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of the outputs produced by statistical agencies.4  Where possible, we will provide some 

quantification of value and impacts, but even these will be conservative.  

One of the objectives of this policy proposal is to, at a minimum, improve the reliability 

and resilience of the data and statistics system, thereby retaining the current value and 

preventing the erosion of the system. We note, for example, that even small increases or 

decreases in survey and census completion rates affect data quality and comparability, 

the timeliness of statistical releases, and/or in the amount of data shared for research 

and analysis.  These can have significant detrimental or beneficial downstream impacts 

for data users several times larger than direct impact of the Bill. We note that previous 

comments from the Reserve Bank estimating that even slight improvements in economic 

performance as a result of better decisions could easily be worth $100 million per 

annum.  

Range of options considered 

At the outset of the review, Stats NZ considered a range of options, including greater 

centralisation of statistical functions (to give assurance on quality and practice) and 

extending obligations into the private sector to provide more data for government use.  

These options are generally associated with significantly increased costs, particularly in 

the short to medium term. 

While Stats NZ continues to implement non-regulatory responses to the issues we have 

identified, our view is that in order to fully address the problems the underlying legislative 

framework needs to be modernised. 

In all options legislative reform is necessary in order to resolve problems that arise 

primarily from the antiquated and incomplete provisions of the Statistics Act, which 

constrains the response to changes in information needs, expectations and capability of 

data users, risk, and new and emerging data sources and technology. 

In addition to proposing a modernised legislative framework, Stats NZ will continue to 

provide technical and practical support across the data and statistics system and with 

users and providers of data to achieve operational and governance level improvements.  

Examples include the establishment of the Data Ethics Advisory Group accessible to 

agencies as they design and test new data initiatives, improved access to Stats NZ data 

for iwi, and work with local and central government to improve data management and 

governance practices.   

Consultation and testing 

All significant issues and proposals considered in this RIA have been publicly consulted 

on and discussed directly with interested stakeholders. 

 
4 Recommendations for Promoting, Measuring and Communicating the Value of Official Statistics, United Nations 

Economic Commission for Europe, (United Nations, New York and Geneva, 2018), at 29. 
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• does not provide sufficient foundation to ensure a coherent and co-ordinated 

approach to the production of statistics  

• is not appropriately transparent about access to and use of data for research and 

analysis and 

• is silent on the Māori-Crown relationship in relation to data and statistics. 

Continuing to develop New Zealand’s data and statistics system has the potential to 

grow New Zealand’s prosperity. Data is often identified as a key component of economic 

growth, with data-driven innovation representing a multi-billion dollar opportunity for New 

Zealand via greater use of data and analytics to foster new and improved products, 

processes, organisational methods, and markets while respecting people’s rights to say 

how their data is used.5  

Use of data and statistics 

Data and statistics are used to: 

• inform public policy decisions  

• allocate public resources and focus private investment 

• realise opportunities for innovation  

• provide insights into the performance of government 

• measure the impact of public policies and programmes 

• support open democracy enabling participation in government processes. 

Data and statistics are also relied upon to meet international reporting obligations to the 

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), the International 

Monetary Fund (IMF), and the United Nations. For example, environmental statistics and 

data are required for New Zealand to meet international obligations including: 

• Reporting on New Zealand’s greenhouse gas inventory, as part of the country’s 

obligations under the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 

• Monitoring the components of biological diversity as required under the United 

Nations Convention on Biological Diversity. 

And to enable New Zealand’s participation in international research projects such as the 

OECD’s MultiProd project that provides a comprehensive picture of productivity patterns 

across a range of countries.6 

Examples of government’s use of data and statistics include:  

 
5 Data-driven Innovation in New Zealand, Sapere Research Group and COVEC, 2015. 

6 The MultiProd project contributes to better economic policies by studying how productivity of businesses 
translates into aggregate productivity. 
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• distributing overall health spending which is allocated on a Census based 

demographic basis 

• long-term fiscal modelling and forecasting by the Treasury to inform broad 

expenditure and revenue choices 

• estimating the impact of demographic forecast data for major investments 

roading and infrastructure (NZTA and the Ministry of Transport) 

• analysis and policy development, combining time series and small area 

population demographics by MSD. 

Examples of other uses include: 

• economic indicators (eg, Gross Domestic Product and the Consumer Price 

Index) inform assessments by international credit rating agencies that impact on 

foreign investment and are used by businesses to inform decision-making 

• population data used by retailers to plan new retail investments. 

Benefits of good quality data and statistics 

Good quality data and official statistics can have a significant financial impact. For 

example, the Reserve Bank, in its submission to the Finance and Expenditure 

Committee’s 2007 Inquiry into the future monetary policy framework noted that better 

data can result in better and more timely judgements, and that the impact of decisions 

taken too soon or too late on tightening or easing monetary policy is significant. As New 

Zealand’s annual GDP is around $160 billion, even slight improvements in economic 

performance as a result of better decisions could easily be worth $100 million per 

annum.  

Costs of poorer quality data and statistics 

Decision-making based on poor quality data and statistics can result in negative impacts 

across society, including negative financial, health, environmental, and social outcomes 

to government, businesses and people. For example, services can be needlessly 

duplicated, evaluation of successful programmes is difficult, tax dollars can go 

uncollected, infrastructure maintenance is conducted inefficiently, and investment in 

health care is misdirected and wasted.7 

It can also result in an unnecessary increased government expenditure.  For example, if 

the availability or quality of data sources (a combination of survey and administrative 

data) that informs the Quarterly Employment Survey (QES) declines, the potential 

impact could be substantial.  

Government spending on social security and welfare was $34 billion over Budget 

2019. MSD uses the QES to calculate adjustments to benefits each year.8 If the 

average ordinary time weekly earnings data quality dropped and inaccurate 

statistics were published, this would result in a compromised review. This could 

 
7 Katherine Barret and Richard Green, “The Causes, Costs and Consequences of Bad Government Data” (June 

2015): https://www.governing.com/topics/mgmt/gov-bad-data.html  

8 Social Security Act 2018, section 452A 
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Statutory obligations and sanctions are outdated 

The 1975 Act contains two broad types of obligations:  

• to respond to requests by the Government Statistician for information needed to 

produce statistics and 

• to protect the information and data provided under the Act (for statistical, 

research and/or analytical purposes) 

It also lacks proportionality, relying solely on criminal sanctions.  Additionally, the 

monetary penalties that a person or body corporate is liable to receive upon conviction is 

very low, having last been increased in 1982— 

• a fine not exceeding $500 for an individual 

• a fine not exceeding $2,000 for a body corporate. 

The lack of proportionality and low monetary penalties can work together to undermine 

enforcement. Low penalties make an enforcement body less inclined to incur the costs 

of criminal prosecution and the effort required to establish a criminal standard of proof, 

even for the most serious non-compliers. The unlikelihood of criminal prosecution 

contributes to the lack of deterrent effect from such low penalties. 

Outdated legislative framework constrains the system’s ability to adapt and limits 

value 

The 1975 Act is constraining the ability of the data and statistics system to adapt or 

respond to new opportunities and risks, limiting the value that could be derived from the 

underlying data asset base.  

For example, as government becomes a greater user of integrated data, Stats 

NZ’s data offerings through the IDI and LBD are becoming more in demand. 

However, the Act’s security and confidentiality provisions are so rigid that they 

are preventing opportunities to maximise the value of data in a statistical 

environment. An organisation is unable to access identified data it provided to 

Stats NZ unless an exception applied—even where that data was collected by 

the organisation itself, or where an organisation has an authority to access 

identified data for research, analytical or statistical purposes.  

Constraints are also eroding system integrity and resilience  

• Even small declines in administrative data quality or accessibility, or in survey responses 

can reduce public trust and confidence in the data and statistics system and could result 

in significant financial costs to government and others. For example, if a government 

agency decided to cease collecting data for its own purposes the corresponding loss of a 

key administrative data source could result in significant delay while an alternative data 

source was found. 

• Key economic statistics: the downstream impact on New Zealand’s 

international credit rating; financial markets; inflation; overseas investment; and 

government investment in infrastructure, health, and education from inaccurate, 

late, or no key economic statistics, like GDP and CPI could be substantial. 

8h1uwatje8 2020-03-12 10:33:09

Proa
cti

ve
ly 

rel
ea

se
d



Proa
cti

ve
ly 

rel
ea

se
d



  

 Full Impact Statement Template   |   17 

statistical systems produce appropriate and reliable data that adheres to professional 

and scientific standards. 

• Principle 1. Official statistics provide an indispensable element in the information 

system of a democratic society, serving the Government, the economy and the 

public with data about the economic, demographic, social and environmental 

situation. To this end, official statistics that meet the test of practical utility are to 

be compiled and made available on an impartial basis by official statistical 

agencies to honour citizens’ entitlement to public information. 

• Principle 2. To retain trust in official statistics, the statistical agencies need to 

decide according to strictly professional considerations, including scientific 

principles and professional ethics, on the methods and procedures for the 

collection, processing, storage and presentation of statistical data. 

• Principle 3. To facilitate a correct interpretation of the data, the statistical 

agencies are to present information according to scientific standards on the 

sources, methods and procedures of the statistics. 

• Principle 4. The statistical agencies are entitled to comment on erroneous 

interpretation and misuse of statistics. 

• Principle 5. Data for statistical purposes may be drawn from all types of sources, 

be they statistical surveys or administrative records. Statistical agencies are to 

choose the source with regard to quality, timeliness, costs and the burden on 

respondents. 

• Principle 6. Individual data collected by statistical agencies for statistical 

compilation, whether they refer to natural or legal persons, are to be strictly 

confidential and used exclusively for statistical purposes. 

• Principle 7. The laws, regulations and measures under which the statistical 

systems operate are to be made public. 

• Principle 8. Coordination among statistical agencies within countries is essential 

to achieve consistency and efficiency in the statistical system. 

• Principle 9. The use by statistical agencies in each country of international 

concepts, classifications and methods promotes the consistency and efficiency of 

statistical systems at all official levels. 

• Principle 10. Bilateral and multilateral cooperation in statistics contributes to the 

improvement of systems of official statistics in all countries.  

We have not proposed options that would put New Zealand outside of international 

norms and obligations, as these could have detrimental impacts on New Zealand’s 

international standing. 
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• more effective and trusted access to, and use of, underlying data and statistical assets to 

benefit New Zealanders 

• improved coverage, quality, and relevance of data and statistics. 

Issue 1: Collecting quality data  

Quality data is needed to produce quality official statistics and to ensure the information needs of 

decision makers and other users of government-held data, such as iwi and Māori are met.  

Status quo 

The status quo retains the Government Statistician’s powers to— 

• access administrative data to produce statistics, but with little ability to influence quality or 

sustainability, and  

• to survey respondents where required, but with limited opportunities to adapt collection 

methodologies to accommodate the multiple ways people communicate.   

There would remain limited opportunities for the Government Statistician to share data collected 

under the Act with other producers of statistics, and continued reliance on goodwill to consider and 

provide opportunities for Māori to inform data collection and information needs.    

Modernise and update 

The preferred approach is to modernise and update provisions in the Statistics Act relating to the 

collection and sharing of quality data and statistics.  Under this option, the new Act would— 

• clearly set out the Government Statistician’s power to access administrative data (subject 

to any enactment to the contrary)  

• enable the Government Statistician to use data collection methodologies which limit the 

burden on individual, household, business or other organisations who must respond to 

those requests (removing the reliance on survey instruments) 

• require producers of official statistics to provide opportunities for Māori to inform data 

collection and statistical outputs.   

• authorise the collection of data by another agency on behalf of the Government Statistician 

if that agency is best placed to do so (consultation and agreement between agencies 

would be necessary).   

• enable more value from use of non-sensitive statistical data by modernising and updating 

statistical confidentiality exceptions.  

Prioritise statistical needs for administrative data collection 

This option would require government agencies who produce statistics using administrative data, 

or who have administrative data that is used by Stats NZ to produce statistics, to prioritise the 

statistical need over other considerations when collecting that data.  The Government Statistician 

would determine the quality standards required and agencies would have corresponding 

obligations to comply.  All legislative barriers that unnecessarily restrict sharing administrative data 

with Stats NZ would be removed.  

Issue 2: Consistency, coherence, and comparability  

Inconsistent data and statistical practices across government impact on the consistency, 

coherence and comparability of data and the statistics, research and analysis able to be produced 
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from it.  Statistics, research and analysis often rely on being able to combine data from a range of 

data sources and the system faces increased costs or unnecessarily delays where data needs to 

be ‘cleaned’ before it can be used. Use of different concepts, procedures, definitions and 

classifications can also lead to decision makers and other users of data and statistics receiving 

conflicting advice or information.   

Status quo 

The status quo retains the Government Statistician’s powers to define and promote the standard 

concepts, procedures, definitions and classifications for use in official statistics, and the Cabinet-

level mandate for Tier 1 Statistics producers to comply with the Principles and Protocols of Official 

Statistics.   

Agencies that produce statistics that are not Tier 1, and that voluntarily followed statistical best 

practice would likely continue to do so, while other agencies may continue not to do so unless 

obliged to. Over time, there is a risk that continuing to provide for an antiquated authorising 

framework leads to a reduction in coherency, consistency and comparability of data collected 

across the system. 

Modernise and update 

The preferred option is to modernise and update provisions in the Statistics Act so that the 

Government Statistician can endorse, define, and promote best practice requirements for the data 

and statistics system to improve consistency, coherence and comparability of data and statistics.  

The Government Statistician would do so after advice from relevant producer agencies, data users 

and data providers.  Where standard concepts, procedures, definitions and classifications exist 

already, the Government Statistician may endorse these for wider use.  This option would include 

corresponding obligations on producing agencies to observe best practice and other standards 

endorsed by the Government Statistician. This would in extend the current Cabinet level obligation 

on Tier 1 producers into statute.  

Centralise statistical production 

This option would centralise production of priority data analysis and statistics in Stats NZ and 

require Stats NZ to design and administer all statistical surveys. Agencies would continue to be 

required to provide administrative data to Stats NZ and be able to inform the statistical work 

programme. 

Issue 3: access to and use of government-held data for research and analysis 

Data is shared and integrated by Stats NZ to support public interest research and analysis, 

however the legislative provisions enabling this are antiquated and lack the necessary 

transparency.  This limits opportunities for government-held data being used for research and 

analysis to benefit New Zealanders with a concurrent risk that trust and confidence in government 

use of data is diminished. 

Status quo 

Stats NZ would continue to be able to receive and integrate data for research and analysis but 

would continue to rely on operational policies to guide decisions by the Government Statistician on 

public interest and access.  Stats NZ would continue to be required to apply the same 
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confidentiality settings for all statistical information it collects and therefore treat all data received 

as equally sensitive, even where this may not be necessary.  

Modernise and update  

The preferred option is to modernise and update provisions in the Statistics Act that enable Stats 

NZ to receive, integrate and provide access to data for research and analysis.  This would create 

a clear and transparent framework designed on international best practice and tikanga 

considerations.   

It would retain the public interest test but provide for relevant considerations9 to guide access 

decisions within a framework containing safeguards addressing what the data can be used for; 

who can access the data; how the data can be accessed; what level of confidentiality is applied to 

the data before access; and what results can be published.  It would also require agencies who 

wish to share information for research and analysis to consider the benefits of sharing with any 

associated risks.    

It would enable organisations outside of government to share information they hold with 

government when there is benefit in doing so for research and analysis, and it would allow the 

Government Statistician to agree conditions for decision-making about access.   

It would also allow access to identifiable data shared with Stats NZ if access to that information 

from the source agency is lawfully authorised and if the source agency agrees.   

Obligation to provide data for research and analysis 

This option would include the proposals described in the preferred option (modernise and update) 

but would add an obligation to share data for research and analysis when required to by the 

Government Statistician and if doing so would be in the public interest.  Public interest would be 

determined by the Government Statistician with relevant considerations set out in legislation and 

with the additional check requiring Ministerial approval.  

Issue 4: proportionate sanctions 

Regulatory systems require proportionate sanctions including credible disincentives and 

opportunities to address non-compliant behaviours.   

Status quo 

Criminal penalties for breaches of the obligation to respond to statistical surveys when required to 

do so by the Government Statistician and of the obligation to protect the information collected 

under the Act would continue.  Maximum penalties would remain at 1982 levels ($500 for an 

individual and $2,000 for a body corporate). Stats NZ would continue to encourage and support 

people to comply with their obligations under the Act.   

Modernise and update 

Criminal offences would be modernised and penalties would reflect the seriousness of the 

misconduct and be increased to align with comparable offences across the statute book.  Simple 

 
9  These include the nature and extent of any likely benefit, the nature and extent of associated risks or harms, 

and the context of the data collection. 
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There is also ongoing work with data providers to ensure continued supply and to test 

innovative new products such as through the work of Data Ventures (Stats NZ’s 

commercial arm) to produce a population density tool using aggregated mobile phone 

data. 

We also considered whether the Chief Executive’s functional leadership role of 

Government Chief Data Steward (GCDS) should be a statutory role given that some 

functions overlap with those of the Government Statistician, particularly those that 

require a system-level focus.  However, some aspects of the GCDS role go beyond the 

scope of the proposals in the package.  For example, the GCDS has established a Data 

Ethics Advisory Group to provide advice to agencies in relation to proposed data uses, 

including compliance and law enforcement.  Alignment with other functional leadership 

roles, accommodating proposed changes under the Public Sector Legislation Bill, and 

allowing the maximum flexibility to respond to emerging issues were all considered more 

desirable than creating a new role under these legislative proposals. 

The current legislation provides for Stats NZ to be a Government Department.  While 

this was a common type of legislative provision in Acts of this era (prior to the State 

Sector Act), it is less common now.  In assessing the provisions of the 1975 Act some 

early consideration was given to whether a different organisational form (such as an 

independent Crown Entity) for Stats NZ would address the problems identified.  

However, given international best practices relating to the need for clarity and 

transparency about leadership and roles within a National Statistics system, the nature 

of New Zealand’s data and statistics system, and the exercise of coercive data collection 

powers by the Government Statistician on behalf of the State, this option was 

discounted. 
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