerships, as this represents New Zealand’s only commitment 
to and interest in the MDGs, as will be discussed further below.

Since the last civil society review of New Zealand’s progress on the MDGs in 2005, 
some key developments have highlighted questions over New Zealand’s level of 
commitment to the MDGs, including the following:

 –  The global economic downturn was felt in New Zealand, and as in developed 
countries this has led to questions over the country’s ability to disburse aid 
and what its aid priorities should be.

 –  Particularly in this economic climate the MDGs have had little visibility 
among government agencies and the wider public.

 –  A major change has come about in the New Zealand Aid Programme 
(formerly known as NZAID). Previously a semi-autonomous state agency, in 
2009 it was incorporated into the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade (MFAT) 
as part of the International Development Group, with a new focus on aid for 
sustainable economic development instead of its previous focus of poverty 
eradication.1 This shift in emphasis occurred with very little prior discussion, 
and the move has generated concern from CSOs engaged with development 
over the long-term direction of aid policy in New Zealand, including 
about what they fear is a potential return to a more top-down approach to 

1  ‘New Zealand Agency 
for International 
Development: Institutional 
Arrangements (Paper Two), 
(Minute of Decision No. 
(09) 13/3A)’, New Zealand 
Department of the Prime 
Minister and Cabinet, 
2009; ‘New Zealand 
Agency for International 
Development: Mandate 
and Policy Settings (Paper 
Three), (Minute of Decision 
No. (09) 13/3C)’, New 
Zealand Department of 
the Prime Minister and 
Cabinet, 2009; Ed Challies, 
Andrew McGregor and 
Lee Sentes, ‘The Changing 
Landscape of International 
Development in Aotearoa/
New Zealand’, New Zealand 
Aid and Development 
Dialogues Working Paper, 
June 2011
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2  ‘Development: Aid to 
Developing Countries  
Falls Because of Global 
Recession’, OECD, April 
2012, http://www.oecd.org/
newsroom/development 
aidtodevelopingcountries 
fallsbecauseofglobal 
recession.htm

3  Net ODA as percentage 
of OECD/DAC donors’ 
GNI, UN data, http://
data.un.org/Data.
aspx?d=MDG&f=series 
RowID%3A568

4  ‘The 0.7% target: an in-
depth look’, Millennium 
Project, 2006, http://www.
unmillenniumproject.org/
press/07.htm

5 Millennium Development 
Goals Indicators, http://
unstats.un.org/unsd/mdg/
SeriesDetail.aspx?srid=568

6 Annual Report of the Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs and Trade 
2010–2011, Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs and Trade, 
2011

7 ‘Millennium Development 
Goals’, Parliamentary 
support research papers, 
December 2011, New 
Zealand Parliament, 
 http://www.parliament.nz/ 
en-NZ/ParlSupport/Re
searchPapers/9/5/5/00P
libCIP111-Millennium-
Development-Goals.htm. 
This further states that 
approximately 71 per 
cent of New Zealand’s 
2011/12 country support 
expenditure in ODA went 
to eight countries, seven 
of them in the Pacific: 
Cook Islands, Indonesia, 
Papua New Guinea, Samoa, 
Solomon Islands, Tokelau, 
Tonga and Vanuatu. In 
2011, New Zealand’s total 
ODA was US$429 million. 
Source: Development  
Co-operation Report 
2012: Lessons in Linking 
Sustainability and 
Development, OECD, 2012

8 As set out in John L Roberts 
and Ibukunoluwa Ibitote, 
The Big Divide: A Ten Year 
Report on Small Island 
Developing States and the 
Millennium Development 
Goals, Commonwealth 
Secretariat, 2012

9  Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
and Trade, 2011, op. cit

development, as opposed to an emphasis on bottom-up, community-led 
advance. Those CSOs feel this represents a step back from international 
standards, particularly from the point of view of monitoring progress on the 
MDGs. For these reasons, they feel the change has worsened relationships 
between themselves and the government. 

 –  In a context where total aid from OECD member countries fell by almost 3 per 
cent,2 New Zealand in 2011 was one of the few countries in the OECD to see a 
rise in its ODA in real terms, from 0.26 per cent of GNI in 2010 to 0.28 per cent 
2011.3 

 –  However, since Goal 8 for developed countries was set, CSOs consulted in this 
review feel that the New Zealand government has not paid heed to the 0.7 per 
cent for ODA goal set in 1970,4 and with ODA at 0.28 per cent, New Zealand 
has also fallen short of its much lower target of 0.35 per cent of GNI in ODA by 
2010. Long-term decline in ODA seems evident, compared to its peak of 0.52 
per cent of GNI in 1975. It appears that as New Zealand became wealthier, aid 
decreased. New Zealand’s contribution is one of the lowest of OECD members; 
it ranked 17 out of 22 countries in terms of ODA as a percentage  
of GNI in 2011.5 

There is widespread consensus among actors in the development field that 
New Zealand has a particular responsibility towards, and interest in, the Pacific 
islands, not least because of its historical role in the region and the large Pacific 
island communities that have made New Zealand their home. This is reflected in 
the fact that over half of New Zealand’s total ODA went to Pacific island countries 
and Pacific regional organisations in 2010/116 and 2011/12.7 

Yet this support does not reflect an explicit focus on realising the MDGs, even 
though by coincidence several Pacific island countries are among the worst 
performing on the MDGs, and share a particular challenge with other small and 
micro states in making progress on them.8 MFAT acknowledged as much in its 
2011 report, in which it stated that its aid programme can ‘claim to have a limited 
direct impact on the MDGs’.9

For a full list of the MDGs, along with the targets and indicators, see:  
http://mdgs.un.org/unsd/mdg/host.aspx?Content=indicators/officiallist.htm

3.  Usefulness and challenges of the MDG 
framework to civil society 

The MDGs are assessed by development-oriented CSOs consulted as part of 
this review to have played a useful role in encouraging discussion about aid 
levels in New Zealand; as a commitment, the MDGs give civil society a baseline 
against which government actions can be monitored. At the same time, there is 
a corresponding danger that having a single target for engagement can narrow 
conversations down and make it harder to raise other important issues.

CSOs in New Zealand that are engaged with international development have 
actively pushed for increasing the quality of aid, in addition to progress towards 
the still distant 0.7 per cent target; however, this has usually been through 

http://www.oecd.org/newsroom/development aidtodevelopingcountries fallsbecauseofglobal recession.htm
http://www.oecd.org/newsroom/development aidtodevelopingcountries fallsbecauseofglobal recession.htm
http://www.oecd.org/newsroom/development aidtodevelopingcountries fallsbecauseofglobal recession.htm
http://www.oecd.org/newsroom/development aidtodevelopingcountries fallsbecauseofglobal recession.htm
http://www.oecd.org/newsroom/development aidtodevelopingcountries fallsbecauseofglobal recession.htm
http://data.un.org/Data.aspx?d=MDG&f=series RowID%3A568
http://data.un.org/Data.aspx?d=MDG&f=series RowID%3A568
http://data.un.org/Data.aspx?d=MDG&f=series RowID%3A568
http://data.un.org/Data.aspx?d=MDG&f=series RowID%3A568
http://www.unmillenniumproject.org/press/07.htm
http://www.unmillenniumproject.org/press/07.htm
http://www.unmillenniumproject.org/press/07.htm
http://unstats.un.org/unsd/mdg/SeriesDetail.aspx?srid=568
http://unstats.un.org/unsd/mdg/SeriesDetail.aspx?srid=568
http://unstats.un.org/unsd/mdg/SeriesDetail.aspx?srid=568
http://www.parliament.nz/ en-NZ/ParlSupport/ResearchPapers/9/5/5/00PlibCIP111-Millennium-Development-Goals.htm
http://www.parliament.nz/ en-NZ/ParlSupport/ResearchPapers/9/5/5/00PlibCIP111-Millennium-Development-Goals.htm
http://www.parliament.nz/ en-NZ/ParlSupport/ResearchPapers/9/5/5/00PlibCIP111-Millennium-Development-Goals.htm
http://www.parliament.nz/ en-NZ/ParlSupport/ResearchPapers/9/5/5/00PlibCIP111-Millennium-Development-Goals.htm
http://www.parliament.nz/ en-NZ/ParlSupport/ResearchPapers/9/5/5/00PlibCIP111-Millennium-Development-Goals.htm
http://mdgs.un.org/unsd/mdg/host.aspx?Content=indicators/officiallist.htm
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international frameworks, such as the Accra Agenda for Action,10 that do not 
necessarily connect directly to the MDGs. 

There has also been considerable tension and disagreement between 
development-oriented CSOs and the government, particularly MFAT, since 
the integration of NZAID into MFAT. Concerns have been expressed about the 
potential loss of the specialisation and long-term planning NZAID was felt to 
have offered under its previous arrangements. NZAID had been seen as  
semi-autonomous and enjoying bipartisan support since it was detached 
 from MFAT and given a new strategic focus on poverty eradication in 2002.  
CSOs believe that the change in NZAID’s status has been accompanied by  
a shift in political rhetoric, away from previous consensual positions on 
development, and a restatement of the central role of elected politicians 
in development decisions and accountability, as opposed to officials with 
development expertise or civil society.11

Oxfam New Zealand’s comment on this at the time of the change in 2009 was: 
‘After eight years of investment, New Zealand now has an aid agency that we  
can be proud of – one of the best in the world. Its work in the Pacific is starting to make 
a real difference in tackling the problems of poor education and health care, inadequate 
water supply, poor governance and weak economic growth. This investment should not be 
thrown away lightly. There has not been the evidence and justification to do so.’12 

The move also saw the abolition of the Strategic Policy Framework, a non-
binding framework that guided relationships, seen as largely positive, between 
government and CSOs on ODA, and the ending, with little consultation or 
warning, of some long-running funding mechanisms to domestic aid-related 
CSOs, reflecting the New Zealand Aid Programme’s new orientation towards 
economic development. CSOs believe they have seen a reduction in government 
support for civil society development programmes. For example, out of 104 
funding applications made by CSOs to the New Zealand Aid Programme in 2010, 
only 43 were approved in 2011. Many prominent CSOs missed out on funding, 
and claimed to see discrepancies between funding criteria and guidelines and 
the projects that were supported. These changes have strained relationships 
between development-oriented CSOs and government since, and between  
CSOs and the communities they support.13 

Funding was also stopped to the Pacific Island Association of NGOs (PIANGO), 
marking the end of a long-running financial relationship with an often fragile  
but unique regional civil society platform, while CSOs feel that the Pacific Plan,  
a 2005 agreement by Pacific governments to improve regional  co-operation, 
seems to have fallen out of political favour in New Zealand.

New Zealand CSOs also have a perspective on the challenges and needs of Pacific 
island CSOs, with many close existing relationships, and take the view that 
there are particular problems in relying on state-centric approaches to achieving 
the MDGs in the small and micro states that characterise the region, where a 
connection can be made between ineffective government and low achievement 

10 See ‘Paris Declaration and 
Accra Agenda for Action’, 
OECD, http://www.oecd.
org/dac/effectiveness/ 
parisdeclarationand 
accraagendaforaction.htm 

11 Challies, McGregor and 
Sentes, op. cit

12  ‘Politics and Aid Don’t Mix’, 
press statement, Oxfam 
New Zealand, 3 March 2009, 
http://www.oxfam.org.nz/
node/3371

13 Challies, McGregor and 
Sentes, op. cit. Further, in 
March 2010, the Council for 
International Development 
(CID), an umbrella 
organisation of 96 CSOs, 
was told by the Ministry 
that its core funding 
agreement was being 
terminated, effectively 
slashing CID’s budget by  
90 per cent

http://www.oecd.org/dac/effectiveness/ parisdeclarationand accraagendaforaction.htm
http://www.oecd.org/dac/effectiveness/ parisdeclarationand accraagendaforaction.htm
http://www.oecd.org/dac/effectiveness/ parisdeclarationand accraagendaforaction.htm
http://www.oecd.org/dac/effectiveness/ parisdeclarationand accraagendaforaction.htm
http://www.oxfam.org.nz/node/3371
http://www.oxfam.org.nz/node/3371
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of the MDGs.14  This implies that part of the response for countries with weak 
and ineffective government systems, alongside developing the capacity of 
government, should be support for alternative sources of development energy 
and public mobilisation, particularly those that come from civil society.

In the light of these changes, New Zealand CSOs involved in this review 
expressed concern about their government’s commitment to poverty reduction 
and global partnerships, including the MDGs. They were further concerned at 
reports in July 2012 that MFAT was considering withdrawing its contribution to 
the United Nations Industrial Development Organisation (UNIDO) as part of a 
move to prioritise supporting fewer organisations and countries.

Part of the scepticism among CSOs about how they can play their role in 
helping New Zealand to do more to support developing countries to achieve the 
MDGs lies in the perception that aid and development policies have become 
compromised because of the change in status of NZAID, and a shift in focus 
towards more market-driven policies, including the change in emphasis from 
poverty eradication to sustainable economic development. CSOs raise concerns, 
for example, over whether a focus on tourism and cash crop agriculture, as 
outlined by MFAT, can deliver long-term development for vulnerable citizens 
of aid-recipient states, and about potential economic benefit returns for New 
Zealand companies becoming a possible factor in future decision-making. At the 
least, they suggest that tourism and trade growth are not adequate indicators of 
development, and that further outcome measures that relate to social benefits 
need to be developed.

CSOs consulted believe there is a lack of prominence given to the MDGs at the 
official level, making the advocacy efforts of CSOs on the MDGs harder. If the 
official MFAT and Parliamentary reports are used as a guide, MDGs have a low 
profile. The Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade Select Committee’s inquiry 
into New Zealand’s relationship with the South Pacific in 2010 made only four 
brief mentions of the MDGs in its near 100-page report, despite New Zealand’s 
publicised intention to focus on the MDGs in the Pacific region.15 MFAT’s 
Statement of Intent 2012–2015, produced to outline MFAT’s critical objectives 
and aims for the coming years, mentioned the MDGs twice, and no specifics were 
offered on how to achieve progress.16 

There have been some attempts by MFAT to bring in additional advice on 
development issues. In May 2012 the government announced the formation 
of an International Development Advisory and Selection Panel (IDASP), which 
replaced similar advisory boards established in 2008. This five-person panel is 
tasked to provide, on request, ‘views and feedback on development strategies, 
policies and issues’.17 However, despite its members being drawn from non-
government areas, there is no representation of people actively involved in CSOs. 
Instead the selection of representatives seems to show a bias towards experience 
gathered in business and government. The government has also sought private 
sector boards to complement the advice given by public service organisations. 

14 Pedram Pirnia, ‘The Reality 
of Aid in New Zealand, 
2010’, in Alex Wilks (ed.), 
Aid and Development 
Effectiveness: Towards Human 
Rights, Social Justice and 
Democracy – Reality of Aid 
Report 2010, IBON Books,  
Quezon City, 2010 

15 ‘Inquiry into New  
Zealand’s Relationships 
with South Pacific 
Countries’, Report of  
the Foreign Affairs,  
Defence and Trade  
Select Committee, I.4A, 
presented to the House  
of Representatives, 
December 2010

16  ‘Statement of Intent 
2012–2015’, Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs and Trade, 
presented to the House of 
Representatives, April 2012

17 ‘International Development 
Advisory and Selection 
Panel’, New Zealand Aid 
Programme website, 
http://www.aid.govt.nz/
about-aid-programme/
our-people/international-
development-advisory-
and-selection-panel

http://www.aid.govt.nz/about-aid-programme/our-people/international-development-advisory-and-selection-pane
http://www.aid.govt.nz/about-aid-programme/our-people/international-development-advisory-and-selection-pane
http://www.aid.govt.nz/about-aid-programme/our-people/international-development-advisory-and-selection-pane
http://www.aid.govt.nz/about-aid-programme/our-people/international-development-advisory-and-selection-pane
http://www.aid.govt.nz/about-aid-programme/our-people/international-development-advisory-and-selection-pane
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While this shows a willingness to take on board outside perspectives, it does not 
harness the particular expertise of CSOs. The inference some CSOs have drawn is 
that the government is prioritising the encouragement of business linkages and 
business-oriented solutions to development rather than CSO partnerships, and 
that relations with the business community are growing stronger at the expense 
of relations with civil society.

More positively, in 2012 the New Zealand Aid Programme launched a new 
initiative, the New Zealand Partnerships for International Development Fund, 
which is open to applications from New Zealand state, civil society and private 
sector organisations to deliver development activities. As of February 2013, 
17 applications had been approved to proceed to the design stage, with an 
approximate value of NZ$15.2 million, 59 per cent of them taking place in the 
Pacific and 61 per cent of them involving charitable organisations.18 

Civil society, in playing its advocacy role, also acknowledges the need to  
capitalise on and make real the more positive rhetoric offered by the New 
Zealand Foreign Minister in an April 2011 speech at the New Zealand Institute 
of International Affairs, which also suggested a new possibility for voluntary 
participation in development efforts to be opened up as a participatory sphere 
for New Zealand citizens:

‘In the aid area I am keen to do more of our work through partnerships with NGOs. And 
for some time we have been trying to develop a model that will make it easy for business 
and professional people to volunteer their services for a finite period of time to provide 
leadership in aid projects in the region. New Zealand’s aid budget has for too long been 
operated as a closed shop. I want to create more opportunities for New Zealanders to be 
part of our development work and to make it relatively easy for them to do so. This makes 
real sense when it comes to capacity building in some specialist areas like agriculture or 
tourism, or in relation to major infrastructure development, which is increasingly a focus 
of our work.’19

Apart from these issues, there is seen to be no consideration of the MDGs among 
broader New Zealand civil society. A connection has not been made between the 
MDGs and domestic issues, such as poverty and inequality in New Zealand. The 
language and thrust of the MDGs are clearly directed at developing countries. 
This means that compared to the other countries involved in this review, the 
MDG agenda effectively offers nothing for government actors or CSOs that do 
not adopt an international focus. This also suggests an explanation for the low 
impact MDGs seem to have had on government policy. The MDGs can be seen 
as a niche, rather than a mainstream, concern. This compares adversely with 
the greater engagement, mobilisation and  co-operation of different arms of 
government on the issue of domestic poverty.

With their focus on absolute poverty, the MDGs cannot be applied to New 
Zealand. Yet of course poverty exists in New Zealand: the 2012 Children’s 
Commissioner’s report on child poverty states that as many as 25 per cent of New 
Zealand’s children, 270,000 children, live in poverty.20 While there is no agreed 
definition of poverty in New Zealand, one measure defines it as possession of a 
household disposable income of 60 per cent or less of the median, which would 
translate into a family with two adults and two children living on a disposable 

18 New Zealand Partnerships 
for International 
Development Fund 
webpage, undated, 
accessed 1 February 2013, 
http://www.aid.govt.nz/
funding-and-contracts/
nz-partnerships-
international-
development-fund

19 Murray McCully, ‘Speech to 
the New Zealand Institute 
of International Affairs’,  
5 April 2011

20 ‘Solutions to Child Poverty 
in New Zealand: Evidence 
for Action’, Children’s 
Commissioner’s Expert 
Advisory Group on 
Solutions to Child Poverty, 
December 2012,  
http://www.occ.org.
nz/__data/assets/
pdf_file/0008/10151/Child_
Poverty_Report_Web.pdf

http://www.aid.govt.nz/funding-and-contracts/nz-partnerships-international-development-fund
http://www.aid.govt.nz/funding-and-contracts/nz-partnerships-international-development-fund
http://www.aid.govt.nz/funding-and-contracts/nz-partnerships-international-development-fund
http://www.aid.govt.nz/funding-and-contracts/nz-partnerships-international-development-fund
http://www.aid.govt.nz/funding-and-contracts/nz-partnerships-international-development-fund
http://www.occ.org.nz/__data/assets/pdf_file/0008/10151/Child_Poverty_Report_Web.pdf
http://www.occ.org.nz/__data/assets/pdf_file/0008/10151/Child_Poverty_Report_Web.pdf
http://www.occ.org.nz/__data/assets/pdf_file/0008/10151/Child_Poverty_Report_Web.pdf
http://www.occ.org.nz/__data/assets/pdf_file/0008/10151/Child_Poverty_Report_Web.pdf
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income of less than NZ$500 a week. This equates to NZ$14 per person per day –  
a little under US$12 per day21 – which is difficult to encompass within the  
same framework that addresses poverty elsewhere as living on less than  
US$2 or US$1 a day. The language of the MDGs could even be unhelpful in  
a domestic context, because it implies that poverty is only something that  
happens in poorer countries.

Further, the MDGs as they stand do not take account of issues such as  
inequality and social exclusion linked to belonging to a  minority or  
marginalised group; for example the fact that in New Zealand Maori and  
Pacific Island heritage communities experience child poverty rates that are  
about double those of European heritage children.22 National level average  
figures smooth out these nuances.

4.  Contribution of CSOs to the MDGs  
and their delivery 

CSOs have long been active players in investigating development issues and 
contributing to policy ideas. Despite having limited funding and capacity,  
New Zealand CSOs that have an interest in international development operate  
in over 71 countries and are especially committed to the Pacific islands.23 
According to one assessment, in 2011 CSOs had a combined income of NZ$187 
million,24 of which 61 per cent had been donated by the New Zealand public.25 
An earlier study gave a figure of private individual contributions to non-profit 
organisations of NZ$850 million.26 For CSOs involved in this review, it seems 
 that governments have not matched the generosity of individual New 
Zealanders in contributing to aid.

Apart from their direct contribution to development through channelling funds 
and other forms of support, the main role of New Zealand CSOs in relation to 
the MDGs should be to monitor New Zealand’s official development activities 
and advocate for improvements in the way development is practised, including 
lobbying for a greater civil society role as development partners. But this is 
not always easy. In the New Zealand section of the global Reality of Aid Report 
2010, Pedram Pirnia of the Council for International Development, the umbrella 
organisation of CSOs concerned with international development in New 
Zealand, encapsulates some of the challenges from a civil society perspective:

‘Currently there is a lack of real consultation with CSOs when it comes to New Zealand 
ODA and there is poor communication in general between the government and 
development experts. Funding and decision-making processes lack transparency and 
development funds are being directed according to New Zealand government priorities 
and foreign policy interests. The New Zealand government has a narrow focus on short-
term projects which target economic growth or respond to lower tourism numbers in the 
Pacific, but do not cover the range of conditions needed for sustainable pro-poor growth. 
Sector wide approaches are useful but they should involve civil society and the private 
sector; there has also been an inadequate use of in-country advisers and local expertise. To 
ensure that New Zealand does not become too deeply involved in the internal functioning 
of the recipient country, it is essential that there is dialogue between the three main players 

21 Conversion as at  
February 2013

22 Just over half of Aotearoa/
New Zealand children 
living below the poverty 
line are Maori and Pasifika. 
Maori and Pasifika children 
face a number of other 
hardships; for example, 
they have two to three 
times poorer health than 
other groups. Source: 
Manuka Henare, Adrienne 
Puckey and Amber 
Nicholson, ‘Getting it right 
for Aotearoa New Zealand’s 
Maori and Pasifika 
children’, Research Centre, 
University of Auckland, 
August 2011

23 ‘Brief to the Incoming 
Government: Working 
Together for Effective 
Aid and Development’, 
Council for International 
Development,  
February 2012

24 Approximately US$157 
million as at February  
2013 rates

25 ‘Working Together 
for Effective Aid and 
Development’, op. cit

26 Jackie Sanders, Mike 
O’Brien, Margaret Tennant, 
S Wojciech Sokolowski  
and Lester M Salamon,  
‘The New Zealand 
Non-profit Sector in 
Comparative Perspective’, 
Office for the Community 
and Voluntary Sector, 2004, 
http://www.ocvs.govt.nz/
documents/publications/
papers-and-reports/the-
new-zealand-non-profit-
sector-in-comparative-
perspective.pdf

http://www.ocvs.govt.nz/documents/publications/papers-and-reports/the-new-zealand-non-profit-sector-in-comparative-perspective.pdf
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http://www.ocvs.govt.nz/documents/publications/papers-and-reports/the-new-zealand-non-profit-sector-in-comparative-perspective.pdf
http://www.ocvs.govt.nz/documents/publications/papers-and-reports/the-new-zealand-non-profit-sector-in-comparative-perspective.pdf
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in a country – the state, civil society and the market. The engagement of development 
NGOs in the process is crucial; it is not sustainable when a country becomes dependent 
on donor interventions and local actors are de-legitimised. More effort needs to be made 
by the New Zealand government in facilitating this  co-ordination. Finally, New Zealand’s 
indicators for development effectiveness should be based on more than just the trade and 
tourism statistics of recipient countries. They should seek to include issues of justice and 
human rights which are central to development issues. This would contribute to attaining 
sustainable development that encompasses the social, cultural and economic well-being 
of all people.’27

Since then, the changes to NZAID is viewed by CSOs involved in this review as 
having made  co-operation harder.

New Zealand CSOs have limited resources to fully encourage the government 
to honour its MDG commitments, and currently they have inadequate access 
and input to policy processes for their real experience of development issues to 
be felt. Indeed, some CSOs, such as the Jubilee Aotearoa Debt Action group that 
campaigned for the eradication of developing countries’ bad debts, have closed 
down due to lack of funding.28 Though CSOs believe they work hard to promote 
their commitment, knowledge and willingness to engage with the government 
on MDGs, the indications as set out above are that MDGs have a low profile with 
the public and are given limited priority by policy-makers in New Zealand. New 
Zealand rarely sees an attempt at a public campaign on the MDGs. CSOs, if better 
supported and included as partners, could help with the promotion of MDGs and 
public awareness. 

New Zealand officials have complained that one challenge with the MDGs  
is the lack of reliable statistics on development in the Pacific region. It is hoped 
that the launch of a new Pacific database on the MDGs (www.pacificinfo.org), 
developed by the United Nations Development Programme Pacific Centre, will 
help rectify this.

27 Pirnia, op. cit

28 Although some of its 
members continue to 
exist, such as the Christian 
charity Caritas Aotearoa 
New Zealand

http://www.pacificinfo.org
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5. Lessons learned and recommendations

To rectify what CSOs in this review have identified as challenges in  
New Zealand’s direction in aid and development policy, CID has urged  
the government to:29

In the short term:

 –  Strengthen and deepen the relationships between New Zealand development 
CSOs and government agencies, particularly MFAT, including giving CSOs 
greater engagement in policy development.

 –  Increase the level of funding available to New Zealand CSOs for development 
and humanitarian activities by 30 per cent within a three- year period.

 –  Support a dialogue between private sector interests, CSOs and government, 
with the aim of increasing partnerships in development activities and 
learning opportunities. An appropriate initial focus would be on development 
activities in the Pacific.

 –  Initiate a broad Pacific regional dialogue between governments, the private 
sector and CSOs that explores the implications and delivery of people-
focused, equitable and rights-based economic development.

 –  Provide more opportunities for wider sharing, learning and improvement 
between government, the private sector and CSO actors to improve 
development practice and achieve better results.

 –  Strengthen the mechanisms for independent evaluation of New Zealand’s  
aid performance and how it achieves development outcomes.

 –  Increase financial support for civil society capacity strengthening, including 
for participation in the highly effective Unitec Graduate Diploma in Not-for-
Profit Management.30

 –  Retain the purpose of New Zealand’s aid as per the current mission of the 
New Zealand Aid Programme.31

 –  Develop a timetable to increase the percentage of GNI allocated to ODA 
to 0.7 per cent over a six-year period. The 2012 Budget indicated that the 
government was on track to post an operating surplus in 2014/2015. This 
could be used to increase ODA.

 –  Set a timetable to meet New Zealand’s commitments under the Paris 
Declaration and Accra Agenda for Action.32

 –  Improve reporting on aid expenditure, activities and effectiveness as part  
of the International Aid Transparency Initiative.

 –  Continue to support a strong New Zealand response to disasters in the  
Pacific while increasing work with communities to prepare for disasters.

 –  Reinstate funding for New Zealand CSOs to work with Pacific partners  
to improve their resilience and preparedness for natural disasters.

29 CID, 2012 op. cit 

30 Programme information 
available at http://
www.unitec.ac.nz/
social-health-sciences/
community-health-
services/programmes_
healthservices/not-for-
profit-management/
graduate-diploma-in-not-
for-profit-management.
cfm

31 ‘The mission of the New 
Zealand Aid Programme 
is to support sustainable 
development in developing 
countries, in order to 
reduce poverty and to 
contribute to a more 
secure, equitable, and 
prosperous world.’ This 
statement can be found at 
http://www.aid.govt.nz/
webfm_send/3

32 New Zealand, along with 
over 100 countries and 
agencies, is a signatory 
to the Paris Declaration 
(2005), which contained 
56 commitments aimed at 
improving the effectiveness 
of aid. The Accra Agenda 
for Action was determined 
at the Third High Level 
Forum on Aid Effectiveness 
(2008) as a follow-up and to 
accelerate commitments 
by signatories, building 
on those already agreed in 
the Paris Declaration. The 
Paris Declaration on Aid 
Effectiveness (2005) and the 
Accra Agenda for Action 
(2008), OECD

http://www.unitec.ac.nz/social-health-sciences/community-health-services/programmes_healthservices/not-for-profit-management/graduate-diploma-in-not-for-profit-management.cfm
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http://www.unitec.ac.nz/social-health-sciences/community-health-services/programmes_healthservices/not-for-profit-management/graduate-diploma-in-not-for-profit-management.cfm
http://www.unitec.ac.nz/social-health-sciences/community-health-services/programmes_healthservices/not-for-profit-management/graduate-diploma-in-not-for-profit-management.cfm
http://www.aid.govt.nz/webfm_send/3
http://www.aid.govt.nz/webfm_send/3
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In the medium term: 

 –  Support development projects that trial innovative government,  
private sector and CSO activities.

 –  Invest strategically in research relating to innovative activities and 
partnerships where the knowledge base is weak.

 –  Develop routine mechanisms for sharing experiences and lessons learned 
between development actors to improve performance and effectiveness.

 –  Focus more aid resources on those Pacific countries with the greatest need  
for economic and social development, particularly those that are falling 
behind on achieving their MDGs.

 –  Support research into what factors have driven progress in Pacific island 
countries towards improving quality of life and evaluate their wider 
applicability in the Pacific.

 –  Match any support for infrastructure development with capacity building  
of individuals, relevant institutions and key CSOs, with a focus on the Pacific.

 –  Start a political dialogue with the objective of developing a cross-party 
approach to aid and development priorities for New Zealand.

 –  Provide development education in the education system, including  
in adult learning.

 –  Work with Pacific Island Forum partners33 to strengthen leadership  
and human capital, as well as building the capacity of civil institutions  
in the Pacific.

 –  Encourage Pacific island leaders to improve access to economic  
opportunities for women, reduce maternal mortality rates and  
increase women’s voice in society.

 –  Support climate change initiatives, including adaption and climate  
finance mechanisms to assist Pacific island countries.

The OECD, in its Development Assistance Committee (DAC)34 peer review of New 
Zealand in 2010, made more general, but still valuable, recommendations, which 
are worth capturing here:35

 –  Work towards increasing its official aid to meet the UN target of 0.7 per  
cent ODA of GNI. A first step could be to develop a clear and strategic  
forward spending plan setting out an intermediate target and a timeline  
for achieving it. 

 –  Further reduce geographic dispersion beyond the Pacific by setting out 
priorities for programming based on its comparative advantage. In doing so, 
New Zealand should ensure that new arrangements on the division of labour 
are developed, following the principles agreed in the Accra Agenda for Action. 

 –  Replicate its good practice on predictability for bilateral and regional 
programming by making multi-year commitments to its priority  
multilateral partners.

33 The Pacific Islands Forum 
is a political grouping 
of 16 independent and 
self-governing states, 
founded in 1971. Members 
are Australia, Cook 
Islands, Federated States 
of Micronesia, Fiji Islands, 
Kiribati, Nauru, New 
Zealand, Niue, Palau, Papua 
New Guinea, Republic of 
Marshall Islands, Samoa, 
Solomon Islands, Tonga, 
Tuvalu and Vanuatu. Pacific 
Islands Forum Secretariat, 
http://www.forumsec.org/
pages.cfm/about-us

34 The Development 
Assistance Committee is an 
international forum within 
the OECD of prominent 
aid funders, with 24 
members. The World Bank, 
IMF and UNDP participate 
as observers. OECD,  
http://www.oecd.org/dac/ 
developmentassistance 
committeedac.htm 

35 ‘New Zealand – 
Development Assistance 
Committee (DAC) Peer 
Review’, OECD, 2010
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 –  Promote broader understanding of and dedication to aid effectiveness 
within the ministry and other government departments, and set out a 
more systematic approach to implementation that is agreed by all relevant 
government departments. 

 –  Continue to move towards greater use of programme and sector-based 
approaches and budget support, equipping itself to handle the different 
accountabilities and risks associated with these types of modalities and 
ensuring appropriate training and guidance. 

 –  Explore ways to make its aid more predictable in the medium term in line 
with its Accra Agenda for Action commitments. 

 –  Promote understanding of capacity development across government and 
beyond, and assess the range of tools at its disposal and their contribution to 
capacity development.

The lack of domestic engagement with the MDGs also suggests that future goals 
need to contain enough scope for adaptability to enable countries to set tailored 
indicators about different groups in different national contexts. They should also 
be informed by the growing debate about inequality and exclusion, an issue that 
is on the rise, not least in developed countries.

A further issue when looking at the Pacific region as a whole is that the MDGs 
themselves have not explicitly addressed the need for civil society to form, 
function and have a voice as a fundamental part of development. Future goals 
should place more emphasis on enabling participation, including upholding 
underpinning human rights, such as the freedom of association, and supporting 
the networking and building of common platforms between CSOs.
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6. Post-2015 development framework 

New Zealand aid expert John MacKinnon commented on the OECD’s 2010 review 
of New Zealand:

‘First of all, it is not necessary to invest too much careful reading to learn that New Zealand 
is not doing too well in the OECD rating stakes. We are the smallest DAC donor in volume 
terms, and rank only 17 out of 23 bilateral DAC members in terms of ODA as a proportion 
of gross national income. In fact, with net ODA at 0.28 per cent of GNI in 2009, we seem 
incapable of sustained structural planning to keep the promise we made in 1970 at the UN 
General Assembly to commit 0.7 per cent of GNI to official development assistance. We are 
running well behind achieving this goal.’36

Both government and CSOs have expressed the view that there needs to be 
greater  co-operation to increase capacity and effectiveness in delivering aid and 
development. However, the differing positions of government and CSOs on how 
to eradicate poverty and achieve other MDGs, combined with domestic economic 
restraints, have restricted New Zealand’s ability to realise fully its comparative 
advantage in the Pacific and elsewhere. This combination of factors has created 
uncertainty over how New Zealand will be able to contribute post 2015.

Many commentators, including the current Minister and CSO representatives, 
have recognised that New Zealand’s ODA programme is small compared 
to its OECD partners, but nevertheless that there are numerous activities 
and programmes that New Zealand engages in which arguably prevent 
specialisation. The Maxim Institute, a New Zealand think tank, criticised 
not only the low level of aid compared to OECD partners, but also the ‘highly 
fragmented’ nature of New Zealand’s aid policy, with over 800 activities in four 
regions, and recommended greater leadership and concentration on ‘projects 
and programmes in areas that are of most benefit to New Zealand development 
partners, and where New Zealand has a comparative advantage’.37 This points a 
way forward for New Zealand’s future engagement in the post-MDG agenda. Its 
analysis, like others, also recognises the generosity of the New Zealand public 
in contributing to development appeals, and the expertise available in New 
Zealand, including in its civil society, on aid and development.

It seems clear that more interactions are needed to develop stronger solutions 
to the problems identified in this review, including greater civil society outreach 
to academia and the private sector. A new strategy is needed to foster this kind 
of multi-stakeholder outreach. Greater collaboration, dialogue and pooling of 
resources would not only save costs, but more critically for the long-term would 
allow enhanced  co-operation in dealing with complex development issues, 
utilisation of expertise and field knowledge, and  co-ordination and assessment 
of where New Zealand’s development aid and efforts can best be deployed.

36 John McKinnon, ‘Reading 
between the Lines: 
Summary of DAC Review 
of NZ ODA’, New Zealand 
Aid and Development 
Dialogues Commentary, 
February 2011

37  Jane Silloway Smith, 
‘Being Better Neighbours – 
Improving New Zealand’s 
Contribution to Foreign 
Aid and International 
Development, Maxim 
Institute Policy Paper,  
June 2011
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As discussed above, in New Zealand, domestic poverty is seen as an issue entirely 
separate from the MDG debate. Perhaps a future development framework can be 
created in a way that encapsulates the challenges all countries face, regardless of 
their starting point around basic service provision. Issues to explore further here 
are whether there are unrealised synergies that could be unlocked by bringing 
together learning from domestic level work to tackle persistent poverty and 
how international work on poverty is undertaken, and whether a continuum of 
mobilisation can be fostered, such that people engaged with issues of domestic 
poverty could also be encouraged to become active on international poverty.

Future goals for developed countries could address the same issues of education, 
health, employment and poverty, but reflect national issues of concern, such as 
focusing on excluded or marginalised identity groups, ethnic groups, migrants 
and different geographical regions within a country.
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7. Conclusion 

New Zealand has been working to achieve Goal 8 with mixed success. While ODA 
has increased in recent years, and the focus on the Pacific has logic, contribution 
in terms of the percentage of GNI committed remains too small. This has been 
an issue that a wide variety of New Zealand’s civil society could potentially get 
behind. The MDGs as a whole, however, have not been made relevant to the New 
Zealand context. It is clear that for a transformative agenda, a new approach is 
needed to engage developed countries, including on issues of inequality, social 
exclusion and poverty among minority and marginalised communities, to 
highlight areas of common ground between developing and developed countries 
and build civil society solidarity. 
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