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1.0 Introduction
This working paper provides a list of coalition agreements and support agreements (confidence and supply
or co-operation) since Mixed Member Proportional representation (MMP) was first established in 1996.
When there is uncertainty over who has ‘confidence in the House’, the MMP process requires the GovernorGeneral to draw on political statements, verbal or written, in order to form a view as to whether confidence
in the House is attained and the tests of quantity and clarity have been achieved. As part of this process,
the Governor-General is able to rely on verbal public assurances, although signed written documents are
preferred.
The McGuinness Institute found that there is no singular platform that holds a comprehensive list of
historical political agreements; this working paper aims to fill in this gap to provide an historical timeline.
We include links to copies of the publicly available agreements in Appendix 1. Political agreements
document are not government-owned documents; instead they are owned by the political parties, which
means there is no official record kept.
We would encourage government to establish a public record that contains a user-friendly list of political
agreements, including copies of the documents. Given the nature of these agreements as founding documents
for the subsequent parliamentary term, we believe it is important that these documents be recorded so as to
track changes in agreements overtime.

1.1

Background

Our interest is in the agreements mentioned in the ‘Speech from the Throne’, the speech the GovernorGeneral makes at the start of the parliamentary term. Political parties make these agreements with a view to
forming government. The formation of government is a political process (managed by the political parties)
while the appointment of government is a legal process (managed by the Governor-General). The political
process starts with the date of the election and ends with the appointment of government. Below are a
number of excerpts from the 2017 Cabinet Manual with mention to the role of political agreements in the
formation of government:
Para 6.18 (outcome of elections)
Under New Zealand’s proportional representation electoral system, it is likely that two or more
parties will negotiate coalition or support agreements so that a government can be formed, whether
it is a majority or minority government. A coalition agreement provides for a closer relationship
between two or more parties than a support agreement, a distinguishing characteristic of coalition
agreements being that coalition parties are represented in Cabinet.
Para 6.42 (principles and processes of government formation)
The process of forming a government is political, and the decision to form a government must be
arrived at by politicians.
Para 6.43
Once the political parties have reached an adequate accommodation, and it is possible to form
a government, it is expected that the parties will make appropriate public statements of their
intentions. Any agreement reached by the parties during their negotiations may need to be confirmed
subsequently by the political parties involved, each following its own internal procedures.
Para 6.44
By convention, the role of the Governor-General in the government formation process is to ascertain
where the confidence of the House lies, on the basis of the parties’ public statements, so that a
government can be appointed. It is not the Governor-General’s role to form the government or to
participate in any negotiations (although the Governor General might wish to talk to party leaders if
the talks were to have no clear outcome) (DPMC, 2017).
The following excerpts from a speech made in 2013 by then Governor-General Lt Gen The Rt Hon Sir Jerry
Mateparae, GNZM, QSO indicate the importance of ‘quantity’ and ‘clarity’ when assessing whether two or
more parties can form a government.
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The question is, what do our constitutional arrangements require of political parties before a
prospective government can be sworn in by the Governor-General? In a nutshell, it’s about quantity
and clarity...
...The formation of a government depends on one or more parties being able to show they will have
a majority in the House of Representatives – that they have ‘the confidence of the House’. This
is where governments in parliamentary systems like ours get their legitimacy from: by having the
support of a majority of members in a democratically-elected parliament. This is the ‘quantity’ part
of the equation. The prospective government needs to be able to show it will have the numbers...
...I’d now like to turn to the ‘clarity’ side of the equation. Under MMP it is not enough for a party
or grouping of parties simply to have the numbers in the House. They must also communicate the
result of their negotiations so the public knows what sort of government has been formed, and so as
Governor-General, I can appoint the leader of that party or grouping as Prime Minister.
What is required are clear and public statements by the party leaders concerned, showing that the
prospective government will have the confidence of the House. By clear and public statements I mean
that the parties forming or supporting the government must make unambiguous explanations of their
intentions on matters of confidence, so it is obvious to everyone where party allegiances in the House
will lie.
To date, coalition and support arrangements under MMP have always been captured in formal
written documents, often announced at media conferences. Written documents have clear
advantages in terms of certainty and transparency, and I would expect that practice to continue
(Government House, 2013).

1.2

Types of political agreement

Different types of agreements serve different purposes in terms of how the two parties interact with one
another, and the sort of power the minority party is given.
A coalition agreement commits both parties to govern together and apply ‘collective responsibility’.
This mechanism is put in place through the appointment of a minister/ministers to Cabinet. A coalition
agreement is not a coalition agreement unless both parties are represented in Cabinet. For example, the
2017 coalition agreement states ‘New Zealand First will have four Ministers inside Cabinet’.
In contrast, a confidence and supply agreement enables signatories to have a greater degree of separation;
for example, it may require a minority party to speak on behalf of the New Zealand Government when
a topic sits within its portfolio, but allow that minority party to disagree on certain policies when it is
beyond its remit. Under a confidence and supply agreement, a Minister of the Crown can be appointed
as a representative of the minority party, but that Minister must sit outside of Cabinet, enabling the
party to operate in such a way that it does not need to meet the high standard of collective responsibility
(McGuinness Institute, 2020a).
Co-operation agreements offer even further degree of separation; the minority party agrees to support the
major party, but they do not provide confidence and supply.
Figures 1 and 2 overleaf show the types of agreement and the length of the agreement documents signed since
1996. Figure 3 maps the agreements signed between parties since 1996.

1.3

Types of government formed under MMP

Under MMP, there are four types of government that are likely to eventuate (although other permutations
are possible):
1.

Majority single-party (single party with over 50% or more of the seats in the House held by one political
party)

2.

Minority single-party (single party with 50% or less of the seats in the House held by one political party)

3.

Majority coalition (multiple parties with over 50% or more of the seats in the House govern together)

4.

Minority coalition (multiple parties with 50% or less of the seats in the House govern together).
(McGuinness Institute, 2020b).
WORKING PAPER 2020/11 | MCGUINNESS INSTITUTE
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Figure 1: Types of political agreements since 1996

Figure 2: Number of pages of each political agreement

Figure 3: Significant political agreements since 1996
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2.0 Observations
If policy-makers want to create durable, sustainable and trustworthy government, we need to put in place
the necessary policy instruments to ensure that citizens (in particular, voters, journalists, historians) have
access to accurate and timely information. Reporting on the outcomes of the formation of government (in
terms of signed agreements, policy priorities and trade-offs) enables citizens to understand how well MMP is
working for Aotearoa New Zealand and ensures quality public policy continues to drive change for all New
Zealanders. We decided to explore political agreements because they are, arguably, the deciding documents
that determine the formation of a government, and the priorities that the government has agreed to progress.
The Institute has been advocating for an independent review of progress in regard to the 2017 Coalition
Agreement New Zealand Labour Party & New Zealand First and the 2017 Confidence and Supply Agreement
New Zealand Labour Party & Green Party of Aotearoa New Zealand (McGuinness Institute, 2019, pp. 4–5).
This is particularly relevant given the 2017–2020 parliamentary term has drawn to a close.
To this end, we undertook an assessment of the extent to which the policy priorities outlined in the two
agreements that formed the 2017 government have been implemented. This working paper can be read in
conjunction with other work the McGuinness Institute has undertaken in regard to political agreements.
Working Paper 2020/07 – Analysis of the 2017 Labour-New Zealand First Coalition and Agreement, three
years on and Working Paper 2020/08 - Analysis of the Labour-Green Party Confidence and Supply Agreement,
three years on review the extent to which the policy priorities set out in the political agreements have
been implemented during the 2017–2020 parliamentary term. We use press releases and news articles to
determine whether the policy priorities have been 1. fully implemented, 2. partially implemented or 3. not
implemented. The papers also discuss in more detail the general nature and content of each type of agreement
(coalition and confidence and supply). See Working Paper 2020/07 and Working Paper 2020/08 for the full
analysis.
This working paper includes key takeaways from the above exercise, and explores how New Zealand might
improve its historical records of coalition support agreements to ensure they are given the appropriate due
diligence they deserve. We also provide a number of recommendations that we believe could strengthen civic
engagement and education in New Zealand.
Firstly it should be noted that, from the research exercise, it is evident that almost all priorities written in both
agreements were progressed to have either been fully implemented or partially implemented. This indicates
the importance and weight of these agreements as not only the key documents that form a government,
but as the guidelines of what occurs within a parliamentary term. In light of this, it is concerning that these
documents do not undergo greater levels of scrutiny, nor are they treated as formal documents with filing
requirements. In the cases of minority parties, the successes of the implementation of agreements should
be seen as successes of MMP; it is odd that they are not treated as a measure of strength of influence by the
minority signatories.
Three key issues were raised during this research process:
1.

There is no requirement for coalition and support agreements to be filed on a public platform.

The Institute struggled to gather copies of all coalition and support agreements signed since the MMP system
was established in 1996. These documents are ‘owned’ by the signatories (political parties), meaning there
is no public historical record of these documents. It is up to the discretion of the signatories to make these
documents public; it could be argued, however, that there is a moral obligation to file these documents.
This makes it difficult to track and compare agreements over time and ultimately, policy priorities over time.
This lack of historical record makes for a large gap in public information as there is no record of how the
agreements were progressed, nor how agreements have changed over time within their economic, social and
environmental context.
The Institute could not find a 1996 confidence and supply agreement between Labour/Progressive and the
Green Party. Following communications with the Labour and Green parties, DPMC and the Parliamentary
Library, it appears that not only was the agreement never signed, but it never went beyond a draft. Despite
searching for the agreement and contacting numerous parties, we found that no one appears to have a copy of
this agreement.
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2.

The documents are largely informal, in that there is no apparent structure, content or shape that
the agreement must take.

While there are significant differences in the nature of coalition agreements and other support agreements
(e.g. number of ministers in the House), there does not appear to be any difference in the structure and
content of the written agreements. This is evident when comparing the Labour–NZ First and Labour–Green
2017 agreements. They were of similar lengths and contained a similar number of policy priorities. They
bore no significant differences except for categorisation of priorities (e.g. environment, health, education) and
the priorities themselves. This makes it difficult to understand how the written agreements differ in practice
and the level of influence each party has on public policy in relation to the type of agreement signed.
Interestingly, of all of the historical agreements between parties since 1996 that are publicly available, none of
these versions are signed (except for a 2016 Memorandum of Understanding between the Labour Party and
the Green Party), making the documents even more informal.
3.

There is no review or assessment of whether or not policy priorities agreed upon within the
documents are progressed within the parliamentary term

This detracts from the importance of these documents as the foundation of a parliamentary term. Given that
policy priority progression is not tracked against the documents, it is not only difficult to establish what has
been achieved during a parliamentary term, but it is also difficult to examine what trade-offs each party made
when comparing the documents that formed the government and policies that voters were promised during
the election campaign.
It could be argued that lack of easily accessible information on the progression of public policy within the
public arena is one of the gaps that aid in the misconceptions of the relevance of government to everyday
people. The working papers prepared by the McGuinness Institute provide high-level, evidence-based tables
that are easily accessible and easy to understand and create more tangible correlations between projects,
initiatives, budgets and how these align with party policies and those who vote for them.
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3.0 Recommendations
Below we outline a number of recommendations that could better formalise written political agreements as
key documents in government formation, and how they could be harnessed as tools to measure progress and
historically record how policy priorities progress and adapt over time.
•

Require central filing of coalition and support agreements.

•

Require the filed copies of the agreements to contain signatures.

•

Require minority parties in government to monitor the progression of agreements.

•

Require an independent review of progression reports.

•

Require any coalition party to also sign other support agreements if there is more than one minority
party in the formation of a government.

The McGuinness Institute has a particular interest in ensuring that there are historical accounts filed and
stored in central government so that we have, over time, a narrative of the shifts in thought and processes as
government shifts from election to election. It is our view that once citizens have voted for the parties they
want to be in power, the second process of shaping government is the agreements, compromises and tradeoffs made through coalition and support agreements. MMP was designed to ensure that diversity in political
thought is maximised within government, and to remove the ‘first past the post’ politics that sustained a
two-party system in New Zealand. It is important to record the manner in which major and minor parties
interact with one another to shape the direction of Aotearoa New Zealand under the signed agreements that
have determined policy priorities since 1996.
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4.0 Political agreements since 1996
Table 1: List of political agreements since 1996
Date

Major party

Minor party

1996 general election – 12 Oct 1996
1996*

National (44/120 seats)

Majority coalition
New Zealand First
(17/120 seats)

The 1996 coalition
agreement between
National and
New Zealand First
Minority coalition

1999 general election – 27 Nov 1999
6 Dec 1999*

Labour (49/120 seats)

Alliance (10/120 seats)

The coalition
agreement [?]
(title not known)

1999**

Labour (49/120 seats)

Green (7/120 seats)

Although mentioned
in the speech from the
throne, no agreement
was signed
Minority coalition

2002 general election – 27 Jul 2002
8 Aug 2002*

Labour (52/120 seats)

Progressive (2/120
seats)

Coalition Agreement
between the Labour
and Progressive
Coalition Parties in
Parliament

8 Aug 2002**

Labour/Progressive
(54/120 seats)

United Future (8/120
seats)

Agreement for
Confidence and
Supply between the
Labour/Progressive
Government and
the United Future
Parliamentary Caucus

26 Aug 2002***

Labour/Progressive
(54/120 seats)

Green (9/120 seats)

Co-operation
Agreement between
the Labour/
Progressive
Government and the
Green Parliamentary
Caucus
Minority coalition

2005 general election – 17 Sep 2005

10

Title of agreement

17 Oct 2005*

Labour (50/121 seats)

Progressive (1/121 seats) Coalition Agreement:
Labour and
Progressive Parties in
Parliament

17 Oct 2005**

Labour (50/121 seats)

New Zealand First (7/121 Confidence and
Supply Agreement
seats)
with New Zealand
First

17 Oct 2005**

Labour (50/121 seats)

United Future (3/121
seats)
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Confidence and
Supply Agreement
with United Future

Date

Major party

Minor party

Title of agreement

17 Oct 2005***

Labour (50/121 seats)

Green (6/121 seats)

Labour led
Government Cooperation Agreement
with the Green Party

2008 general election – 8 Nov 2008

Minority single-party

14 Nov 2008**

National (58/122 seats)

United Future (1/122
seats)

Confidence and
Supply Agreement
with United Future

16 Nov 2008**

National (58/122 seats)

ACT (5/122 seats)

National-ACT
Confidence and
Supply Agreement

16 Nov 2008**

National (58/122 seats)

Māori Party (5/122
seats)

Relationship and
Confidence and
Supply Agreement
between the National
Party and the Māori
Party

2011 general election – 26 Nov 2011

Minority single-party

5 Dec 2011**

National (59/121 seats)

ACT (1/121 seats)

Confidence and
Supply Agreement
with ACT New Zealand

5 Dec 2011**

National (59/121 seats)

United Future (1/121
seats)

Confidence and
Supply Agreement
with United Future
New Zealand

11 Dec 2011**

National (59/121 seats)

Māori Party (3/121
seats)

Relationship Accord
and Confidence and
Supply Agreement
with the Māori Party
(including Schedule A)
Minority single-party

2014 general election – 20 Sep 2014
29 Sep 2014**

National (60/121 seats)

ACT (1/121 seats)

2014 Confidence and
Supply Agreement
with ACT New Zealand

29 Sep 2014**

National (60/121 seats)

United Future (1/121
seats)

2014 Confidence and
Supply Agreement
with United Future
New Zealand

5 Oct 2014**

National (60/121 seats)

Māori Party (2/121
seats)

2014 Relationship
Accord and
Confidence and
Supply Agreement
with the Māori Party

2017 general election – 23 Sep 2017
24 Oct 2017*

Labour (46/120 seats)

Minority coalition
New Zealand First
(9/120 seats)
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Coalition Agreement:
New Zealand Labour
Party & New Zealand
First
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Date

Major Party

Minor Party

Title of Agreement

24 Oct 2017**

Labour (46/120 seats)

Green (8/120 seats)

Confidence &
Supply Agreement:
New Zealand Labour
Party & Green Party of
Aotearoa New Zealand
Majority single-party

2020 general election – 17 Oct 2020
1 Nov 2020***

Labour (65/120 seats)

Green (10/120 seats)

New Zealand Labour
Party & Green Party of
Aotearoa New Zealand
Cooperation Agreement

Key:
*

Coalition agreement: where two or more political parties agree to govern together (five signed).
A coalition agreement involves each of the relevant parties having members in the Cabinet and all
Cabinet ministers being bound by the convention of collective Cabinet responsibility.

**

Confidence and supply agreements: where a minority political party agrees to support a major party
on confidence and supply (13 signed). In contrast to a coalition agreement, a confidence and supply
agreement may involve the smaller party holding one or more ministerial posts, but such ministers
are not full members of the Cabinet (although they attend Cabinet committee meetings). In such
situations, selective collective responsibility applies, in the sense that the ministers in question
are bound to agree with the government’s policies/decisions in their specific areas of ministerial
responsibility but not with all other policy decisions.

***

Co-operation agreement: where a minority political party agrees to support a major party but does
not go as far as providing confidence and supply (two signed).
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Appendix 1: Coalition and support agreements
Appendix 1 contains the front page of all coalition, confidence and supply and co-operation agreements.
We have also included two memorandums of understanding. Each agreement contains a link to a copy of
the full agreement.

1.1

Coalition agreements

10 December 1996
The 1996 coalition agreement between National and New Zealand First
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6 December 1999

Title not known [Labour and Alliance]
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8 August 2002
Coalition Agreement between the Labour and Progressive Coalition Parties in Parliament
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17 October 2005
Coalition Agreement: Labour and Progressive Parties in Parliament
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24 October 2017
Coalition Agreement: New Zealand Labour Party & New Zealand First
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1.2

Confidence and supply agreements

8 August 2002
Agreement for Confidence and Supply between the Labour/Progressive Government and the United Future
Parliamentary Caucus

18
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17 October 2005
[Labour] Confidence and Supply Agreement with New Zealand First
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17 October 2005
[Labour] Confidence and Supply Agreement with United Future
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14 November 2008
[National] Confidence and Supply Agreement with United Future New Zealand
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16 November 2008
National-ACT Confidence and Supply Agreement
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16 November 2008
Relationship and Confidence and Supply Agreement between the National Party and the Māori Party
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5 December 2011
[National] Confidence and Supply Agreement with ACT New Zealand
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5 December 2011
[National] Confidence and Supply Agreement with United Future New Zealand
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11 December 2011
[National] Relationship Accord and Confidence and Supply Agreement with the Māori Party
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29 September 2014
[National] 2014 Confidence and Supply Agreement with ACT New Zealand
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29 September 2014
[National] 2014 Confidence and Supply Agreement with United Future New Zealand
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5 October 2014
[National] 2014 Relationship Accord and Confidence and Supply Agreement with the Māori Party
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24 October 2017
Confidence & Supply Agreement: New Zealand Labour Party & the Green Party of Aotearoa New Zealand
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1.3

Co-operation agreements

26 August 2002
Co-operation Agreement between the Labour/Progressive Government and the Green Parliamentary Caucus
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17 October 2005
Labour led Government Co-operation Agreement with the Green Party
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1 November 2020
New Zealand Labour Party & Green Party of Aotearoa New Zealand Cooperation Agreement
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1.4

Memorandums of understanding

8 April 2009
Memorandum of Understanding Between The New Zealand National Party and The Green Party of Aotearoa
New Zealand
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25 May 2014
Memorandum Of Understanding Between the MANA Movement and the Internet Party
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31 May 2016
Memorandum of Understanding between the New Zealand Labour Party and Green Party of Aotearoa
New Zealand
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