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I. REPORT OF THE EXPERT ADVISORY GROUP ON SOLUTIONS TO CHILD POVERTY 

 

The Expert Advisory Group on Solutions to Child Poverty (EAG) was established in March 

2012 by the Children's Commissioner.  Its brief was to examine international and New 

Zealand evidence and develop a package of proposals to reduce child poverty and mitigate 

its effects.  The EAG’s final report was submitted to the Children’s Commissioner in 

December 2012.  It contains 78 detailed recommendations, including a set of priorities for 

action.   

 

In broad terms, the EAG has recommended actions to ensure that families have adequate 

income to meet their basic needs and that children grow up in safe and healthy homes with 

stable, nurturing families, based in supportive communities.  The EAG also recommended 

increased Government focus on children’s educational engagement and on health services, 

including antenatal services. 

 

The Children’s Commissioner accepted the EAG’s report in full and commended it to the 

Government for consideration.  This is the Government’s response. 

 

II. SIGNIFICANT INVESTMENTS HAVE ALREADY BEEN MADE  

 

The Government agrees with the EAG that these are critical dimensions to child wellbeing.  

Significant investments made over the past four years are testimony to the Government’s 

commitment to preventing child poverty and alleviating its impacts. 

 

Income adequacy 

 

The Government is focused on action to help New Zealanders with the effects of financial 

hardship.  Substantial resources have been provided through health, housing and social 

assistance and the Government has supported non-government organisations to work with 

vulnerable families.  The Government’s consistent priorities have been to build a stronger 

economy, support people off welfare and into work, and to protect vulnerable children. 
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Building a stronger economy 

 

The Government has focused on responsible fiscal management and, in particular, on 

strengthening New Zealand’s resilience.   

 

Low interest rates are helping New Zealand families save more, pay down debt, and get 

ahead.  New Zealand has the lowest inflation rate since 1999, meaning the everyday cost of 

living is increasing at its slowest rate in 12 years.  Floating mortgage rates - at less than 6% - 

are at their lowest level in more than 45 years, saving a family with a $200,000 mortgage 

about $200 a week compared to what they were paying in late 2008.   

 

Meanwhile, wages have increased about 11% under this Government, after taking into 

account tax and inflation.  Moreover, 50,000 new jobs have been created in our economy in 

the past two years. 

 

For low-income families the Government’s 2010 tax cuts have made a difference.  At least 

two-thirds of the cost of the income tax package went on lowering the bottom two rates of 

income tax.  Personal income tax cuts have left the average family about $25 better off each 

week.  Three-quarters of income earners pay no more than 17.5% tax. 

 

Mitigating the impacts of the recession 

 

The Government is concerned about New Zealanders on low incomes who are struggling to 

make ends meet, particularly those with children.  A recession is hardest on the people with 

the lowest incomes.  The Government has worked to mitigate the worst effects of the 

recession and New Zealand has fared better than many other countries as a result.   

 

Working for Families entitlements have been protected for those on the lowest incomes and 

benefit levels have been increased in line with the cost of living, despite tight fiscal 

constraints.  The Government in fact took the step of legislating to ensure that benefit rates 

kept pace with living cost increases, providing income certainty to beneficiary families.  

Beneficiaries were also compensated for the 2010 rise in GST.  $2 billion is paid each year in 

Family tax credits, around 40% of it to beneficiaries. 
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Thousands of beneficiaries successfully manage their money every week and meet their 

costs.  When unexpected extra costs come up that can’t be met, a system of hardship grants 

is available – but roughly 50% of beneficiaries got by without one last year.  The Government 

spends very significant amounts on ensuring that low income families can get by.  $38 million 

was paid out in grants for food in 2012 and a further $13.5 million was paid out on hardship 

grants for power bills.  During the worst of the recession (between 2008 and 2011), the 

amount spent on hardship assistance was increased by almost 50%.       

 

The Government is also working to improve the way that whiteware is funded for 

beneficiaries.  Historically, the practice has been to advance only as much money as will buy 

an inexpensive, second hand appliance.  Often these appliances have not proven reliable, 

meaning the beneficiary has had to pay for repairs on top of their original debt.  The 

Government is exploring a preferred supplier model, which would allow it to leverage market 

power to negotiate discounts and procure new products for beneficiaries.   

 

Supporting people off welfare and into work 

 

There are clear links between welfare, financial hardship and poor health.  Poverty rates for 

children in benefit dependent households are on average much higher than for those living in 

households where at least one parent is in fulltime work.   

 

The Government is reforming the welfare system with a stronger work focus and more 

support to help people into work.  In 2010, for example, abatement thresholds for benefits 

were increased, allowing people working part time to keep more of the money they earned.  

This change supported 28,000 people and their children at a cost of $53 million.  Budget 

2013 announced $188.6 million over four years for the next stage of welfare reform to help 

more New Zealanders off benefits and into work.  This follows a $287.5 million investment in 

Budget 2012. 

 

Safe and healthy homes 

 

The Government has spent $295 million in the past three years making State homes warmer, 

drier and healthier.  All State houses that can be insulated will be, by the end of 2013.  In 

addition, many old and cold three-bedroom State homes in areas of low demand will be 

replaced with warmer one, two, or four-bedroom homes in areas of high demand.  
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In addition, over 215,000 homes have already been insulated through the current Warm Up 

New Zealand: Heat Smart programme. Under this $347 million retrofitting programme, those 

with homes built before 2000 can get between 33 and 60% off the cost of installing ceiling 

and under-floor insulation.  Around $80 million of third party funding has also been used to 

achieve insulation retrofits, at low or sometimes no cost to the householder. When this 

programme ends in September this year, 230,000 private homes will have been made 

warmer, drier and healthier. 

 

Stable, nurturing families 

 

The Government has committed over $140 million to the Whānau Ora approach, which 

empowers whānau and families as a whole, rather than focusing separately on individual 

family members and their problems.  The Whānau Ora approach puts a particular emphasis 

on whānau and families owning and driving their own solutions to the challenges they face. 

 

Family Start, the Government’s most intensive support programme for families that are 

struggling to nurture babies and young children, has been overhauled.  It now has a clear 

focus on preventing abuse and is tightly targeted to the families that are most in need.  A 

new team of specialist technical advisors is in place to ensure support is of the highest 

quality. 

 

The Māori Women’s Welfare League is currently funded by the Government to deliver 

Whānau Toko I Te Ora, an early intervention family support service for Māori whānau.  

Through home visits, advocacy and group hui, this programme seeks to improve and 

promote the wellbeing of tamariki, transfer positive parenting skills, and develop supportive 

relationships within whānau.  It targets medium to high needs whānau, deemed unlikely to be 

reached by other agencies.  

 

The Government has also funded additional social workers to help families prevent and 

address problems.  149 extra social workers have been funded to work in low decile schools.  

This has almost doubled the number of schools involved, to 673.   

 

A further 96 social workers have been added to the Child, Youth and Family front line.  And 

the Government has expanded the number of Child, Youth and Family social workers based 

in hospitals to 16, covering district health boards nationwide. 
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Substantial, multiple investments have been made by the Government in teen parents, 

reflecting their children’s high risk of poor outcomes.  A selection of these investments is 

outlined in the following section.  These investments span broadly across the focus areas 

recommended by the EAG. 

 

 

Investing in teen parents 

 
Budget 2012 set aside $287.5 million over four years for the first phase of the 

Government’s welfare reforms to help more New Zealanders into work.  Much of this is 

earmarked for supporting youth, including $80 million over four years for early childhood 

education, childcare and the Guaranteed Childcare Assistance Payment for teen parents. 

Another $77.6 million was set aside to support the roughly 14,000 disengaged 16 and 17 

year olds, to move them into education or training. 

 
A new Youth Service and reciprocal obligations  

 
The Government has set up a new Youth Service to work with vulnerable young people.  

Community-based providers are funded to deliver wraparound support to teen parents and 

unemployed or disengaged young people, in order to improve their educational outcomes.   

 
One of the groups targeted by the Youth Service is 16-18 year old parents who are 

receiving financial assistance from the Government.  In return for receiving financial 

assistance, these Young Parent Payment recipients are supported to complete a range of 

obligations focused on improving their parenting skills, including: 

 completing a parenting education programme 

 enrolling every dependent child with a Primary Health Organisation 

 keeping every child under the age of 5 years up to date with WellChild checks, and 

 ensuring their children’s attendance at an approved early childhood education 

programme or other suitable childcare while they are in education, training, work-based 

learning or part time work. 

 
Learning what works for young Māori parents 

 
55% of Young Parent Payment recipients have identified themselves as Māori.  Alongside 
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the Youth Service, the Government has invested in a Supporting Intergenerational 

Success initiative, which provides tailored support for young single Māori mothers to move 

into meaningful training and employment opportunities.  This initiative is being run by Te 

Puni Kōkiri for one year.  Its focus is on harvesting information to find out what works and 

identifying the opportunities and challenges for this group.   

 
Supporting Intergenerational Success was designed to complement the Government's 

welfare reforms and other initiatives that focus on young mothers with more complex and 

entrenched needs.  Providers are working with single Māori mothers aged 16-20 years old 

who are receiving the Emergency Maintenance Allowance or Domestic Purposes Benefit in 

South Auckland, Rotorua, Waikato, and Gisborne. 

 
More Teen Parent Units 

 
The Government is funding the establishment of a further 5 teen parent units in 2013, 

which will provide more educational options for teen parents in these areas.  Not every 

school can have a teen parent unit, however, so the Government is exploring alternative 

ways to incentivise teen parents to return to or remain in education. 

  
Dedicated Intensive Case Workers 

 
In 2010, the Government invested $7.9 million in Teen Parent Intensive Case Workers. 

These Case Workers are working in 19 high needs communities to support the most 

vulnerable teen parents and their children.   

 
Their aim is to help teen parents stay in education, and work with those on benefits to 

prepare for future employment.  They link teen parents and children to the services and 

support they need, such as antenatal care, services that help prevent repeat teen 

pregnancies, housing, budgeting, and home visiting and parenting services (parents aged 

under 18 are prioritised for the limited available places in Family Start).  They also help 

ensure children of teen parents are participating in Well Child services and early childhood 

education.   

  
Volunteer Neighbourhood Support 

 
Volunteer Neighbourhood Support initiatives assist the Teen Parent Intensive Case 

Workers in nine priority communities.  They provide support for teen parents who are not 
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facing major challenges, but who may be isolated and able to benefit from greater 

connections with their neighbourhoods.  Improved access to parenting and mentoring 

programmes has been a focus of most of these initiatives.  

  
Parenting Support for Teen Fathers 

 
This programme focuses on helping teen fathers to be responsible and nurturing parents. 

In 2010, the Government provided $730,000 for it.  A resource created for service 

providers brings together what is known from research and good practice, and enables 

examples of effective parenting support to be shared.  This resource is being used by 

communities across New Zealand to develop support services for teen fathers.   

 
The Government has also funded support services for teen fathers in nine high needs 

communities.  These services provide teen fathers with information and skills to prepare for 

the birth of their child, parent their children effectively, and identify and respond to their 

children's health, education and social needs.  

 
Supported Housing for Teen Parents and their Children 

 
In 2010, the Government invested $6.2 million in Supported Housing for Vulnerable Teen 

Parents and their Children.  This initiative provides housing with adult supervision and 

support by trained staff 24 hours a day, 7 days a week.  It addresses the needs of the most 

vulnerable teen parents and their children.   

 
The houses are for teen parents (ranging in age from 13-19 years) who are unable to be 

supported by their parents/caregivers and who lack the resources to find a stable and 

suitable place to live.  Teen parents in these homes receive parenting support and social 

work support, learn budgeting and other life skills, and get help to plan for their futures. 

 

Supportive communities 

 

Communities and community groups play a vital role in ensuring child wellbeing and the 

Government backs them where it can.  For example, a Community Response Fund was 

established in 2009 to help non-government organisations meet increased need arising from 

the recession. $62 million has been dispersed from this fund, in more than 1,300 grants to 

community groups.   
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The Government supports a wide range of community hubs that provide help and services to 

families, such as the Family Service Centres and Early Years Service Hubs.  

 

In 2012, the Government released its White Paper for Vulnerable Children, with 30 distinct 

actions to improve the lives of children at risk of abuse and neglect.  The Government has 

been concerned to ensure that when communities are worried about children, their voices 

are heard early and clearly.  A new, free phone line will make it easy for the public to raise 

concerns, but in the meantime, an Education Assist line has already been set up.  This 

provides a priority avenue for teachers to report concerns they have about children.   

 

The White Paper also signals that for Māori children in the care and protection system, iwi 

will play a much stronger role in future when whānau care is not possible.    

 

Engagement in education 

 

The Government is firmly focused on children’s engagement in education and success.  In 

addition to ensuring that teaching and curricula are responsive, substantial investment is 

being made in making schools more positive environments for children.   

 

Improving the school environment 

 

A package of youth mental health initiatives was launched by the Prime Minister in 2012, with 

a focus on teens with – or at risk of – mild to moderate mental health issues.  This package 

includes an expansion of Positive Behaviour for Learning School-Wide: a long-term 

preventive approach that supports schools to create a culture of positive behaviour.  School-

Wide is one of a range of evidence-based programmes and initiatives that have been made 

available to support parents and whānau, teachers, schools and early childhood centres to 

improve the behaviour of children and young people, including those with severe behavioural 

challenges.   

 

A new programme called Check and Connect is being piloted under the Prime Minister’s 

package: it aims to help Year 9 students with mental health issues and to re-engage any who 

are disengaging in education.  The youth mental health package also funds additional youth 

workers in low-decile secondary schools, who are working alongside expanded school-based 

health services in decile 1-3 schools.   
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Supporting early childhood education 

 

Several initiatives are planned to improve access to and participation in early childhood 

education by vulnerable children. These include working with communities to find and 

engage children aged under 6, creating better incentives through funding policies, and 

introducing new approaches to better meet the needs of vulnerable families.   

 

The Government has also set a reciprocal obligation for beneficiaries to have their young 

children in early childhood education. 

 

Strengthening transitions and preventing disengagement 

 

The Government has a particular focus on strengthening the transition points in the system 

where children tend to disengage: from early childhood education to primary school, from 

primary to secondary school, within secondary school from Year 9 and 10 into studying 

towards NCEA,  and from secondary school to tertiary education and/or the workforce.    

 

The multi-faceted Youth Guarantee programme is designed to raise achievement and 

improve transitions to further education, training and work for young people at risk of not 

achieving NCEA Level 2 or its equivalent.   

 

The Government is also funding 26 service academies which are delivered in low decile 

secondary schools in association with the New Zealand Defence Force. The target student 

group for these is Year 12 and 13 students who are at risk of disengaging from school. 

 

The Government is tackling truancy and non-enrolment.  A new attendance service was 

launched at the beginning of term 1 in 2013.  It will support schools to reduce unjustified 

absence rates and non-enrolment and reduce the time taken to return students to education. 

 

Social Sector Trials are currently underway in 6 communities to test new ways of improving 

outcomes for 12-18 year-olds, including reducing truancy and increasing participation in 

education, training and employment.  A further 10 trials will be rolled out in July 2013.  The 

Rotorua trial will have a particularly strong education focus.   
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The Government has committed funding over the next four years to significantly expand 

Māori and Pasifika Trades Training.  By increasing the number of training places from 600 to 

3000, this expansion will leverage the need for more trades people around the country and 

boost the skills and earning levels of many young Maori and Pasifika.  This builds on the 

improvements being made in industry training, including the New Zealand Apprenticeships.  

 

The Government has taken other concrete steps to turn around disengaged teenagers.  

Youth Service providers are being funded to find local disengaged 16 and 17 year olds and 

support them into education, training, or work-based learning.  These providers are being 

offered training in spotting and referring youth mental health issues.  Education Officers also 

now attend selected Youth Courts: their task is to re-engage young people going through the 

Courts in education or vocational training.  

 

A focus on priority groups 

 

Four priority groups are currently disproportionately disengaged from and underachieving in 

the education system – Māori, Pasifika, students with special education needs and students 

from low socio-economic backgrounds.  Action-oriented taskforces have been charged with 

ensuring there is a coherent education pipeline for these groups.   

 

The Government has also invested substantially in culturally responsive and engaging 

teaching practice, through strategies and initiatives that include He Kakano, Te Kōtahitanga, 

Te Kauhua, Culturally Responsive Professional Learning and Development, Tātaiako, Ka 

Hikitia, the Pasifika Education Plan and Success for All.  

  

The Ministry of Education, Child, Youth and Family and the Ministry of Health are working 

more closely to ensure the education and safety of vulnerable children.     

  

Children’s health services 

 

Improving and protecting children’s health has been a priority for the Government, which 

appointed a working paediatrician as the Children’s Commissioner. 
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$54 million in extra funding has been invested in improving maternity and Well Child / 

Tamariki Ora services, including 54,000 extra Well Child visits annually.  The Government 

has also provided full funding for Plunketline to operate 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. 

 

Considerable additional funding and effort has also gone into lifting children’s health.  This is 

showing results.  Nationally, child immunisation rates reached a high of 93% in June 2012 for 

two year olds.  This includes very high immunisation rates for both Māori (92%) and Pacific 

children (97%).   

The Government has introduced a new immunisation target as part of the Better Public 

Services initiative.  This aims to have 85% of 8 month olds immunised by July 2013, 90% by 

July 2014, 95% by December 2014 and for this to be maintained through until 2017.  The 8 

month old national immunisation coverage for the second quarter (September – December 

2012) is 89%.  There have also been improvements in children’s oral health, with more 

decay-free 5 year olds.   

 

The Government has introduced free after hours GP visits for under 6 year olds.  Over the 

last four years the Government has invested more than $81 million to provide free GP visits 

for children under 6 years old.  96% of children under 6 are enrolled at a general practice 

offering free visits for under 6s during the daytime.  This is over 350,000 children.  It includes 

98% of Māori and Pacific children and children from low income families having access to 

free GP visits. 

 

$24 million has been made available to run the Rheumatic Fever Prevention Programme in 

the worst affected areas over four years.  This will reach an estimated 50,000 children at 

over 200 schools in disadvantaged communities.  The Government has also expanded its 

Fruit in Schools scheme to include some decile 3 as well as decile 1 and 2 primary and 

intermediate schools. 

 

The Government has invested in a range of cross-agency initiatives to protect vulnerable 

children and improve health and education outcomes for children and young people in care.  

In 2011 alone, the Government dedicated around $44 million to improving services for the 

4,500 children in State care, with a particular focus on health and mental health services.  

Gateway Assessments are now being implemented across the country, addressing the  

education and health needs of all children and young people entering State care. 
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III. AREAS FOR FUTURE INVESTMENT AND CONSIDERATION   

 

As outlined above, the Government has made very substantial investments in preventing and 

alleviating child poverty.  Many of these measures are in line with the recommendations of 

the EAG’s report.  The Prime Minister has also committed to demanding child wellbeing 

targets under the Better Public Services initiative.  However, more can still be done.   

 

The Government remains concerned that many children are living in poor quality housing.  

This warrants immediate further attention.  The Government has made $100 million over 

three years available through Budget 2013 for a new home insulation programme, Warm Up 

New Zealand: Healthy Homes.   

 

This programme will target low income households most in need, which means those with 

children, elderly people or people with pre-existing health conditions.  The programme is 

expected to insulate around 46,000 houses.  Insulation will be free to householders (although 

there may be a cost to landlords in some cases), as the Government’s investment will be 

matched by significant levels of funding from trusts and other third parties.  The Government 

will also consider the merits and practicality of introducing a warrant of fitness for rental 

property.       

 

The Government is mindful of problem debt and has announced as part of Budget 2013 that 

it will work with NGOs and financial institutions on what could be done to help low income 

families access more affordable finance.  The Government is also aware that its welfare 

reforms have substantially increased demand for Budgeting Advice Services.  An additional 

$1.5 million of interim assistance is being provided to Budgeting Advice Services that work 

with families in hardship this year, while a strategic review of funding arrangements for the 

sector is carried out.  

 

The Government is interested in leveraging corporate and community energy to tackle the 

impacts of poverty on New Zealand children.  Fonterra and Sanitarium have partnered with 

the Government to expand their KickStart breakfast programme so that it can be offered to 

all schools that need it, five days a week.  The Government will contribute 50% of the cost of 

this expansion – a commitment of up to $9.5 million over 5 years.  $1.5 million over three 

years will also help Kidscan provide more clothes, health and hygiene products to 

disadvantaged children. 
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The Government will invest an additional $21.6 million over the next four years to expand 

rheumatic fever prevention beyond school-based programmes. 

 

The Ministerial Committee on Poverty was established to co-ordinate work in this area.  The 

Ministerial Committee will continue to consider the EAG’s recommendations and whether 

further measures are required – and affordable – over the medium to long term. 


