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Dear  

 

Thank you for your Official Information Act request, received on 5 January 2022. You 

requested: 

 

I've seen Treasury has recently released a briefing from a March meeting 

between State-owned Enterprises Minister David Clark and MetService, which 

alleged "increasing competition" in the weather forecasting business might have 

an impact "on public safety outcomes", to the NZ Herald. 

 

Would Treasury by any chance be able to supply that to us as well? 

 

Information being released 

Please find enclosed the following document: 

 

Item Date Document Description Decision 

1.  15 April 2021 Aide Memoire: Background to the 

weather forecasting market in New 

Zealand 

Release in part 

 

 

I have decided to release the document listed above, subject to information being 

withheld under one or more of the following sections of the Official Information Act, as 

applicable: 

• advice still under consideration, section 9(2)(f)(iv) – to maintain the current 
constitutional conventions protecting the confidentiality of advice tendered by 
Ministers and officials, 

• certain sensitive advice, under section 9(2)(g)(i) – to maintain the effective 
conduct of public affairs through the free and frank expression of opinions, 



 

2 

• commercially sensitive information, under section 9(2)(b)(ii) – to protect the 
commercial position of the person who supplied the information, or who is the 
subject of the information, 

• direct dial phone numbers of officials, under section 9(2)(k) – to prevent the 
disclosure of information for improper gain or improper advantage. 

Direct dial phone numbers of officials have been redacted under section 9(2)(k) in 

order to reduce the possibility of staff being exposed to phishing and other scams.  This 

is because information released under the OIA may end up in the public domain, for 

example, on websites including Treasury’s website. 

 

In making my decision, I have considered the public interest considerations in section 

9(1) of the Official Information Act.  

 

Please note that this letter (with your personal details removed) and enclosed 

documents may be published on the Treasury website. 

 

This reply addresses the information you requested. You have the right to ask the 

Ombudsman to investigate and review my decision.  

 

Yours sincerely 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Reubhan Swann 

Manager, Ministerial Advisory Service  
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Reference: T2021/751 SE-2-10-1 
 
 
Date: 15 April 2021 
 
 
To: Minister for State Owned Enterprises (Hon Dr David Clark) 
 
Cc:  Minister of Finance (Hon Grant Robertson) 

Associate Minister of Finance (Hon Dr Megan Woods) 
 
 
Deadline: None 
 
 

Background to the weather forecasting market in New Zealand 

On 10 March 2021, the Minister for State Owned Enterprises held a relationship 
meeting with the Chair and Chief Executive of the Meteorological Service of New 
Zealand Limited (MetService). MetService raised its concerns about the impact that 
increasing competition in the weather forecasting market, particularly between 
MetService and the National Institute of Water and Atmospheric Research (NIWA), 
might have on public safety outcomes. Minister Clark wanted to understand more about 
this issue, and commissioned advice from the Treasury on the competitive landscape 
between MetService and NIWA.   

The purpose of this briefing is to provide: 

• background to the formation of MetService and NIWA, 

• a summary of the reviews that have been undertaken to date, 

• an overview of some of the potential issues cited in the current landscape, 

• the Treasury’s suggested next steps. 

We note that this briefing does not make any assessment of competitive or anti-
competitive behaviour in the current settings, as that type of assessment is more 
properly within the mandate of the Commerce Commission.  
 

Background to the formation of MetService and NIWA 

The establishment of MetService and NIWA in 1992 separated the operational and 
research components of New Zealand’s weather function, performed by the Ministry of 
Transport (MoT) at the time.  
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MetService was formed as a State-owned enterprise (SOE) taking over the 
weather forecasting function  

The rationale to create MetService as a commercial entity was to leverage its expertise 
in weather forecasting to support its operations, reduce the cost of weather services to 
taxpayers, and pay dividends to the Crown.1  

MetService helps people stay safe and make informed decisions, based on the 
weather. MetService supports the Minister of Transport in meeting statutory and 
regulatory requirements associated with the Meteorological Services Act 1990 and 
New Zealand’s obligations to the United Nations with respect to meteorology. It does 
this through a contract with the Minister of Transport. The contract includes providing 
severe weather forecasts and warnings for New Zealand land and marine areas, 
supporting search and rescue, and representing New Zealand at the World 
Meteorological Organisation (WMO).  

Alongside the MoT contract 
 MetService provides services to the aviation sector, marine sector, 

media sector and a range of other clients in industries such as transportation, energy 
and agriculture, both in New Zealand and internationally. 

NIWA was formed as a Crown Research Institute (CRI), taking over the climate 
and atmospheric research components 

NIWA was created as part of a government initiative to restructure the science sector, 
when the CRIs were established to undertake scientific research for the benefit of New 
Zealand.2 This framework was set up to incentivise CRIs to develop commercial 
revenue streams and reduce the reliance on core Crown funding and contestable 
research funding. 

NIWA’s purpose is to enhance the economic value and sustainable management of 
New Zealand’s aquatic resources and environments, to provide understanding of 
climate and the atmosphere and increase resilience to weather and climate hazards to 
improve safety and wellbeing of New Zealanders. 

NIWA’s revenue of $159m is made up of research (58%) and commercial revenue 
(42%). Research revenue includes funds from the Ministry of Business, Innovation and 
Employment (MBIE) through the SSIF and contestable research funding through the 
Endeavour Fund. Commercial revenue is made up of contracts with the private sector, 
central government (e.g. the Ministry for Primary Industries) and local government.  
 

Summary of reviews into the settings of MetService and NIWA 

Since the establishment of MetService and NIWA, the nature and extent of the 
relationship between the companies have been a recurrent subject of advice. There 
have been a number of independent reviews.  

                                                
1  Under section 4 of the SOE Act 1986 MetService, as an SOE, has the mandate to operate as a successful 

business. This includes being as profitable and efficient as comparable businesses that are not owned by the 

Crown; to be a good employer; and to exhibit a sense of social responsibility. 

2  Under the Crown Research Institute Act 1992 (CRI Act), NIWA should operate in a financially responsible 

manner so that it maintains its financial viability 

9(2)(b)(ii) 

9(2)(b)(ii) 
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A series of reviews led to the establishment of a Memorandum of Understanding 

In 2001, an independent review panel sought to understand if there were any material 
risks to the long term future capability of New Zealand’s weather forecasting and 
climate services arising from the continued separation of MetService and NIWA. The 
panel found that in the short term there was low risk of two separate entities, but risk 
was elevated in the longer term.3 At the time, shareholding Ministers encouraged 
closer collaboration between the entities.4  

Another review was conducted in 2006, as the desired level of collaboration between 
the entities did not materialise. The objective of the review was to identify the 
combination of organisational and purchasing arrangements for New Zealand’s 
national weather and climate functions that was likely to deliver the greatest benefit. 
The review panel initially recommended a merger, however Ministers agreed to 
continue with the separation of the two entities with the agreement of a National Benefit 
Objective5 and the introduction of a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU). An MOU 
on the scope and processes for ongoing collaboration between the two entities was 
signed in 2007 spanning 10 years.  

After the signing of the MOU, it appears that NIWA’s strategy shifted towards further 
developing a commercial weather forecasting business. MetService has advised that it 
began encountering NIWA as an active competitor in the late 2000s. In 2013, it 
launched the NIWA Weather division and in 2015 partnered with the UK MetOffice to 
develop weather and climate forecasting systems. Most recently it upgraded its high-
performance computer, which improved its capability to generate weather forecasting 
data. MetService has also moved more in to the research space, for example winning a 
contract from the Endeavour Fund in its MetOcean subsidiary. The MOU expired in 
2017 without renewal, as the expected collaboration between the entities had not 
materialised.      

While CRIs do not have the same commercial mandate as SOEs, the revenue that 
NIWA receives to support its operations (from the SSIF) is not sufficient to fully cover 
its operating costs and has not increased in recent years. At the same time, CRIs are 
expected to be financially viable. This has encouraged CRIs to look for additional 
sources of funding. NIWA has focused on increasing its commercial revenue and has 
been successful with this strategy.  

Reviews have also been undertaken on the open access to, and pricing of, 
weather data  

The weather forecasting market in New Zealand is an open market and there are no 
regulatory restrictions for new competitors to enter. However, the infrastructure 
required for a weather data collection network is costly to set up, therefore the 

                                                
3  The panel analysed the risk profile of various capability attributes, based on both probability and impact of each 

risk materialising, including: operational capability, scientific capacity, societal, economic and business 

competencies (financial viability, revenue generation, and production efficiency).  

4  Recommendations arising from the review included for NIWA to become the preferred supplier of R&D to 

MetService, MetService to become the preferred commercialization partner of NIWA, and to maintain two 

common board directors across the two entities.  

5  The National Benefit sought was: Enhanced safety and wellbeing of New Zealanders, protection of property and 

infrastructure, and economic benefit to the nation, through reliable and timely forecasting of weather, climate 

and associated environmental events and impacts. 
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economic barriers for new entrants to the market are high. In 2018, MBIE and the 
Treasury commissioned a review into open access weather data in New Zealand.6 The 
review found that access to observational weather data in New Zealand is more 
restricted compared with some other countries, due to the commercial drivers of 
MetService and NIWA who collect the data. However it found that the costs of opening 
up more access to data would likely outweigh any wider benefits for New Zealanders.  

In September 2019, the Commerce Commission opened an investigation into 
MetService and NIWA’s pricing for weather data and the investigation is ongoing.

MBIE has undertaken a review of the CRIs, and is considering further review of 
the science and r5esearch system in New Zealand  

In October 2019, MBIE as the science policy agency and primary monitor of CRIs, 
commissioned Te Pae Kahurangi, a review by an independent panel, to assess how 
well the CRIs are positioned to meet New Zealand’s current and future needs. The 
report made a range of recommendations including changes to the operating model, 
organizational form7, funding, and approach to investments. Based on the 
recommendations of this review, MBIE is now considering a wider assessment of the 
science and research system in New Zealand.  

Potential issues in the current landscape  

While both entities’ revenues have been growing over recent years, the factors that 
have driven the numerous reviews over the years may still be persistent, with some 
new concerns being raised recently by MetService.  

MetService is concerned safety could be negatively impacted 

MetService has recently expressed its concerns about the impact that competition and 
the growing media presence of other weather service providers may have on public 
safety outcomes, specifically in the instance of severe weather events.  

Specifically, MetService is concerned that products offered by NIWA may not provide 
an appropriate level of accuracy required to keep the public safe and may conflict with 
official weather warnings issued by MetService. Recently the Department of 
Conservation (DOC) selected NIWA for its contract for weather forecasting services at 

                                                
6  Weather Permitting: Review of open access to weather data in New Zealand, 2017. MBIE and PWC.  

7  The panel recommended that CRIs remain as Crown Entities (with a mandate to deliver public benefit through 

collaboration) but that they should no longer be subject to the Companies Act. 

9(2)(b)(ii) 

9(2)(b)(ii) 

s9(2)(f)(iv)
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national parks. MetService has written to MoT, voicing its concerns that the service 
provided by NIWA relies on automated forecasts with no intervention from professional 
meteorologists which, in MetService’s opinion, is inappropriate for a public safety 
service. MetService has also raised these concerns directly with DOC. 

MetService also has concerns that competition with NIWA for media presence during 
severe weather events may increase risks to public safety through conflicting 
narratives. The WMO highlights8 the importance of the ‘single authoritative voice’ for 
public safety during hazardous weather events. Through its contract with the Minister of 
Transport, MetService is designated as the Crown’s authorised provider of severe 
weather warnings, and hence is the ‘single authoritative voice’ for public information 
about severe weather in New Zealand. The purpose of this designation is to minimise 
confusion amongst the public during severe weather events and ensure warnings are 
provided at an appropriate standard. MetService is exploring ways to strengthen its 
brand and protect its role as the ‘single authoritative voice’ in New Zealand.  

From a Crown perspective, there are various lenses to apply when considering 
potential issues  

As set out above, since MetService and NIWA’s inceptions, various issues have been 
raised and various solutions have been considered and actioned. While their form and 
interaction continues to attract discussion, there are currently no plans to undertake 
further review at this time. The Crown has a number of different interests, and issues 
might be identified and categorised from those interests: 

• As a shareholder, the Crown owns 100% of both entities, and therefore has 
an ownership interest in the performance of both companies.  

• As a customer, the Government is the largest purchaser of services from 
both entities so wants the best value for money from its procurement of 
services from these entities.  

• From a whole of Government perspective, the Crown has an interest in 
ensuring the current settings and policies in the weather forecasting market 
allow for the best outcomes for New Zealanders.  

 

Suggested next steps 

                                                
8  The WMO’s GENEVA DECLARATION 2019: BUILDING COMMUNITY FOR WEATHER, CLIMATE AND 

WATER ACTIONS calls on all Governments to “Safeguard and strengthen the authoritative voice of NMHSs 

[National Meteorological and Hydrological Services] for the issuance of warnings and relevant information to 

support critical decisions related to natural hazards and disaster risks, in collaboration with national disaster 

management authorities”. 

s9(2)(g)(i)

s9(2)(g)(i)

s9(2)(b)(ii) and s9(2)(g)(i)
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Taking a wider lens, over the last 20 years the same broad questions have persisted 
around the system settings and institutional arrangements for New Zealand’s national 
weather forecasting and climate services. That is, whether these settings provide 
optimal value, benefits and long-term capability and ultimately lead to the best 
outcomes for New Zealand. From a Crown perspective, there is a shared interest from 
relevant policy agencies in having optimal system settings for weather and climate 
services, with MBIE as the lead agency for science policy and MoT as administrator of 
the Meteorological Services Act 1990. From a shareholding perspective, the Treasury 
as monitoring agency has an interest in MetService’s performance (as MBIE does in 
NIWA’s).  

. Relevant reviews 
that are currently being undertaken (or planned) may inform priorities and the timing of 
any next steps. 

. Further, the findings from the Commerce 
Commission investigation may prompt questions for agencies to consider.  

The Treasury will provide you with updates when 
relevant to MetService. We will also continue to work with MetService to understand 
the nature and drivers of, and proposed mitigations to, any current or emerging risks to 
company performance, both financial and in fulfilling its core purpose. 

 
 
 
 
Alice Courtney, Senior Analyst, Commercial Performance, 
Shelley Hollingsworth, Manager, Commercial Performance

s9(2)(f)(iv)
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