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80  Briefing to Incoming Minister

Introduction

Rural communities are vital to the success of the 
primary industries, as well as the economy and social 
fabric of Aotearoa New Zealand as a whole.

The responsibilities of the portfolio relate to supporting 
thriving, vibrant and sustainable rural communities. 
This takes place through:

 + implementing the rural proofing policy to ensure all 
Government policies have a rural lens throughout 
policy development and implementation; and,

 + strengthening resilience, for example through 
adverse events recovery work, supporting rural 
mental health and wellness, and the development of 
rural hubs that build on community strengths.

Appendix 1 sets out the key investments for this 
portfolio up to the end of the 2022/23 financial year.
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The role of the Minister is to promote rural community 
interests, ensure processes are in place for a rural lens 
across government decisions, and to provide support 
for rural communities when adverse events occur. 

The work programme that you are responsible for 
contributes to improving resilience and the quality of 
life for all rural communities. This includes the primary 
sector recovery and rural proofing policies. You also 
support fellow Ministers with advice on the impacts of 
other policies on rural communities.

When an adverse event such as a drought, flood, 
earthquake or biosecurity incursion such as 
Mycoplasma Bovis takes place, you will receive advice 
from MPI on the potential classification of the adverse 
event and make decisions about the Government’s 
recovery package in response. 

Role of the Rural Communities Minister
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82  Briefing to Incoming Minister

The Rural Communities portfolio

Up to 15 percent of New Zealanders live in rural 
communities around the country. Rural communities 
are diverse, ranging from those who live on an urban 
boundary to the truly remote, from lifestyle blocks to 
high country stations. 

In some regions of New Zealand, over 30 percent 
of the population are employed in food and primary 
industry businesses. Additionally, Māori have a 
strong relationship with the land in New Zealand 
and represent a greater portion of the population in 
rural than in non-rural areas. Māori are significantly 
represented in the forestry (production) workforce and 
the meat and wool (processing and manufacturing) 
workforces. 

The people who live and work in rural communities are 
vital to the success of the primary industries, whether 
it be on the farm, in the forest, at sea, or in processing 
and support services in the regions. The success of 
the sector relies on the resilience, adaptability and 
resources of these communities. 

The re-introduction of the Rural Communities 
portfolio in 2017 has increased the scope of MPI’s 
commitment to the primary industries to include the 
rural sector, their communities, and their wider social 
considerations. 

COVID-19

The economic pressures on primary sector businesses 
created by COVID-19 have had flow-on effects 
throughout rural communities, from producers and 
their families and employees, to ancillary services that 
support the primary sector. 

During Alert Level 4 restrictions many primary 
businesses were considered essential services, and 
many were able to conduct business as usual. 

The communities that relied on income from crayfish 
and log harvesting and processing were particularly 
impacted by COVID-19, due to sudden and significant 
drops in the level of demand from our largest trading 
partners.

For communities based in the pastoral sector, the 
impact of drought combined with COVID-19 restrictions 
in processing caused problems for farmers, such as 
feed shortages. The main remedies for drought relief 
involve engagement on-farm with advisors, technicians, 
and face-to-face peer support, which were not able to 
take place during the lockdown.

The combined impacts of the 2020 drought and 
COVID-19 led some parts of the pastoral sector to 
experience declines in profitability in the short-term. 
This increased the levels of stress on these farmers 
and their families. 

Despite these pressures, farmers and growers felt 
appreciated and valued by the public of New Zealand, 
receiving positive feedback in their role as an essential 
service provider. 

Rural communities face uncertainty as the pandemic 
continues to disrupt economies in key export markets, 
which could result in softening demand and weaker 
prices for many food and primary sector products and 
further supply chain disruption. 

The effects of COVID-19 will be ongoing. Some rural 
communities rely on seasonal visa holders and other 
migrant workers, whose travel is still restricted. The 
workers and their families are concerned about their 
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futures in New Zealand, and farmers and growers 
are concerned about staffing their businesses in the 
medium term. The businesses most affected will be 
horticulture and cropping businesses that support 
the pastoral and arable sector. MPI is working with 
industry to address these challenges through initiatives 
like the Opportunity Grows Here campaign that will 
help to get New Zealanders into primary sector jobs.

Adverse events

The impacts of the 2020 drought were felt across 
much of the country, with parts of the North Island 
experiencing the driest summer and autumn in the 
50 years since records began. The impact on many 
farmers has been significant. 

As with all droughts, the impact of the 2020 drought 
will continue to be felt by farmers, growers and their 
communities for some time to come. Adverse events 
also contribute to visible animal welfare issues both 
on-farm and on lifestyle blocks.

Further out, according to the National Institute of 
Water and Atmospheric Research, the frequency and 
severity of adverse weather events will continue to 
increase because of climate change. Some communities 
have already felt this “new normal” and have been 
impacted by back-to-back or multiple adverse events 
in recent years. The capacity of communities to plan 
for and respond to adverse events plays a part in 
shaping the resilience within rural communities and 
helps determine the type of support they may need in 
recovery. 
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84  Briefing to Incoming Minister

Opportunity and Challenges

As the home of New Zealand’s primary industries, rural 
communities need to be well positioned to help achieve 
a more productive, sustainable and inclusive economy. 
This shift relies on rural communities being thriving, 
connected and resilient places to work and live.

Strategic Priority 1: Thriving and 
connected rural communities

A key strategic priority of the portfolio is to support 
rural communities to thrive, ensuring they are 
attractive places to live and work, and where 
community aspirations can be supported. All New 
Zealanders must be enabled to participate fully in 
society, and reach their potential in education, work 
and wellbeing. For communities to thrive they require 
equitable access to services and resilient physical and 
social connections. 

Improving rural digital and physical connectivity 
reduces isolation, provides access to options for income 
diversification, and supports people to participate 
more fully in life in New Zealand. It will help drive a 
more prosperous and sustainable economy, and help 
facilitate access to social and community services.

The Fit for a Better World roadmap sets out the path 
to increase participation and the number of jobs in the 
primary industries, with flow-on effects throughout 
rural communities. 

There is opportunity to achieve this strategic priority 
through:

Rural proofing

Rural proofing is an important deliverable for the 
Rural Communities portfolio. While many of the 
levers to influence the success of rural proofing sit 

with other agencies, MPI supports this work through 
promoting rural proofing. The rural proofing policy and 
guidance has the aim of building awareness amongst 
government agencies of the unique challenges faced by 
rural communities.

MPI is undertaking a review of rural proofing guidance 
and tools and will report back to Cabinet in June 2021. 
The information from the evaluation can be used 
as an opportunity to be more proactive in sharing 
information, resources, and stakeholder information 
with other agencies. We will then be able to more 
widely influence other agencies’ work, in ways that 
best ensure the interests of rural communities 
are considered across the public service, such as 
community-led development initiatives and rural 
connectivity.

Community-led development and rural hubs 

MPI’s community-led development programme is 
setting up a network of rural community hubs to help 
bring about greater community resilience and cohesion.

These hubs are an opportunity to:

 + facilitate pathways to employment (adult education, 
business development training/mentoring, digital 
hubs/digital training and potentially expanding 
access to high speed internet);

 + support improved access to government funded 
services (health, welfare assistance, other funding 
paths);

 + support communities to adjust and respond 
positively to change; and

 + strengthen networks and enhance social 
connections.  
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The first rural community hub to be funded was in 
partnership with Te Riu o Waiapu Trust at Tikitiki in 
the Gisborne region. It connects the community with 
a wide range of learning and wellbeing services, 
from community outreach and support for elderly 
and vulnerable during COVID-19 to computer literacy 
programmes, driving training, and kapa haka. There are 
five hubs now underway in the King Country, East Coast 
of the North Island, Wairarapa, Tasman and Kaikōura, 
providing positive support to various communities. 

Supporting employment 

Growing the skills and numbers of New Zealanders in 
the primary sector workforce is a complex undertaking 
that requires sustained commitment from both 
Government and industry. Our Capability and Capacity 
Programme will address labour market challenges 
created by COVID-19 by:

 + getting 10,000 more New Zealanders from all walks 
of life into the food and fibres sector workforce over 
the next 4 years;

 + supporting migrants who are currently in 
New Zealand to move into primary sector jobs 
where possible; and

 + supporting applications for highly targeted primary 
sector border exemptions where New Zealanders 
are not readily available. 

The Programme includes the Opportunity Grows 
Here marketing and media campaign to recruit newly 
unemployed New Zealanders into primary sector jobs. 
The campaign’s website brings information on long-
term career opportunities in food and primary industry 
businesses, into one place.

Rural communities will directly benefit from this 
work programme which will add value to businesses 
and revitalise rural communities by increasing their 
capabilities. We are working closely with industry 
through our newly created Regional Liaison Service to 
support unemployed people in the regions to find jobs 
in the primary sector. This support includes targeted 
industry training, skills matching and in-work support 
in partnership with industry and the Ministry of Social 
Development.

Strategic Priority 2: Resilient rural 
communities

Building resilience in the primary industries and 
the communities in which they are located is key to 
responding to the increasing risk of climate change.

Resilience is required at the individual level, through 
good mental health and wellbeing; at a business level, 
where the primary industries have future proofed 
business models in place; and at a community level, 
where communities play a part in shaping their futures. 

A key part of this work falls under the implementation 
of the Primary Sector Recovery Policy. This includes 
MPI working alongside the National Emergency 
Management Agency and working directly with people 
in the primary industries to help communities build 
resilience to adverse events. MPI also carries out work 
to support new initiatives and changes in land use to 
create diversity, innovation, and sustainable farming 
businesses.     

There is opportunity to achieve this strategic priority 
through:

Primary Sector Recovery Policy review

The Primary Sector Recovery Policy (the Policy) guides 
government decisions on recovery assistance following 
climatic events, natural disasters and biosecurity 
incursions that impact on-farm. The Policy facilitates 
speedy recovery in the sector. MPI is reviewing the 
Policy.

The review looks at how the assistance provided to 
primary producers can best support recovery following 
an adverse event and build long-term resilience. It is 
also an opportunity to ensure that the type of support 
required is available at the right time. For instance, 
in periods of drought, support may be needed over a 
longer term.     
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86  Briefing to Incoming Minister

Enhancing mental health and wellness support in rural 
communities

MPI provides funding and coordination for 14 Rural 
Support Trusts (RSTs) for adverse event recovery and 
the Rural Support Initiative. RSTs provide one-on-one 
peer support in rural communities during tough times. 
This support may include providing farmers with 
information or referrals to financial, farm management, 
relationship, animal health or welfare support during 
adverse events, and can link farmers with services that 
support mental health and wellbeing. 

In response to the increased pressures facing some 
rural communities, RSTs and other sector bodies 
will continue to provide events around the country to 
support farmer and grower mental wellbeing. These 
have been well supported by the sector.

MPI is developing relationships with complementary 
delivery providers, for example iwi providers, that 
can meet the needs of everyone who lives and works 
in rural communities. Work is already underway to 
identify service gaps and alternative delivery models 
that will expand the reach of these services. 

The Fisher Support Network has been established 
to this end to improve wellbeing outcomes of fishers 
within rural communities.     

Supporting communities during land use change

The potential impacts of land use changes on jobs, 
services and social cohesion are a source of concern 
for some members of our rural communities. There 
is an opportunity to work with and alongside rural 
communities to identify how community aspirations for 
the future can be realised. Identifying what matters to 
each community allows us to respond to challenges by 
considering specific mitigations, including potentially 
publicly funded investments.
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Appendix 1: Upcoming Decisions

Rural proofing

A report is due back to Cabinet by June 2021, on an 
assessment of the effectiveness of the rural proofing 
guidance, and whether any additional tools are required 
to support the implementation of rural proofing.

Primary Sector Recovery Policy review

This review is due to be completed by June 2021, at 
which point you may wish to report back to Cabinet on 
the outcome.  

Proa
cti

ve
ly 

rel
ea

se
d u

nd
er 

the
 O

ffic
ial

 In
for

mati
on

 Act 
19

82



Proa
cti

ve
ly 

rel
ea

se
d u

nd
er 

the
 O

ffic
ial

 In
for

mati
on

 Act 
19

82




