
  

 

The Treasury 
Embedding Wellbeing in the Public Finance Act 1989: Release of Public 

Discussion Document Information Release 

September 2019 

This document has been proactively released by Hon Grant Robertson, Minister of Finance, on the 
Treasury website at  

https://treasury.govt.nz/finance-portfolio-cabinet-material. 
 
Cabinet Document Details 

Title: Cabinet Paper DEV-18-SUB-0196: Embedding Wellbeing in the Public Finance Act 1989: 
Release of Public Discussion Document 

Date: 12 September 2018 

Creator: Office of the Minister of Finance 

 
Information Withheld 

Some parts of this information release would not be appropriate to release and, if requested, would be 
withheld under the Official Information Act 1982 (the Act). 

Where this is the case, the relevant sections of the Act that would apply have been identified.   

Where information has been withheld, no public interest has been identified that would outweigh the reasons 
for withholding it. 

Key to sections of the Act under which information has been withheld: 

[33] 9(2)(f)(iv) - to maintain the current constitutional conventions protecting the confidentiality of advice 
tendered by ministers and officials 

Where information has been withheld, a numbered reference to the applicable section of the Act has been 
made, as listed above. For example, a [33] appearing where information has been withheld in a release 
document refers to section 9(2)(f)(iv) 

 
Copyright and Licensing 

Cabinet material and advice to Ministers from the Treasury and other public service departments are 
© Crown copyright but are licensed for re-use under Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International 
(CC BY 4.0) [https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/]. 

For material created by other parties, copyright is held by them and they must be consulted on the licensing 
terms that they apply to their material. 
 
Accessibility 

The Treasury can provide an alternate HTML version of this material if requested. Please cite this document’s 
title or PDF file name when you email a request to information@treasury.govt.nz. 



  

  1 

 
Office of the Minister of Finance 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chair 
Cabinet Economic Development Committee 
 
 
Embedding wellbeing in the Public Finance Act 1989: Release of Public 
Discussion Document 
 
Proposal  
 
1. This paper seeks Cabinet’s approval to release a public discussion document on 

a proposal to embed wellbeing in the Public Finance Act 1989.  

Executive Summary  
 
2. Our Government believes that economic growth, as significant as it is, will not alone 

guarantee improvements to people’s lives, particularly for the most vulnerable, or 
the ongoing health of the natural resources that sustain us. We want to look beyond 
gross domestic product (GDP), which remains an important marker of economic 
activity, but does not on its own capture important facets of wellbeing for the 
environment, people and communities. 
 

3. To achieve this Government’s vision of using a wellbeing approach to improve 
strategic decision-making, the public sector needs to be more strongly focused on 
improving the wellbeing and sustainable development of current and future New 
Zealanders.  

4. This Government has committed to delivering a Wellbeing Budget in 2019, as an 
important first step towards showing how the wellbeing approach can be used to 
inform our investment priorities and funding decisions, and to measure our 
success. 

5. Changes to the Budget will include using the Treasury’s Living Standards 
Framework to inform the development of Budget priorities, and taking a 
collaborative approach to setting those priorities. It also means reporting New 
Zealand’s progress in Budget documents against a wider range of wellbeing 
indicators, alongside macroeconomic and fiscal indicators. 

6. As well as taking a wellbeing approach through Budget 2019, we also need to look 
at how we can make this focus on wellbeing enduring.   
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7. On 24 July 2018, the Cabinet Government Administration and Expenditure Review 
Committee (GOV) agreed to progress a proposal to amend the Public Finance Act 
1989 (PFA) to require reporting on wellbeing [GOV-18-MIN-0050 refers]. This 
proposal is part of a wider package of State Sector Reforms, including proposed 
changes to the State Sector Act 1988 and the Public Finance Act.  

8. I was invited to report back seeking approval to the content and release of a public 
discussion document. I now seek Cabinet’s approval to release the attached public 
discussion document which contains a proposal to embed a wellbeing focus in the 
PFA, by introducing requirements for: 

a. the Government to set out how its wellbeing objectives, along with its fiscal 
objectives, have guided its Budget decisions; and, 

b. the Treasury to report on wellbeing indicators, alongside macroeconomic 
and fiscal indicators.  

9. The effect of this proposal would be to augment the discussion of macroeconomic 
and fiscal indicators, and broaden the framework that the Government uses to 
develop and assess its Budget and fiscal policy.  

10. The wellbeing approach is still being developed (in New Zealand and in other 
countries) and we will learn over time how to apply it most successfully. It is 
important that future governments can adapt their approach to wellbeing in 
response to changing circumstances or new information. 

11. Under this proposal, it would be up to the Government to select the specific 
priorities (wellbeing objectives) which will inform its fiscal policy, spending and 
other decisions. At the same time, the Treasury would report annually on wellbeing 
indicators, which would track aggregate, national-level movement, and long-term 
trends in wellbeing, and which could be used by the Government to identify areas 
which may need attention. 

12. It is also proposed to require the Statement on the Long-term Fiscal Position and 
the Investment Statement (which are produced by the Treasury at least every four 
years) to include a wellbeing focus.  

13. The consultation period will run for four weeks from 13 September 2018 to 12 
October 2018. The discussion document will be published on the Treasury’s 
website.  During this period, targeted consultation will occur with senior Public 
Service leaders, public servants, academics and economists.  The consultation 
process will be aligned with the process the Treasury is running on a proposal to 
establish an independent fiscal institution [CBC-18-MIN-0084 refers], and the 
process the State Services Commission is running on the reforms to the State 
Sector Act 1988 [CAB-18-MIN-0386 refers].  

14. Subject to feedback from the public consultation process and Cabinet decisions, I 
will make an announcement about the proposed amendments as part of the 
Budget Policy Statement in December 2018.   

4wqmkpoh5e 2019-02-14 15:17:33



  

  3 

Background  

15. On 24 July 2018, the Cabinet Government Administration and Expenditure Review 
Committee (GOV) agreed to progress a proposal to embed wellbeing reporting in 
the Public Finance Act 1989 (PFA) [GOV-18-MIN-0050 refers]. I was invited to 
report back to Cabinet seeking approval to the contents and release of a public 
discussion document on this proposal. 

16. This proposal is part of a wider package of reforms to the State Sector, which 
include changes to the PFA and the State Sector Act 1988 (SSA). I have proposed 
three sets of changes to the PFA this term, which together will reinforce our 
commitment to putting wellbeing at the heart of our policies, and to better enabling 
a public sector that improves the intergenerational wellbeing of New Zealanders: 

a. embedding a focus on wellbeing (this paper); 

b. establishing an independent fiscal institution [CBC-18-MIN-0084 refers]; and, 

c. amendments to reflect the changes being made to the SSA [CAB-18-MIN-
0386 refers]. 

17. The Child Poverty Reduction Bill will also amend the PFA to require successive 
governments to report on child poverty as part of the Budget documents. 

18. These changes represent just the first stage of public finance reform. I intend to 
come back to Cabinet in April 2019 to seek approval to formally initiate a full review 
of the PFA [GOV-18-MIN-0012.01 refers] with the intention that the resulting Bill 
be introduced and passed during the next term of Parliament. 

Key points in the discussion document 

19. To achieve the Government’s vision, New Zealand needs a public sector that is 
more strongly focused on improving current and future wellbeing. This Government 
has committed to delivering a Wellbeing Budget in 2019, as an important first step 
towards showing how the wellbeing approach can be used to inform our investment 
priorities and funding decisions, and to measure our success. 

20. Changes to the Budget will include using the Living Standards Framework to inform 
the development of Budget priorities, and taking a collaborative approach to setting 
those priorities. It also means reporting New Zealand’s progress in Budget 
documents against a wider range of wellbeing indicators, alongside 
macroeconomic and fiscal indicators. 

Why embed a focus on wellbeing in the PFA? 

21. This Government believes that economic growth, as important as it is, will not alone 
guarantee improvements to people’s lives, particularly for the most vulnerable, or 
the ongoing health of the natural resources that sustain us. A wider framing is 
needed to measure New Zealand’s progress, to develop and assess fiscal policy 
and support decision-making. We want measures that capture important facets of 
wellbeing for the environment, people and communities. 

4wqmkpoh5e 2019-02-14 15:17:33



  

  4 

22. The proposed changes will achieve this by requiring that successive governments 
draw a connection between their wellbeing objectives and their fiscal policy, and 
for the Treasury to report on wellbeing indicators, alongside macroeconomic and 
fiscal indicators.  

Proposal to create enduring wellbeing requirements 

23. The discussion document sets out a proposal to amend the Public Finance Act 
1989 to introduce requirements for: 

a. the Government to set out how its wellbeing objectives, along with its fiscal 
objectives, will guide its Budget decisions; and, 

b. the Treasury to report on wellbeing indicators, alongside macroeconomic 
and fiscal indicators. 

24. An important feature of the fiscal responsibility provisions of Part 2 the Public 
Finance Act is flexibility for every government to set out how it is meeting the 
legislated principles. The proposed amendments would continue this approach by 
introducing new requirements about wellbeing reporting, but providing flexibility for 
that approach to evolve over time. 

25. This Government will, in effect, be required to explain what it thinks matters most 
to the long-term wellbeing of New Zealand and how those objectives relate to its 
Budget priorities and decisions. This would be set out in the Budget Policy 
Statement (generally published in December).  

26. The Government will also need to consider its wellbeing objectives when setting 
its fiscal objectives (for example, its net debt target).  But it will be up to the 
Government of the day to identify the specific priorities (wellbeing objectives) which 
will inform its Budget and fiscal policy, based on how it thinks about wellbeing 
overall and what it considers to be most important.  

Options for requiring reporting on wellbeing indicators 

27. At the same time, this proposal would create an enduring requirement for the 
Treasury to report on New Zealand’s progress against wellbeing indicators, 
alongside existing macroeconomic and financial indicators. That reporting would 
track aggregate, national-level movement, and long-term trends in wellbeing, and 
which could be used by the Government to identify areas which may need 
attention. 

28. There are choices about how prescriptive to make this requirement. Which 
approach is best depends partly on whether the objective is to require officials (the 
Treasury) to identify appropriate wellbeing measures, using their best professional 
judgment, or whether legislation should specify in detail what officials should report 
on. There is also a trade-off between consistency and flexibility over time.  
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29. The Government’s intention is to create enduring, meaningful and consistent 
reporting on wellbeing. There is a spectrum of options for changing the PFA to 
achieve this, which include: 

a. Giving the Treasury discretion to select indicators based on its best 
professional judgment, and requiring it to report on those indicators; 

b. Moderating the Treasury’s discretion to select wellbeing indicators by: 

i. applying some rules about process; and/or, 

ii. specifying some wellbeing domains for reporting. 

c. Legislating a comprehensive set of wellbeing indicators, based on what 
matters for wellbeing now; and, 

d. Legislating a selective set of wellbeing indicators, based on what is most 
important or most likely to endure. 

30. The discussion document is seeking feedback on which of these options best 
meets the objectives.  

Other matters in the discussion document  

31. It is also proposed to require the Statement on the Long-term Fiscal Position and 
the Investment Statement (which are produced by the Treasury at least every four 
years) to include a wellbeing focus. As these documents are the responsibility of 
the Treasury, the most recent versions of both documents have already 
incorporated and contributed to the development of the Living Standards 
Framework. 

32. It is worth noting that the same tension exists for these documents, as for the 
Budget documents, and any changes need to strike a balance between requiring 
a focus on wellbeing and retaining flexibility in how this is given effect.   

33. While the proposal in this document focuses on changes to Part 2 of the Public 
Finance Act (Fiscal Responsibility), directly affecting the work of the Government 
and the Treasury, the work of departments across government is critical to 
supporting the successful implementation of a wellbeing approach. 

34. Experience has proven that care is needed when introducing specific and particular 
reporting requirements on agencies given the diverse nature of their roles and 
functions. Alongside this, the wellbeing approach is still being developed and we 
will learn over time how to apply it most successfully in differing circumstances, 
how to produce guidance on what it means for reporting at different levels and how 
to frame any reporting requirements on agencies.  

35. For this reason, we are taking a phased approach to consideration of what 
wellbeing reporting requirements might mean at these different levels. As a part of 
developing our understanding of how to measure and report on wellbeing, this 
Government is piloting non-legislative options for embedding a wellbeing focus in 
public sector departments’ strategic planning and performance reporting, before 
considering further legislative changes. 
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Public consultation process 

36. The consultation process will occur over a four-week period from 13 September 
2018 to 12 October 2018. The discussion document will be released as a 
Government document, and will be made available on the Treasury’s website.  
Submissions will be able to be made electronically. 

37. In addition to inviting public submissions, the Treasury will engage with targeted 
stakeholders including: 

a. senior Public Service leaders; 

b. relevant government departments; and, 

c. academics and economists who have extensive knowledge and experience 
of the public financial management system. 

38. I also plan to discuss the proposal with the Opposition Finance Spokesperson.    

Next steps 

39. Subject to feedback from the public consultation process and Cabinet decisions, I 
will make an announcement about the proposed amendments as part of the 
Budget Policy Statement in December 2018.   

40. Pending Cabinet approval, a Bill will be introduced for passage in 2019 (and co-
ordinated with the wider State Sector Reform programme). 

Consultation 

41. The public discussion document was prepared by the Treasury. The State Services 
Commission, Statistics New Zealand and the Office of the Auditor-General were 
consulted on its contents.  The Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet has 
been informed.   

42. The Treasury will continue to engage with relevant departments and targeted 
stakeholders on the development of this proposal, including to ensure consistency 
and alignment with other government initiatives. 

Human Rights Implications 

43. The release of the discussion paper has no implications for human rights, business 
compliance, gender, or disability issues. Final policy recommendations are unlikely 
to have such implications.  If there are any implications, they will be highlighted to 
Cabinet when I present final recommendations for change.  

Financial implications 

44. Nil. 
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Legislative implications 

45. This paper has no direct legislative implications. The discussion document 
proposes amendments to the Public Finance Act 1989 to embed a focus on 
wellbeing, which will require legislative change (subject to Cabinet decisions).  A 
bid for the 2019 legislation programme will be prepared that proposes

Regulatory Impact Analysis 

46. The Regulatory Quality Team at the Treasury has determined that the regulatory 
decisions sought in this paper are exempt from the requirement to provide a 
Regulatory Impact Assessment as they are likely to have minor impacts on 
businesses, individuals and not-for-profits. 

Publicity  

47. I will issue a media statement inviting the public to make submissions when I 
release the discussion document. After its public release, I intend that the 
discussion document be made available through publication on the Treasury 
website, sending copies to targeted stakeholders, and inviting government 
agencies to distribute the discussion document through their networks where 
appropriate. 

Recommendations  

48. I recommend that the Cabinet Economic Development Committee (DEV): 

1 note that on 24 July 2018, the Cabinet Government Administration and 
Expenditure Review Committee (GOV) invited the Minister of Finance to 
report back to Cabinet to seek approval on the content and release of a public 
consultation document on a proposal to amend the Public Finance Act 1989 
(PFA) to embed a wellbeing focus [GOV-18-MIN-0050];  

2 note that this proposal responds to that invitation, and is part of a wider 
package of State Sector Reforms which includes proposed changes to both 
the State Sector Act 1988 and the PFA;   

3 note that the Treasury has developed a public discussion document which 
contains a proposal to amend the PFA to introduce requirements for: 

3.1 the Government to set out how its wellbeing objectives, along with its 
fiscal objectives, have guided its Budget decisions;  

3.2 the Treasury to report annually on wellbeing indicators, alongside 
macroeconomic and fiscal indicators; and, 

3.3 the Statement on the Long-term Fiscal Position and the Investment 
Statement (which are produced by the Treasury every four years) to 
include a wellbeing focus;  
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4 note that the effect of this proposal would be to augment the discussion of 
macroeconomic and fiscal indicators, and broaden the framework that the 
Government uses to develop and assess its Budget and fiscal policy;  

5 note that the Minister of Finance sought Cabinet agreement on Monday 11 
September for DEV to have Power to Act to approve the attached discussion 
document for public release; 

6 approve the release of the attached discussion document for a four week 
public consultation period from 13 September 2018 to 12 October 2018;  

7 authorise the Minister of Finance to approve minor editorial changes to the 
text and layout of the discussion document before its release; 

8 note that, subject to feedback from the public consultation, an 
announcement will be made about the proposed amendments as part of the 
Budget Policy Statement in December 2018. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Hon Grant Robertson 
Minister of Finance 
 
Date: 
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