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Me mahi tahi tātou mo te oranga o te katou.

We must work together for the wellbeing of all.

As Children’s Commissioner, I 
made child poverty a priority for 
my term, and convening the Expert 
Advisory Group was a critical 
component. 

As I come toward the end of my 
five-year term it is timely to 
reflect on the progress in 
addressing child poverty in New 
Zealand – there are some things 
to be pleased about, but still much 
left unchanged.

This document provides an 
account the main areas of 
progress, and sets out my view on 
what still needs to happen for the 
children of New Zealand. 

Dr Russell Wills
Children’s Commissioner
31 May 2016
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The Expert Advisory Group (EAG) 
“We like to believe that New Zealand is a great place for children. For the majority of our children 
this is true. But it is not true for children living in poverty.” 

The EAG was tasked with providing realistic, pragmatic and effective 
solutions to address child poverty in the short and longer-term. 

The report drew on the extensive evidence on what can be done, which policies 
are most effective, and what strategies deliver the greatest returns. 

The final report was based on the work of: 

• 24 Working Papers
• 2 background papers
• 2 consultation reports

and builds on the work and effort of many others.

The EAG made 78 recommendations on a wide range of topics, including: 

• the tax and benefit system
• education, health, housing
• employment and training
• Maori and Pacific poverty

So far 35 recommendations have been fully or partially implemented. 



Extent of child poverty 
The EAG report showed that children are disproportionately affected by 
poverty, and that it has increased over time. 

Costs of child poverty 
The report also outlined the costs that child poverty has on individual 
children and for our society. 

Not addressing child poverty now will damage the nation’s long-term 
prosperity. 

Where does the burden fall? 
1 in 3 Māori and Pacific children are likely to grow up in poverty. 
This is twice the rate as Pakeha (1 in 6). 

However, despite the lower rate, half of the children living in 
poverty are Pakeha.



There is no silver bullet solution 
We need a range of mutually reinforcing solutions:  

A safe, healthy 
home

Stable, nurturing 
family

A supportive 
community

Having basic 
needs met

Engaging in 
education

Access to health 
services

Addressing poverty 
needs action across all 

these areas

We need to focus for greatest impact 

• Greatest 
need for 
external 
support

• Greatest 
harm 
incurred

• Greatest 
inequalities

• Greatest 
return on 
investment

Very young 
children

(Pre-birth 
to age 6)

Māori and 
Pasifika 
children

Children 
in sole-
parent 
families

Children in  
severe and 
persistent 
poverty

There are some clear areas where more support is needed: 



OCC child poverty work post-EAG 
The EAG report provided an excellent foundation for understanding child poverty – its causes, 
consequences and solutions. 

We have built on that foundation. 

Together, the Commissioner and the Office have given hundreds of public presentations on child poverty, sat on advisory and working 
groups, and added our value wherever possible. 

Key pieces of work have included:

Producing the Child Poverty Monitor with Otago University and the JR McKenzie Trust 

Working with Philanthropy NZ, compiled Giving2Kids advice for businesses and organisations that want to invest in 

Launching Listening2Kids webpages with practical advice on engaging with children and young people 

Producing Guidelines for Food in Schools - practical tips on mitigating poverty through breakfast/lunch programmes 

Bringing existing research together to support an investment approach, e.g. Choose Kids: Why investing in children is 
good for all New Zealanders. 



The Child Poverty Monitor 
This is a partnership between the Children’s 
Commissioner, the JR McKenzie Trust and Otago 
University to measure and report on child 
poverty rates annually. 

The suite of measures include income poverty, 
material hardship, severe poverty and 
persistent poverty.

The Child Poverty Monitor presents complex 
data in an accessible way. The information comes 
from a solid base of research and data already 
collected in New Zealand.



Giving2Kids

The idea for Giving2Kids came about after 
a number of businesses and organisations 
asked us how they could play their part in 
reducing child poverty.

So with the support of Philanthropy NZ we 
put together information on why, how, and 
where to invest in children to achieve the 
greatest possible impact. 



Choose Kids Guidelines for Food in Schools 

With Choose Kids we addressed gaps in the existing evidence on 
the long-term consequences of child poverty.

The paper looks at the need to invest in children currently growing 
up in poverty to support a future of high productivity, 
innovation, economic growth and improved social cohesion. 

Providing food in schools was a hot news topic in 2014. 
Many schools, community groups and charities wanted to 
get on with it, but were often lacking guidance or support. 

So we teamed up with some experts in the education, 
nutrition and philanthropic sectors to develop practical 
guidelines. 



What has changed as a result? 
As a result of our efforts, and many others, public concern and debate has increased, and there is now 
a greater focus on issues related to child poverty. 

More philanthropy directed at children, 
especially early years

Increased grass-roots initiatives and work in the 
community

Media have played an important role in shaping 
the conversation and putting the spotlight on 
issues 

Government has taken action on some of the 
EAG recommendations, and other initiatives for 
vulnerable children

More studies and research on poverty have been 
undertaken, by a wide range of academic, public 
sector, and private institutes



Increased media interest 
• Large number and range of commentators
• Long-format stories (TV, radio, print)
• Increased social media presence
• Editorial interest



The Government response 
The Government has fully or partially implemented 35 of the 78 
EAG recommendations. They have increased their investment in 
children in recent years.

But these actions are aimed at mitigating certain consequences of 
poverty, rather than reducing it.

• Budget 2013 directly responded to EAG recommendations, and 
alongside $400 million funding in areas including breakfast 
programmes, investment in social housing, insulation and ECE, 
it also set out to trial a housing WOF and set up micro-financing 
options. 

• Budget 2014 put $500 million into child poverty issues, in-
cluding free GP visits under 13s, rheumatic fever, and ECE and 
Whanau Ora and budgeting services.

• Budget 2015  responded directly to the Prime Minister’s com-
mitment in October 2014 to make addressing poverty a priority. 
In response, the Budget delivered a $790 million package cen-
tred on an increase in benefit rate by up to $25 p/w and Work-
ing for Families tax credits and low wage childcare subsidies.

• Budget 2016 does not directly respond to child poverty issues. 
About $579 million of the spending can be seen to benefit chil-
dren. It included funding for 750 social housing places and some 
emergency housing options, investment in the new care and 
protection system, plus CYF cost pressures, and smaller amounts 
for warm, healthy homes, special education and those at  those 
at risk in education.



What needs to happen now?  
Status quo is no longer an option if we want better outcomes for the children of New Zealand. The first 
priority is a plan. 

Impacts of poor outcomes in education, 
health, care and protection and justice are 
flowing through and damage the nation’s 
economy and long-term prosperity.

New Zealand needs a plan to reduce 
child poverty – just like we do to 
reduce road accidents, maintain our 
bio-security and develop 
infrastructure.

Government needs to commit to 
targets to reduce child poverty rates 
– only then can all stakeholders see 
their roles clearly.

We need a plan! 

Everyone has a role in addressing child poverty 

Family

Government

Local 
Government Business

Communities

Academia



Thank you
For more details see our websites:

www.occ.org.nz
www.childpoverty.co.nz 


