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UNICEF report says N.Z economic reforms deliver
mixed results for Maori

A major report commissioned by UNICEF has found New Zealand's economic and
social reforms have resulted in some new opportunities for Maori but the economic
reforms have also cut deeply into extended families’ financial and physical well-
being.

The report When the Invisible Hand Rocks the Cradle; New Zealand children in a
time of change says the reforms, which started in the 1980s, were among the most
sweeping in scope and scale in any industrialised democracy, but that New Zealand
governments have not systematically monitored the impact of reform on children.

The investigation, carried out by a team of Massey University researchers, looked at
the effect of the reforms on income, health and access to education. Researcher Cindy
Kiro says the reforms did promote opportunities for iwi and Maori organisation
control over social services, especially in health.  However, this was offset by loss of
a focus on ‘Maori Affairs’ because this money was essentially devolved to
mainstream organisations. Iwi have seen the devolution of government services as a
means to strengthen tribal economies and services and as a response to the Treaty of
Waitangi requirement for rangatiratanga, Dr Kiro says.

The researchers point out the overall picture for many Maori children as a result of
these reforms is bleak. Dr Kiro says Maori children have a higher mortality rate from
road traffic crashes, child pedestrian injuries, other injuries, respiratory disorders and
infectious diseases. At the peak of unemployment in 1992, 48 percent of Maori young
people aged 15-19 were unemployed and Maori women aged 15-24 years – the age
group of women with young families - were the most likely to use food banks.

Education initiatives established since the mid 1980s, such as Kohanga Reo and Kura
Kaupapa, have enabled a growing number of Maori children to be educated in their
own language and culture. Dr Kiro says the numbers of both Maori and non-Maori
children attending early childhood education increased substantially between 1991



and 1998 and two fifths of Maori children attending early childhood education are in
Kohanga Reo.

However inequity in educational outcomes have continued, she says.

“Increasing numbers of Maori students are leaving school with qualifications but there
is still a substantial gap.  Forty percent of Maori students compared to 72 percent of
European students left school with a sixth form of higher qualifications.”

The report says the New Zealand experience demonstrates the importance of having
effective mechanisms to monitor, protect and promote the interests of children,
especially during times of major change.

A major finding of the report is that relying on the social and economic reforms alone
to improve the situation of children has been a major failing of the reform process.
Trickle-down economic development did not help children and young people with the
highest needs.

Apart from increasing the emphasis on targeting, successive governments have been
slow to respond to the inability of the market place to improve children’s well being,
according to the report. It concludes the Government needs to develop a broad and
comprehensive policy framework for children and should in future ensure that major
reforms are evaluated for their impact on children, prior to implementation.

The report is being launched at 12.30 pm, Tuesday 19 November at Turnball House in
Wellington.

A full copy of the report can be found at: www.unicef-icdc.org/publications/
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Background
The Innocenti Research Centre, based in Florence, Italy, is UNICEF's (United Nations
Children's Fund) main research institution. Its work helps inform UNICEF's work and
contributes to UNICEF priority setting. The research conducted at the Innocenti
Centre provides reliable information on the changing needs of children in developing
and industrialised countries.
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