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“Youth Poverty can look like many things. It can look like coming to school 
with the wrong uniform because their family cannot afford the proper 
clothes but the school rules punish students for it. It also looks like 
rangatahi who miss out on opportunities because their families do not 
have the funds to support them. 

 

Child poverty can look like a kid who sleeps on the floor on a mattress 
because there aren't enough beds. It’s important to note when having a 
kōrero around child poverty that there are many layers and experiences 
underlined with mamae and guilt.  

 

Every child will have a different experience and so it’s vital when laws are 
being debated on and kaupapa are being introduced that they are as 
versatile and as equitable as possible, so that no child misses out on 
awhi.”* 

 

* Poverty as described through the eyes of one rangatahi living in Aotearoa New Zealand (August 2022) 
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PART ONE 

 

1. Update on observations from the committee’s Fifth Periodic Report 
(2016)  

1.1 We draw the Committee’s attention to a number of matters relating to 

observations made in the UN Committee’s Fifth Periodic Report (2016).1  

1.2 New Zealand has not taken sufficient steps to incorporate the United Nations 

Convention on the Rights of the Child (the Convention) into domestic law, and there 

is no comprehensive ‘code of compliance’ that has been developed to ensure that new 

legislation is consistent with the provisions and principles of the Convention.2 

1.3 Domestic legislation has not been sufficiently updated to ensure compliance with 

the Convention, particularly in relation to ‘best interests of the child’, the Social 

Security Act,3 and the Working for Families Package. [See Appendix 2 for in-depth 

analysis of ‘best interest’ and social security including sanctions, Working for Families,  

and debt  related to ‘benefit fraud’ [Question 24 (d), (e)] 

1.4 In relation to the Committee’s 2016 suggestion that the Children’s Commissioner 

has adequate financial and human resources to monitor the application of the 

Convention, (point 11 (a)) and that the independent role of the Commissioner is 

strengthened (point 11(b)), we are concerned that this strengthening has not 

occurred. We draw the Committee’s attention to the fact that proposed legislative 

changes will repeal the position of Children’s Commissioner, and replace the 

Commissioner with a Board to oversee the Convention. [See Appendix 2] 

1.5 There have been insufficient steps taken to develop a data collection system that 

disaggregates data by age. The current data around child poverty is dominated by 

broad age brackets (0 – 17 years) and fails to facilitate deeper analysis on the differing 
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experiences of children (particularly Māori, Pasifika, and children with disabilities) or 

the effect of poverty on their development.4  

1.6 While we acknowledge the amendment to the Public Finance Act 1989 (to require 

the government to publish a child poverty report as part of the Budget) we would find 

further breakdown and modelling helpful, with specific reference to age and impacts 

on child development. We also seek a strengthening of the budget implementation 

tracking system covering all child related expenses.5 We also recommend that while 

the child poverty report and reporters remain government-funded, they are made 

independent of government departments. 

1.7 We acknowledge the significant step of introducing the Child Poverty Reduction 

Act 2018 as a systemic approach to reducing child poverty, but we seek further 

measures to address poverty for Māori, Pasifika, and children with disabilities, and call 

for a revised action plan with adequate resources and short, medium, and long term 

goals to achieve this.6  

1.8 We note a failure to fully implement the UN Committee’s suggestion (2016) that 

there be budgetary lines to address disadvantage, and that ‘affirmative social 

measures’ may be required ‘even in situations of economic crisis, natural disasters or 

other emergencies.’7  

2. Standard of Living: (Question 24) Article 27 

2.1 Child poverty and standard of living are linked, and we consider these concepts 

through the lens of the Articles of the Convention on Rights of the Child (the 

Convention), and for tamariki Māori, te Tiriti o Waitangi (te Tiriti) and the UN 

Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (the Indigenous Declaration) . 

2.2 We note that child poverty in New Zealand / Aotearoa must also be understood 

in the context of colonisation. The rights of tamariki Māori, and their whānau, hapū 

and iwi, to live, develop and thrive in accordance with their own customs, and have 

authority over their lands, resources and affairs are guaranteed by te Tiriti.  
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2.3 As discussed in the Thematic Report by the Te Puna Rangahau o te Wai Ariki / 

Aotearoa NZ Centre for Indigenous Peoples and the Law, the guarantees made to 

Māori under te Tiriti have ‘been largely dishonoured by the New Zealand 

Government’8 and this has had a “devastating flow-on effects for the wellbeing of 

tamariki Māori and the fulfilment of their rights”.9   

2.4 We draw the Committee’s attention to the fact that New Zealand is currently 

undergoing a Royal Commission of Inquiry into Abuse in Care. The interim report 

(December 2021) has made 95 recommendations, and noted the link between 

poverty, state and faith-based abuse, and colonisation, which have had devastating 

intergenerational effects:10 

 

For Māori, the undermining of whānau, hapu and iwi structures and 

networks was “not merely a result of colonisation, but an essential part 

of the process”. This colonial history, as well as ongoing structural racism, 

has caused high rates of poverty among Māori and contributed to a 

disproportionate number of Māori children and young people in care. 11 

[emphasis added] 

 

2.5 This finding is concerning and requires further state response. A February 2022 

review of the Child and Youth Wellbeing Strategy (the Strategy) found significant 

areas of improvement were needed: “ …key groups, particularly Māori as well as 

Pasifika, disabled and migrant children and youth are not accorded adequate 

priority within the Strategy.”12 Moreover, at the governance level, the Strategy was 

found to lack Māori participation, and failed to fulfil the Crown’s te Tiriti 

obligations. 13 , 14  The review noted that lack of specific priorities for tamariki 

(children), rangatahi (youth), and their whānau (extended family), operated to 

‘undermine’ the ability of the Strategy “to make meaningful change for Māori.”15 
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3.  Higher rates of poverty in Māori, Pasifika and children with disability 
questions (Question 9: Non-discrimination) Article 2 

 

3.1 One in ten children (11%) live in material hardship.  However there are significant 

discrepancies in the rates of poverty for different groups. Māori and Pasifika children 

suffer much higher rates (23-28%) compared with that for European or Asian 

children/ethnicities (6-10%).16 Figure 1 below sets out additional data from the Child 

and Youth Wellbeing Strategy Annual Report for year ending 30 June 2021, which 

shows data on the trends for years 2019/2020, and 2021/2022. 

 

Ø Material hardship rates for Māori and Pasifika children are far above national 

rates overall 

Ø Around one in five Māori children (20.2% of 298,000 or 60,300 children) live in 

material hardship 

Ø Around one in four Pasifika children (24% of 141,500 children or 34,000) live 

in material hardship. 

Ø These are compared to just over one in ten children overall (11%).  
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Figure 1 Source: From Child and Youth Wellbeing Strategy Annual Report for Year Ending 30 

June 2021, p58 

 

3.2 There also significantly higher rates of poverty for children with a disability or those 

who are cared for by a family member who has a disability. According to the Child 

Poverty Monitor, “disabled children, and children living in a household with at least 

one disabled person, were left behind in the progress toward the child poverty 

reduction targets.”17  
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3.3 For disabled children, the material hardship rate is one in five (20.5% of 126,800 

children). For severe material hardship it is 10.3% compared, with non-disabled 

children (at 4.2%). Children in households with a disabled member have four times 

the rate of severe material hardship compared to children in a non-disabled 

household (10.3% and 2.5% respectively) 

 

3.4 For the year ended June 2021, the annual household disposable income for 

disabled people was $42,239 which is lower than the average household equivalised 

disposable income for non-disabled people of $51,683. 18  However, the costs 

associated with disability are high. Given the high impact of increased housing costs on 

household expenses, it must be a priority for the government to ensure that people 

living in poverty with a disability have equitable access to public housing. Currently only 

2% of public housing meets accessibility standards. Improvements were planned but it 

is concerning to see this programme to retrofit current state housing may be put on 

hold due to a desire to meet costs.19 Currently only 15% of new builds of state housing 

are aimed to be assessable.  
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Figure 2 Source Stats NZ, based on Household Economic Survey 
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Figure 3 Source Stats NZ 
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4. Statistical data (Question 32 , 33) 

4.1 StatsNZ is mandated under the Child Poverty Reduction Act 2018 to report on 

ten official measures of Child Poverty, broken down by ethnicity, disability status 

and region. Governments are required to set three (2020/2021) and ten 

(2027/2028) yearly targets for child poverty reduction, against three primary 

measures.  

4.2 Statistics are based on the Household Economic Survey for the previous year. 

Children living in emergency housing are not captured in this data. 20   The 

Government is required to report on material hardship, and severe material 

hardship. The definition of those terms is delegated under the Act to the 

statistician21 who provides a written determination (see section 6 and section 34 of 

the Act).   

 

July 2020-June 2021 Data on after housing costs (AHC)* poverty measures 

Ø 322,900 children (28.1%) were living in after-housing-costs income 

poverty (60% of equivalised household median, moving-line AHC 

measure) 

Ø 236,900 children (20.6%) were living in income poverty (related 50% 

AHC measure) 

Ø 150,400 children (13.1%) were living in severe income poverty (40% 

or less AHC measure).22 

*While ‘after housing costs’ (AHC) are not among the government’s three 

chosen measures but we use them as a reflection of high housing costs in New 

Zealand. 

4.3 We note, however, that income and material measures such as the ability to 

buy shoes, food and pay the rent do not capture the full impact of child poverty.23 

In the words of one rangatahi:24  
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Youth Poverty can look like many things. It can look like coming to school 

with the wrong uniform because their family cannot afford the proper 

clothes but the school rules punish students for it. It also looks like rangatahi 

who miss out on opportunities because their families do not have the funds 

to support them. Furthermore, child poverty can look like a kid who sleeps 

on the floor on a mattress because there aren't enough beds. It’s important 

to note when having a kōrero around child poverty that there are many 

layers and experiences underlined with mamae and guilt. Every child will 

have a different experience and so it’s vital when laws are being debated on 

and kaupapa are being introduced that they are as versatile and as equitable 

as possible, so that no child misses out on awhi.  

4.4 While we acknowledge the progress made towards lifting some children out of 

poverty, we remain concerned with the lack of progress for Māori, Pasifika, and 

disabled children.25  Progress against the baseline measures since 2017/2018 is 

shown below. 

 

Figure 4 Source: Child and Youth Wellbeing Strategy Annual Report for Year Ending 30 June 

2021 (April 2022) p 30 

4.5 Figure 17 below sets out the graph for severe material hardship broken down 

by ethnicity for the years 2019-2021. Figure 18 provides the data for material 

hardship by ethnicity for years 2019 - 2021. Figure 20 shows trends in the rates of 
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material hardship from 2013 – 2021. Material hardship is used because income 

measures capture only one aspect of child poverty. Not all low-income households 

are in hardship, but some households with incomes above low-income lines 

(income poverty lines) are in hardship.26  In addition to income, a more ‘child-

centric’ material hardship approach is adopted. A helpful infographic for how child 

poverty is measured in New Zealand can be found at:  

https://www.stats.govt.nz/infographics/how-we-measure-child-poverty 

  

4.6 Figure 5 outlines the questions asked to capture the experience of living in 

poverty from the perspective of a child, and the responses for years 2018/2019 

and 2019/2020.27  

 

Figure 5 Source, Bryan Perry, 'Child Poverty in New Zealand’, Ministry of Social Development, 

at p32. 
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5. Link Between Poverty, Health and avoidable hospitalisations  
Article 24 (Question 22) 

 

5.1 We are concerned with the impact on the health and development potential of 

children living in poverty [Article 24]. This is linked to persistent inequalities in 

health and developmental outcomes.28 The Child Poverty Related Indicators report 

on rates of potentially avoidable hospitalisations for ages 0-14 years of age. 29 

Poverty can be a barrier to health outcomes through a complex matrix of causes. 

These range from overcrowding, damp and/ or cold homes, poor diet, parents 

unable to take time off work to take children to medical appointments, and costs 

of medical care. 

Ø We refer the Committee to the Thematic Report, ‘Basic Health 

and Welfare Rights of Children 0-5 years of age’ to which we 

have contributed additional information on poverty and its 

link to poor health outcomes. 

 

 

6. Impact of COVID-19 pandemic (Question 2(b))- New Developments 

 

6.1 The government undertook steps to mitigate the severest impacts of the COVID-

19 pandemic (COVID) on incomes (until June 2021),30  but COVID has nonetheless 

exacerbated inequalities in New Zealand, with financial strain disproportionately 

impacting those on fixed and low incomes.31 There is high demand in food bank usage, 

an increase in those receiving benefits, higher food costs and rising petrol prices.32 
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6.2  The government’s COVID response has been criticised for favouring the most well-

off. The ‘Wage Subsidy Scheme’ (which saw $20 billion spent) has had little impact on 

those experiencing the most hardship, and the government proceeded despite 

Treasury warnings the scheme would create increased inequality.33 Recent analysis 

from the Auckland University of Technology shows that young Pasifika women under 

the age of 30 years have been particularly affected by the pandemic policies, with 

inequalities between Pākehā and Pasifika exacerbated.34 In the year ended June 2021 

(compared with the year ending June 2020) Stats NZ data shows that while average 

annual household equivalised disposable income (after tax and transfer payments) 

increased from $47,727 to $50,164 (up 5.1%), average weekly housing costs increased 

2.5% (from $340 to $348.60) and there was an increase of 5.4% for those paying rent 

(the average went from $372.30 - $392.30 per week).35  

 

6.3 Worryingly, COVID has significantly affected school attendance, with mandatory 

lockdowns. There is now close to double the number of children who are missing or 

not enrolled in schooling.36 [See Figure 6] While there is no clear data as to how many 

of these absent are due to children leaving school to help support families, Secondary 

Principals Association president Vaughan Couillault has stating that, "If there was a 

choice, students would stay in school, but there are those who don't have that 

luxury."37This threatens to create a cycle of poverty where children are supporting 

families at the expense of completing their education. As one rangatahi has observed:  

 

“In the 2020 lockdown hundreds of students left school to find employment mainly 
in warehouse and factory jobs. These kinds of jobs, although earn a lot of money, 
are tiring, extensive, and are long hours which push rangatahi to overwork. Instead 
of focusing on education the government forces them to leave school in order to 
ensure there is food on the table. The issues of food insecurity and dropout rates at 
high school are linked. They are catalysts for each other and so they need to be 
solved together. Initiatives like kids can, food for schools, and breakfast club help to 
normalise students seeking support.”38 
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Figure 6 Source Parliamentary Question  

6.4 We draw the Committee’s attention to the fact that the current government 

statistics do not take into account the August-September 2020 lockdown, or the 2021 

lockdown in Auckland (August-December). These lockdowns, and the recent dramatic 

increase in inflation have put more families in financial stress, and hardship grants are 

increasingly being used to make ends meet. [See Figure 7] 

 

 

Figure 7 Benefit Fact Sheet March Quarter , p7. 
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6.5 COVID has also affected the ability to conduct face-to-face interviews in homes, 

resulting in a smaller sample size for the Household Economic Survey.39 While Stats NZ 

states that they have found “no discernible impact” on their survey results,40 homeless 

families, and those in emergency housing  are not captured. Therefore we consider 

that using additional datasets is justified. In this report we refer to foodbank statistics 

and qualitative studies to supplement the Stats NZ data. For example, the Child and 

Youth Wellbeing Strategy Annual Report for year ending 30 June 2021 (released April 

2022) stated that there was a 26% decrease in food insecurity for children.41 We 

suggest that this figure no longer accurately reflects foodbank usage, and refer to 

independent data from the Auckland City Mission that show a dramatic increase in 

foodbank reliance in the last two years [See Figure 13].   

 

7. Government obligations and Article 4 (Question 5: Allocation of 
Resources) 

 

7.1 Article 4 of the Convention requires the state to “undertake measures to the 

maximum extent of their available resources”. The state’s response and its obligations 

under the Convention must be gauged with reference to its current economic profile. 

New Zealand is a high-income country with GDP $355 million (StatsNZ). Current 

financial statements show that “Core Crown revenue was $2.9 billion higher than 

forecasts driven by core tax revenue, while core Crown expenses were $1.4 billion 

lower than forecast.”42  

7.2 New Zealand’s debt cap is low when compared with debt caps in other countries [ 

see Figure 8]. New Zealand’s net debt as a percentage of GDP is only 20%, around half 

that of Australia (at 38%). Net debt in the US is nearly five times higher than New 

Zealand. This demonstrates that New Zealand can support higher net debt levels up 

to 30%, which would allow better state responses to poverty to help those children 

who are suffering in the harshest conditions of severe material hardship.43  



 

 21 

 

 

Figure 8 Source International Monetary Fund, World Economic Outlook Database, April 2022 

7.3 In the last decade there has been two independent investigations into child 

poverty and welfare inequity in New Zealand. One was initiated and led by the 

Commissioner for Children (Expert Advisory Group on Solutions to Child Poverty, 

2012),44  and the other initiated by the Government and led by the now current 

Governor General, Professor Cindy Kiro (Whakamana Tāngata: Restoring Dignity to 

Social Security in New Zealand, 2019).45 The full recommendations from these reports 

have not been implemented. Crucially, child poverty in New Zealand exists in a society 

where adult and senior rates of poverty have largely been resolved.  

7.4 We acknowledge the commitment this government has made to lift benefits and 

income since it came in to power in 2017.46 [See Figure 9]. In our view New Zealand’s 

economic profile is robust enough to sustain additional economic responses to reduce 

entrenched rates of child poverty. Its failure to do so must, at some level, be read as 

being due to a political reluctance to make the transformational changes necessary. 

We remain concerned that there is a lack of significant ‘affirmative social measures’ 

(as suggested in UN Committee’s Fifth Periodic Report) that the UN considered are 

required ‘even in situations of economic crisis, natural disasters or other 

emergencies’47 to shift poverty for the children left behind. 
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Figure 9 Working Paper: Total Incomes of MSD, Ministry of Social Development p 12 

 

8. The right to adequate food and nutrition: Articles 24, and 27:  
Question 2 (c) New Development – High rates of food Insecurity  

 

8.1 Food security is related to the right to food or nutrition.48 We note the Convention 

uses the term ‘nutrition,’ not merely ‘food’. We note that Article 24(1) states that 

“State Parties shall strive” but this must be balanced against Article 24 (2) which states 

“State Parties shall pursue full implementation of this right, and in particular, shall take 

appropriate measures.” [Emphasis added].49 

 

8.2 We assert that in the context of New Zealand’s economic profile these provisos 

cannot be read to justify significant food insecurity experienced by children who are 

going hungry.  
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“Around 40% of families experience material hardship at any single time 

point during the formative first two years. When this occurs, many make 

sacrifices (household heating, cheaper food choices) in order to pay for 

other things.”50  

 

8.3 Food Insecurity 2019/2020 at a Glance:51 

Ø One in five children lived in households that ran out of food 

due to costs ‘sometimes’ (15.6%) or ‘often’ (4.3%).  

Ø For Pasifika children 35.4% ‘sometimes’ run out (c.f. 10.0% for 

‘often).  

Ø For Māori children this figure is 21.9% ‘sometimes’ and 7.9% 

“often’.52  [See Figure 10 for additional data] 

8.4 It is helpful to categorise food security by the three “A’s”: ‘available’, ‘accessible’, 

and ‘adequate’. 53 While food in New Zealand may be readily ‘available’ (e.g. we are a 

food producing nation), we note that for many children, food is not ‘accessible” (which 

encompasses economic affordability) and neither is the food which is economically 

viable ‘adequate’.54  

Adequacy means that the food must satisfy dietary needs, taking into 

account the individual’s age, living conditions, health, occupation, sex, 

etc. For example, if children’s food does not contain the nutrients 

necessary for their physical and mental development, it is not adequate. 

Food that is energy-dense and low-nutrient, which can contribute to 

obesity and other illnesses, could be another example of inadequate 

food.55  

8.5 Stats NZ figures show that food price inflation rose to 6.6 per cent in June 2022 

(compared with June 2021) with meat, poultry, and fish prices increased 6.8 per cent. 

Fruit and vegetable prices increased 5.5 per cent. The largest monthly contributor to 

the rise was the cost of fruit and vegetable prices which rose 4.9 per cent.56  
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Figure 10 Child Poverty Related Indicators Report for year ending 30 June 2021, at p 19 

8.6  While the right to food is distinct from the right to be fed, it does encompass 

(especially in relation to childhood nutrition) the right of children to have their 

nutritional needs met through the state enabling conditions where parents can meet 

the nutritional needs of the child.57 In New Zealand many families rely on food banks 

to feed their family. This has been exacerbated by COVID. 

 

8.7 The government has responded to increasing food costs by creating a new 

position of a ‘Groceries Commissioner’ to sit within the Commerce Commission.58 

We welcome this new initiative, but note that there are calls to think more broadly 

to solve the issue of continuing access to healthy food. Mothers are going without 

food to enable their children to eat, and a recent study led by the University of 

Otago59 states that due to women adapting to sacrifice for the sake of their children,  

the full extent of the problem is likely to be masked.60  

8.8 Chair of the Māori Food Network (which supports 38,000 households across 

Tāmaki Makaurau, Auckland) Hurimoana Dennis calls on the government to examine 

more innovative solutions:61 

“We’re looking at some stuff that goes well beyond food banks, well beyond 

food vouchers, well beyond kai packs. We are over that type of thinking and 
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response to food, it’s a deficit. That is not mana enhancing.”[emphasis 

added] 

8.9 One suggestion is to remove GST from basic groceries like fresh fruit, vegetables, 

milk, and bread. In the words of one woman: 62 

 

There needs to be no GST on fresh fruit, meat, milk, yoghurt and bread, and 

maybe basic baseline cereals … because why would you buy your child a 

bottle of milk, when you can buy them three times as much coke for the 

same price?! It disturbs me, like it’s all backwards! 

 

8.10 Children living in households under 40% AHC are most deprived on fresh fruit and 

vegetables (a “lot”).63 See Figure 11. 

 

Figure 11 Bryan Perry, ‘Child Poverty in New Zealand’ Ministry of Social Development, p 94 

8.11  Food security is highly linked to debt for many families. One whānau-based 

survey found that 82% of those who made the choice between food and debt were 

servicing debt to Work and Income.64 [See Figure 12]. 
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Figure 12 Source Kore Hiakai Zero Hunger Collective report- April 2022 

8.12 Statistics from the Auckland City Mission show that the number of food 

parcels distributed each year (ending June from 2008/09 to 2020/21) has risen 

sharply. Over ten years (2010/11 to 2020/21) the number of food parcels 

increased from 9,239 to 48,679. [See Figure 13] 

 

Figure 13 Auckland City Mission  
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9. Best Interest of the child (Question 10) Article 3 

 

9.1 New Zealand currently fails to put the “best interests” of the child as a matter of 

primary consideration in key legislation and policy.  As a result of this failure 

(particularly in relation to the Social Securities Act and the ‘Working for Families’ 

package) many families of young children face higher degrees of material hardship 

than they otherwise would. The government’s progress on this is slow. We note that 

this issue was raised by the Commissioner for Children’s Expert Advisory Group on 

Solutions to Child Poverty  in 2012.65 In the New Zealand context ‘best interest’ of the 

child for tamariki must be understood as being both ‘a collective and individual right’.66  

 

Ø Note: Due to word constraints we are unable to provide the depth 

of discussion we consider necessary to address the level of concern 

we have around these issues. Please see a fuller analysis in 

Appendix Two. 

 

10. Child and youth wellbeing strategy (Question 24) Standard of living  

 

10.1 Child poverty links to the government’s Child and Youth Wellbeing Strategy 

(the Strategy) and its Programme of Action, particularly the outcome ‘Children and 

Young People Have What They Need’, where the main focus is increasing material 

wellbeing of households living in poverty and hardship. There are four main areas 

of focus.67 A record of government programmes allocated to address child poverty 

in the 2022 Budget is available.68 Under the Strategy, the government has chosen 

five indicators to track its progress that relate “Children and Young People have 

What they Need”:69 
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1) Material wellbeing 

2) Child Poverty 

3) Food insecurity (CPRI) 

4) Housing quality (CPRI) 

5) House affordability (CPRI) 

 

10.2 Figure 14 shows how the government is tracking against these indicators.  

 

 

Figure 14 Source: Child and Youth Wellbeing Strategy Annual Report for Year Ending 30 June 

2021, p29 
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10.3 Currently the government has five Child Poverty Related Indicators (CPRI) :  

Ø Housing affordability: percentage of children (ages 0-17) living in households 

where housing accounts for more than 30 percent of disposable income.  

Ø Housing quality: percentage of children (ages 0-17) experiencing dampness or 

mould as a major problem. 

Ø Food insecurity: percentage of children (ages 0-14) reporting that food runs 

out ‘often’ or ‘sometimes’.  

Ø Regular school attendance: percentage of children and young people (ages 6-

16) regularly attending school.  

Ø Potentially avoidable hospitalisations: rate of children (ages 0-14) hospitalised 

for potentially avoidable illnesses.  

10.4 See Figure 15 for the government’s analysis of how they are tracking against these 

measures.  
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Figure 15 Source, From Child Poverty Related Indicators Report for Year Ending 30 June 2021 

(Released April 2022) p 5 
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Associated data: (Question 41)  

 

 

Figure 16 Severe Material Hardship per region Source: Stats NZ 
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Figure 17 SOURCE Stats NZ Severe Material Hardship 2019-2021 by ethnicity 
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Figure 18 Source Stats NZ Material Hardship 2019- 2021 by ethnicity 

 



 

 34 

 

Figure 19 Source Stats NZ Mean equalised disposable household income before deducting 

housing costs 2007-2021 
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Figure 20 Source Stats NZ Material hardship % poverty rate years 2013-2021 
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“Our culture needs to shift and how we facilitate discussions around wealth 
and poverty needs to change and be more inclusive for those struggling in 
silence. We need to highlight Indigenous values and ways of living so that 
these families feel empowered to make a change.”* 

 
* Poverty as described through the eyes of one rangatahi living in Aotearoa New Zealand (August 2022) 
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11. Observations 

11.1 The government must formulate an action plan (with adequate resourcing and 

timelines) to address inequalities and reduce poverty for the most severely affected 

groups in society (Māori, Pasifika, and children with disabilities).  

11.2 It is concerning that New Zealand is in the process of losing its Children’s 

Commissioner, and transitioning over to a new board structure at this time. We have 

concerns that in this transition, the focus on child poverty will be lost in the overall mix 

of issues that the new board will face. We strongly recommend that the position of 

Children’s Commissioner is retained. [See Appendix 2] 

11.3 We recommend that New Zealand create a new position, (similar to the approach 

taken in Canada) of a legislated advisory council on poverty, that sits as a monitor for 

progress. 70  This should have powers to independently monitor, advise, and 

recommend the government on actions needed to ensure that targets set in the Child 

Poverty Reduction Act are met. This will ensure objective, independent, analysis of the 

trends and efficacy of the strategy that allows monitoring distinct from political 

ideology.  

11.4 At the moment New Zealand’s targets under the Child Poverty Reduction Act are 

broad, so that targets under the Act may be met in the aggregate, but Māori, Pasifika 

and disabled children are ‘left behind’. As discussed in further detail in the Thematic 

Report by the Aotearoa NZ Centre for Indigenous Peoples and the Law, when it comes 

to the reducing disparity experienced by tamariki Māori, while it is essential that they 

achieve parity with other children, the ultimate aim, and responsibility, of the 

government is to ensure that their unique rights under te Tiriti and the Indigenous 

Declaration are also achieved. 

11.5 Addressing child poverty for Māori requires responses that recognise the wider 

impact of colonisation and give effect to the guarantees under te Tiriti that Māori 

would exercise authority over their own peoples, lands and resources, live in 

accordance with their own laws and customs and have equal rights to British citizens. 
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For example, high rates of child poverty, food insecurity and obesity can be linked to 

the failure to give effect to te Tiriti and the impacts of colonisation, which have both 

worked to erode the Māori resource and economic base, including their access to, 

cultivation and preparation of  traditional foods in accordance with Māori laws and 

customs.71  

11.6 Current research suggests that part of the solution to food insecurity for Māori 

will be a ‘decolonising approach where Māori voices and values are central within NZ 

policies policy-making process’. 72  We support the position taken in the Thematic 

Report by the Aotearoa NZ Centre for Indigenous Peoples and the Law that any action 

taken to reduce disparities experienced by tamariki Māori must also seek to give effect 

to their unique rights as te Tiriti partners and Indigenous people, in addition to 

achieving their parity with non-Māori children. We support the Centre’s call for the 

“Government to develop a mechanism…in partnership with Māori, including tamariki 

Māori, to ensure that all the rights of tamariki Māori are recognised and provided for 

in government-led action going forward.”73   
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12. Immediate recommendations  

 

 

1. Retain the position of Children’s Commissioner. We do not support 

repealing the Children’s Commissioner Act 2003 and replacing the 

Commissioner with a Board known as the Children and Young People’s 

Commission. [See Appendix 2] 

2. We call on the Government to develop a ‘partnership model’ with Māori to 

address high rates of poverty experienced by tamariki Māori. This model 

should recognise the special obligations to tamariki under te Tiriti, the 

Indigenous Declaration and the Convention. 

3. A Child Poverty Reduction Advisory Council needs to be established with 

independent oversight and monitoring of child poverty. This should 

function to  reflect the voices of children, and those with lived experiences 

of poverty.  

4. Enshrine ‘the best interest of the child’ as a matter of primary consideration 

in all relevant legislation. 

5. We recommend a shift that embeds policy ‘triggers’ with clear budgeted 

lines for Māori, Pasifika, children with disabilities, and sole parents. Specific 

measures are needed for these groups to enable parity with others and, for 

tamariki Māori, to ensure their specific rights under te Tiriti and the 

Indigenous Declaration are fulfilled. Current measures that focus on the 

overall profile of poverty are too broad, and fail to address poverty for 

groups who experience the highest rates of poverty.  This is necessary to 

ensure than no child is left behind. 

6. There is the need for disaggregated data for children that measure rates of 

poverty, and its impact on child development. This must include 

disaggregated data by age range for Māori, Pasifika, and children with 

disabilities. The current age range of 0- 17 years is too broad to enable any 
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responsive policy interventions, and does not allow adequate consideration 

of the effects of poverty on child development as anticipated by Article 27.   

7. Reform Working for Families and apply a ‘best interests’ of the child test to the 

Income Tax Act 2007 to enable all low-income children (irrespective of 

whether their parents receive welfare) to receive the ‘In-Work Tax Credit’. 

[Appendix 2] 

 

13. Further recommendations  

8. Increase disability allowances to rates provided in other similar countries 

(note: The median payment for disability-related allowance is close to three 

times higher in the United Kingdom than in New Zealand).  

9. Working for Families: Remove the discriminatory effects of policy that mean 

that children of parents on benefits miss out on at least $72.50 per week. 

[See Appendix 2]   

10. Replace the current complex matrix of tax credits with a simplified approach 

that prioritises a child payment to 100 percent of children aged 0 to 5 years 

inclusive, then based on family income from age 6 years onward.  

11. Free public transport.  

12. Full rollout of the ‘food in schools’ initiative to all schools. 

13. Collect data from families in emergency housing for the purposes of the 

Household Economic Survey.  

14. Prioritise public housing that is ‘fit for purpose’ for families with young 

children and those with disability.  

15. Adopt and develop an action plan with adequate resourcing and timelines 

in consultation with Māori, Pasifika, and disability communities to achieve 

parity in poverty rates for all children. 

16. Immediately abolish benefit sanctions, where the beneficiary is the primary 

caregiver of dependent children.  
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17. Remove GST from basic food items such as meat, cheese, milk, fruit, 

vegetables, and bread.  

18. Immediately review MSD debt, as a ‘circuit-breaker’ that creates food 

insecurity for those with debt to MSD.  

19. Amend the legislation to explicitly recognise the relationship between 

poverty reduction and the State’s obligations under te Tiriti, the Convention 

and other human rights covenants such as UNDRIP, and Sustainable 

Development Goals. 

20. Amend legislation to recognise the specific obligations under the Convention 

in relation to the development potential of the child, and amend the Child 

Poverty Reduction Act to recognise the development potential of the child as 

a paramount concern in achieving poverty reduction measures.  

21. Amend the legislation to require the state to implement an annual budgeted 

forecast, with ‘trigger points’ requiring responses for Māori, Pasifika, and 

children with disabilities. Cross-governmental work streams should be 

developed, alongside a financial commitment to implement these plans, and 

a timeline. 

22. Establish a response to poverty that recognises barriers and experiences of 

poverty for sole parents. 

23. Immediately amend policy and legislation so MSD and Department of Justice 

are required to have joint oversight of any administration of a “warrant to 

arrest” sanction. This is to ensure that the impacts on any child or children in 

the care of the offender is taken into account.  

24. Delink the automatic trigger that leaves the Ministry of Justice in sole charge 

of automatically administering sanctions with little oversight of best interests 

of the child or MSD. 

25. Disaggregated data for monitoring purposes that links health outcomes and 

age / stage of children for the first 1,000 days and under five year olds.  

26. Urgently reform Working for Families (WFF) to redefine goals so that the 

focus is on the needs of children, not paid work. [Appendix 2] 
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27. Extend the “In-Work Tax Credit” to all low-income children, including those 

families on benefits.  

28. Index all WFF payments to wages annually (and to inflation when it exceeds 

wage growth) as is the case for NZ Superannuation. 

29. Increase WFF thresholds from which WFF starts to reduce to restore the real 

value last set in 2018, and index annually. In 2022, it should be at least 

$47,000. 

30. Immediately amend the ‘cost of living payment’ pursuant to the Taxation 

(Cost of Living Payments) Act. This should be provided to beneficiaries with 

children under the age of 18 years, regardless of whether they are receiving 

the Winter Energy Payment.    

31. Review unfair and outdated rules around ‘relationships fraud’.  

32. Urgently adjust the indexation of abatement thresholds in line with inflation. 

33. We note that the government has identified the need for Inland Revenue, the 

Ministry of Justice and MSD to be joint lead agencies on the review of debt 

to Government. We seek assurances that this review has the best interests 

of the child as the paramount concern.   
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14 Appendix One: Terminology  

 

• Before Housing Costs (BHC)  = the median equivalised disposable household income 

before housing costs are deducted. 

 

• After Housing Costs (AHC) = the median equivalised disposable household income after 

housing costs are deducted.  

 

• Disposable household income = the equalised total income for all household members 

15 and older, plus tax credits, and minus ACC levy and tax payable.  

 

• Equivalised = means that income is adjusted according to household size, and divided 

by the number of household members. 

 

• Housing costs = includes expenditure on mortgage payments, rent payments, property 

rates payments, and property insurance.  

 

• The percentage of children living in household with less than 50 percent of the median 

equivalised disposable household income after-housing-costs (AHC 50) measure is 

reported as both a ‘fixed-line’ and a ‘moving-line’ measure. 

 

 

• Fixed-line measures = when an income threshold is set for a particular ‘base’ year, while 

adjusting for inflation. This measure is particularly useful during a recession. As 

unemployment increases, moving line measures may give the impression that child 

poverty is improving, when average incomes are simply decreasing. 

 

• Moving-line measures =  calculate a household’s current income according to the 

current median for all households. 
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• Material hardship = A household is deemed to be in material hardship if it scores six or 

more ‘lacks’ from a list of 17 items. 

 

• Child Poverty = The term ‘child poverty’ in this report is defined in the manner 

consistent with international approaches, and we follow the definition suggested by the 

Children’s Commissioner (2012) report to mean: 

 

“Children living in poverty are those who experience 

deprivation of the material resources and income that is 

required for them to develop and thrive, leaving such children 

unable to enjoy their rights, achieve their full potential and 

participate as equal members of new Zealand society.” (at p2).  

 

• Severe material hardship = A household is defined as being in severe material hardship 

if it scores nine or more lacks from the 17 item list.DEP-17 index = a tool to measure 

material and server material hardship which includes questions about an enforced lack 

of essentials such as food, bills and doctors’ visits. 
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APPENDIX TWO: Analysis Paper to Accompany Question 10(a), 10 (b), 10 
(c) and 24 (e) List of Issues Paper  

 

Authors: Professor Mark Henaghan, University of Auckland, School of Law; Dana 

Wensley PhD, Researcher, Child Poverty Action Group 

 

 

 

Best Interests of the Child Not A Primary Consideration in Key Legislation 
or Policy: Article 3, Article 26 

 

1. New Zealand fails to put the “best interests” of the child as a matter of primary 

consideration in key legislation. The government’s progress on this is slow. We 

note that this issue was raised by the Commissioner for Children’s Expert 

Advisory Group on Solutions to Child Poverty in 2012.74 In the New Zealand 

context ‘best interest’ of the child for tamariki Māori must be understood as 

being both ‘a collective and individual right.’ 75  We endorse the approach 

suggested by the thematic report The Rights of Tamariki Māori in Aotearoa 

New Zealand which states:76 

“The Crown is under a duty to recognise and actively protect 

Māori tino rangatiratanga over our own affairs, whenua, 

resources, kāinga and taonga. As already noted, the Crown must 

protect the exclusive right of Māori to determine what is in the 

best interests of tamariki Māori.”  

2. We have serious concerns for the implementation of best interests of the child 

into domestic legislation with the proposed removal of the Commissioner for 

Children. Under Section 122 of the new Oversight of Oranga Tamariki System 

and Children and Young People’s Commission Bill (the Bill), the Children’s 
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Commissioner Act 2003 is repealed, and the role of Commissioner for Children 

role is abolished.  

3. We outline below a few examples of legislation that fail to recognise the best 

interests of the child as a matter of primary consideration, and we suggest 

amendments to reflect the state’s commitment to the Convention. 

 

 

 

 

  

Key Recommendation:   

The ‘Bill’ should not repeal the Children’s Commissioner Act 2003. The 

Commissioner for Children has been highly successful in fulfilling its 

obligations to hold the government to account and to represent and advocate 

for children. Maintaining the Commissioner is crucial to ensuring that the best 

interests of children are a primary concern across policy, law, and practice in 

New Zealand.  
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ORANGA TAMARIKI SYSTEM AND CHILDREN AND YOUNG PEOPLE’S 

COMMISSION BILL (THE BILL) 

 

4. New Zealand is in the process of losing its Children’s Commissioner. We have 

serious concerns for the implementation of ‘best interests’ into domestic 

legislation with the removal of this role. Under Section 122 of the Bill, the 

Children’s Commissioner Act 2003 is repealed. The current Children’s 

Commissioner has a statutory role to advance and monitor the United 

Nations Convention on Rights of the Child. The Commissioner’s role 

currently extends to raising awareness and understanding of the 

Convention, monitoring of the government’s application of the Convention 

in New Zealand. The office of the Children’s Commissioner has undertaken 

this role with integrity and built a body of excellence that ensures that the 

needs and best interests of children are advanced in New Zealand. They 

have written submissions, spearheaded reports (such as the Expert Advisory 

Group on Solutions to Child Poverty’s Solutions to Child Poverty, 2012), and 

monitored the application of the Convection through the Children’s 

Convention Monitoring Group.77  

 

5. Under proposed new legislation, the role of the Commissioner is replaced 

by a Children and Young People’s Commission which removes the 

Commissioner and replaces her with a board, the chairperson of which is 

known as the Chief Children’s Commissioner (section 91). The Bill uses the 

wording of “wellbeing” and ‘interests” (see for example section 5,78 and 

section 96 79 ). We draw the Committee’s attention in particular to the 

wording of section 99, which sets out that the function of the newly 

established Children and Young People’s Commission is to “promote the 

interests and well-being of children and young people by … presenting 

reports to proceedings before any court or tribunal that relate to the 

Children’s Convention…” We note that this is limited to the court or tribunal 
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process (section 99(j)). Section 84 states that the Commission must have 

regard to “the Children’s Convention”, but section 87 expressly states that 

“ the inclusion of the text of the Children’s Convention” in this Part does not 

affect the legal status of the Convention”. The Bill has drawn much criticism 

and is not supported by the Children’s Commissioner, nor significant 

stakeholder groups. Te Puna Rangahau o te Wai Ariki  / Aotearoa Centre for 

Indigenous Peoples and the Law states: 80 

 

Considering the disparity faced by tamariki Māori and the 

extent to which their rights as tangata whenua, te Tiriti partners 

and Indigenous children are violated, it is essential that the 

Children’s Commission, as Aotearoa New Zealand’s national 

child rights institution, is independent and effective and has all 

the necessary powers and functions to monitor, investigate 

complaints, and promote and protect children’s rights in line 

with international standards. 

 

6. We agree with the concerns raised by Te Puna Rangahau o te Wai Ariki / 

Aotearoa Centre for Indigenous Peoples and the Law that the Bill fails to fully 

protect the rights of children, and reduces independent oversight of the 

Convention in Aotearoa.81  

 

7. Below are some further examples of legislation that should immediately be 

amended to incorporate the ‘best interests’ test.  
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CHILD POVERTY REDUCTION ACT 

 

8. The government’s reply does not mention the Child Poverty Reduction Act 

2018,  which does not have any mention to the ‘best interests of the child’ 

or even the ‘welfare of the child’. We are concerned with the lack of 

recognition of the best interest of the child in the Child Poverty Reduction 

Act. A ‘best interests’ approach would drive a more child-centred and 

disaggregated monitoring of child poverty indicators that focus on 

disaggregated age brackets, additional ‘child-specific’ items linked to 

childhood development and disease. Additionally, it would strengthen our 

understanding of the specific experiences of poverty relating to culture and 

ethnicity, particularly for Māori and Pasifika. In our view, these measures 

need to be adapted to create a deeper understanding of child poverty and 

its effect on health, wellbeing and development from the child’s 

perspective. We note the following example of data collection that includes 

child-specific items.82   

We draw four main matters to the Committee’s attention: 

 

(1) Children living in emergency housing are not 

captured in this data.83 

(2) The child-centric criteria should be strengthened,84 

for example the Household Economic Survey could include 

additional questions aimed at younger age groups around 

access to toys, books, and outdoor play areas/ equipment. 

(3) The data is not disaggregated to age / stage but 

instead contains only broad data-sets ranging from ages 0 

– 17 years.  

(4) Health impacts and health inequalities are not 

directly linked to measures of child poverty. 85 
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9. It is concerning that many effects of poverty on new born infants are not 

captured in the current datasets or analysis. We acknowledge the complexity 

around how poverty impacts on the development of a child. We nevertheless 

consider that these indicators should also be included in the measure to truly 

capture child poverty from the perspective of how it impacts in the first 1,000 

days.  

• We are unable to supply any disaggregated data on the levels of 

poverty experienced across age / stage brackets since this falls 

outside the government reporting measures.  

• What we do know is that this age cohort experiences high rates 

of overcrowding, material hardship, lack of access to health-care, 

income insufficiency, and high rates of food bank usage based on 

data collected from other sources. [Refer to our contributions under 

the Thematic Report. ‘Basic Health and Welfare Rights of Children 0-

5 years of age’]. 

• Poverty is linked to higher rates of infant mortality, lack of ability 

to provide a warm, safe bed and environment for a newborn, and 

low birth weight.86 

• Poverty creates family stress which in turn has negative impacts 

on a child, especially in the first few years.87 

• Current measurements of child poverty fail to assess the impact 

of poverty in the first 1,000 days, potentially leaving policy measures 

and fiscal balancing skewed towards addressing impact at the older 

end of the childhood years.  

• Datasets in relation to child poverty need to be disaggregated, 

and provide a meaningful analysis of the impact of poverty on a 

child’s growth and development. This change is needed to be 

consistent with Articles 6, 26, and 27 of the United Nations 

Convention on the Rights of the Child.  
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SECTION MD 4 INCOME TAX ACT 2007: ENTITLEMENT TO IN-WORK TAX CREDIT/ 

WORKING FOR FAMILIES  

11. In New Zealand an ‘in-work tax credit’ is available to families under Sections 

MD 4–10 of the Income Tax Act. This currently amounts to $72.50 per week. 

Eligibility is determined based on the following factors. The person must be:  

(a)  be aged 16 years or older; 

(b)  be the principal caregiver for a child who is financially dependent 

on them; 

(c)  be a New Zealand resident; 

(d)  not be receiving an income-tested benefit (the “off-benefit 

rule”); and  

(e)  be a full-time earner (a full-time earner is defined in s MA 7 as a 

single person employed for at least 20 hours per week or a couple 

employed for at least 30 hours per week in total).  

12. The Income Tax Act 2007 currently expressly excludes beneficiaries 

from claiming the ‘in-work’ tax credit, irrespective of the impact this 

has on the best interests of the child, or the impact on the child’s 

welfare from having their principal caregiver excluded. This exclusion 

of beneficiaries from the tax credit is prima facie discriminatory. This 

view was upheld by the Court of Appeal in Child Poverty Action Group v 

Attorney General88 where the Court of Appeal reached the conclusion 

that ‘all beneficiaries were the subject of prima facie discrimination” 

[under section 19 New Zealand Bill of Rights Act 1990] because of the 

‘off-benefit’ rule [at point 154].  

 

13. The Court of Appeal stopped short however, of finding unjustifiable 

discrimination existed [applying the ‘justified limitations’ test under 
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section 5, New Zealand Bill of Rights Act 1990]. The Court of Appeal 

found that the High Court (in its earlier judgement) was correct in 

finding that the ‘off-benefit’ rule was ‘a justified limit on the right to 

freedom of discrimination on the ground of employment status’ [at 

point 154]. We do note, however that while the Convention was 

referenced in the arguments and the decision [at point 41], at no point 

did the statutory interpretation or consideration of what amounted to 

‘justified limitations’ [under section 5 of the Bill of Rights] consider the 

rights of the child in any meaningful way, or the ‘best interests’ of the 

child, as required by Article 3 of the Convention.  

 

14. For this reason we argue that the current Working for Families tax 

package can be understood, when read in conjunction with the ‘best 

interests’ of the child test encapsulated in Article 3, to discriminate 

against children on the basis of the fact that their parents receive the 

benefit and are not in paid employment. The New Zealand approach is 

regressive when compared with Australia, where all low-income families are 

treated the same. A review of the comparison between Australian and New 

Zealand approaches to taxation of low income households shows that “the 

Australian system is significantly more generous, evident in the higher rates 

across all six modelled household scenarios. This is particularly the case for 

families receiving income support. The New Zealand system is discriminatory, 

penalising the children of parents receiving a benefit.”89  
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WORKING FOR FAMILIES  

 

Key Recommendation: We consider the current approach to Working for 

Families to be in breach of the Convention for failing to recognise the best 

interests of the child as a matter of primary consideration, and call for the 

following changes:  

1. Redefine the goals to prioritise the needs of children, not paid work for 

caregivers.  

2. Adopt a ‘best interests’ of the child test as a matter of 

primary consideration, and extend the ‘In-Work Tax Credit’ 

to all low-income children, irrespective of whether their 

parents are on a benefit or not. 

3. Index all payments to wages (or inflation if higher) to match 

the formula for calculating the NZ superannuation 

payments scheme. 

4. Increase the thresholds from which the tax credits starts, 

and index this annually. 

5. Decrease the Working for Families abatement rate to 20% 

to lower, and increase the threshold for abatement of 

benefits to 10 hours at the minimum wage. 
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OTHER EXAMPLES WHERE BEST INTERESTS NEED TO BE INCORPORATED INTO POLICY 

AND LEGISLATION 

Taxation (Cost of Living Payments) Act 2022  

15. The newly enacted Taxation (Cost of Living Payments) Act 2022 currently 

discriminates against beneficiaries by not extending the new ‘cost of living’ 

payment to those who also receive the ‘winter energy payment’ who are in 

most need of support. If the test was the ‘best interests of the child’ as a matter 

of primary consideration this should be made available to people on a benefit, 

regardless of whether they receive the ‘winter energy payment’.  

 

Social Security Act 2018: Benefit Breach Sanctions Article 26  

16. Beneficiaries’ obligations under the Social Securities Act 2018 are set out in 

Section 109. Failure to comply with these requirements is met with a sanction 

which has huge impact on the child. The current philosophy behind New Zealand’s 

welfare system that paid work must be encouraged as the preferred means to 

benefit the family, child, and society. Further, sanctions are appropriate if they 

are imposed to encourage compliance with the obligation to seek work, and to 

prepare for work. A ‘Work Ability Assessment’ for example is required in section 

118, and pursuant to section 119, sanctions may be imposed for failure to comply. 

This is also seen in relation to work-preparation obligations (section 120), and 

obligations to dependent children (section 127).  
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17. Failure to comply with these requirements is met with a sanction. The impacts 

are hugely negative. Benefits will be reduced by 50% (for clients with or without 

dependent children) and will restart only once the client completes the activity they 

failed to do. This progresses up to a 100% reduction in the benefit for clients with no 

dependent children (or 50% for clients with dependent children) if there is a second 

breach in the 12 month period. For a third failure in the 12 month period, the benefit 

cancelled by 100% for clients with no dependent children (or 50% for clients with 

dependent children) for 13 weeks. CPAG considers that these changes demonstrate 

a philosophical shift towards benefits being seen as ‘conditional’ support, 

provided certain criteria are met.  

“This conditionality of welfare assistance violates the child’s right to 

social security (in contravention of Article 26 of the UN Convention on 

the Rights of the Child, ratified by New Zealand in 1993) and undermines 

the four core principles of the Convention: non- discrimination; devotion 

to the best interests of the child; the right to life, survival and 

development; and respect for the views of the child.”90  

18. We acknowledge the government has removed sanctions under Section 192 

of the Social Security Act (previously s17A) which stated that if a sole parent did 

not provide the name of the other parent the level of Child Support payments 

would be reduced. Removing this sanction has benefited around 12,000 sole 

parents (and approximately 24,000 children) by increasing their benefit by $34 per 

week (on average). While this sanction has been removed, others still exist that 

leave families and children without the benefits they need. 

19. We note that the government is currently reviewing sanctions. In reply to a written 

question Minister Carmel Sepuloni has stated:91 

“The Government is committed to removing ineffective obligations 

and sanctions that negatively impact individuals and families. As 

part of the welfare overhaul work programme, we are reviewing all 

obligations and sanctions, with a focus on those that impact on 

children. The full welfare overhaul requires significant policy and 

delivery design work, which needs to be phased over time. The 

review of the warrant to arrest sanction is ongoing and is part of our 
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medium-term renewed welfare overhaul work programme agreed 

by Cabinet in September 2021. I expect to receive further advice on 

the review of the warrant to arrest sanction from the Ministry of 

Social Development in due course.”  

20. We consider the range of sanctions, imposed without required or assessment on 

the impact of the welfare of the child, are punitive and in breach of state obligations 

under Convention to embed the best interests of the child in its policy and legislation 

as a matter of primary consideration. If there is no discretionary application of these 

sanctions, there can be no regard to the effects on the health and wellbeing of the 

child in breach of Article 26 and Article 3.   

 

  

Warrant to Arrest  

 

21 The Welfare Expert Advisory Group made a key recommendation in 2019 

to remove the policy of enforcing sanctions and cutting benefits when a 

beneficiary has a warrant for their arrest. Instead, the Group recommended 

work be done to ‘continue data matching with the Ministry of Justice and take 

a proactive supportive approach to contacting the person’. (See 

Recommendation 11, WEAG).92 The “Warrant to Arrest” still operates in New 

Zealand and unfairly impacts on beneficiaries (with a disproportionate impact 

on Māori). In her capacity as Labour’s social development spokesperson, in 

2013 Jacinda Ardern described the sanction as unacceptable, however since 

2017. cases of ‘warrant to arrest’ have almost doubled, with around 4,000 per 

year.  

 

22. This impacts on the poorest families, who are forced to forego necessities 

such as food, doctor visits, and miss school to make ends meet. 93  94 Currently 

the Ministry for Social Development (MSD) has limited mechanisms in place to 

ensure oversight of sanctions. This means that these benefit cuts are triggered 

automatically and implemented outside of any check on the impact on the 



 

 58 

family or the impact on the welfare and care of the child.  A disproportionate 

number of females are represented in the figures of ‘warrant to arrest’.  

 

23. We draw the committee’s attention to the fact that a “warrant to arrest” 

can be applied for a wide range of matters, including debts from criminal 

activity due to poverty, not appearing at a court hearing, or debt to MSD. These 

sanctions get triggered by the Ministry of Justice with little discretion from 

MSD. A ‘best interests of the child’ approach as a matter of primary 

consideration would immediately suspend those sanctions which have 

detrimental effects on the welfare for any children in the care of the person 

for whom the ‘warrant to arrest’ has been made.  There is also systemic bias in 

relation to the application of these, with a  high proportion of ‘warrant to 

arrest’ being issued to Māori. 

 

Debt to Ministry for Social Development  

 

24. Debt to the Ministry for Development currently accounts for $2 Billion. 

While the Government has a debt to government programme, the debt to MSD 

is not a current focus of this. Women and Māori (individually and together) 

experience more debt to MSD, and it has an impact on living costs and creates 

a debt cycle. These debts may be for benefit “fraud” due to overpayments 

resulting from the complexity of the benefit system as a whole, or for loans to 

cover costs such as: rent arrears, power bills, transport assistance, funeral 

grants, clothing, furniture (eg for cot and initial set-up of home for baby), 

computers and devices for a child’s education.  

25. The “Working for Families” system is complex, and accumulating debt is a 

real concern for many recipients if they miscalculate their earnings. 95 We 

acknowledge that on 1 April 2020, the “abatement” was increased, so the 

amount those on a main benefit can earn through employment before their 

benefit is reduced was increased. However, the abatement process is complex, 

and the levels are set too low to accommodate the rise in inflation. This leaves 
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those in work and on a benefit in financial hardship and at risk of incurring 

unnecessary debt to MSD.  

26. It is estimated that currently 30,000 low-income families owe debt 

amounting to close to $20 million of “In Work Tax Credits”. The New Zealand 

system is discriminatory, penalising the children of parents receiving a 

benefit.”96 

27. The Government has indicated it will review the ‘debt to Government’ work 

programme to “focus on ensuring debt recovery is fair, effective and avoids 

exacerbating hardship, end preventing debt from occurring.”97 We note that 

the government has identified the need for Inland Revenue, the Ministry of 

Justice, and MSD to be joint lead agencies on the review of debt to 

government. 98  We seek assurances that this review foregrounds the best 

interests of the child as its paramount concern.  
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