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1.0 Purpose
The purpose of this paper is to create a list of all climate-related Cabinet papers and accompanying Cabinet 
minutes that have been produced and proactively released between 2001 and 2024. The Institute’s intention is 
to ensure that there is a comprehensive list of Cabinet papers in the public arena that set out New Zealand’s 
public policy response to climate change.

This working paper is intended to support the Institute’s June 2024 Discussion Paper 2024/01 – Risks hiding in 
plain sight: Does a commitment under the Paris Agreement to purchase offshore carbon credits create a requirement 
to report that commitment in the financial statements of the New Zealand Government? and its October 2024 
Addendum.1

In the Institute’s previous research projects, locating and referencing Cabinet papers and minutes have 
proven to be challenging and confusing. Cabinet references are often missing from the papers and their dates 
are unclear. Sometimes the papers cannot be found at all. Through experience we have found that the only 
reliable way to cite Cabinet papers has been to request information directly from the Cabinet Office at the 
Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet (DPMC). This is time-consuming and costly for all the parties 
involved. This paper aims to illustrate how Cabinet papers can be made more accessible to the public in a 
timely and accurate manner. 

1.1  Acknowledgements
The Institute wishes to acknowledge the very helpful staff at the Cabinet Office and the Ministry for the 
Environment (MFE). Without their patience we would not have been able to bring together the list of 142 
climate-related Cabinet papers and minutes. We would also like the thank the other three departments 
involved, which responded to our OIAs in a timely manner.

1.2 The wider context
Ministerial public records such as Cabinet papers promote accountable government through transparency 
and reliable recordkeeping. Together with other key documents, they provide a window into the machinery 
of Government. Figure 1 aims to show how Government targets (e.g. reducing emissions) are likely to 
inform Cabinet decisions, which are then recorded in Cabinet papers. Further, those decisions may lead 
to new government department strategies (GDSs). Other documents such as long-term insights briefings 
(LTIBs) may inform government policy but are not government policy, yet they are very much part of the 
overall machinery. The Institute attempts to research and look for alignment between key public documents.

Figure 1: How Cabinet papers co-exist in the machinery of Government, using emissions as an example
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2.0 Methodology
The following section explains the methodology used in the research process for this paper. The process for 
Cabinet decision-making is illustrated in Figure 2 below.

Figure 2: The standard process for Cabinet decision-making

2.1  Method
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‘climate’ was added to the keyword filters to return results relating to climate change. No other filters 
(including dates) were applied. Searches were conducted on 23 May 2024 and 13 February 2025.

1. Ministry of Business, Innovation and Employment (MBIE)

2. Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade (MFAT)

3. Ministry for the Environment (MFE)

4. Ministry for Primary Industries (MPI)

Figure 3: Illustration of the method  
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Stage 2: Collate climate-related Cabinet papers and minutes from the search results

The Institute considers a Cabinet paper (as defined by DPMC)2 to be climate-related if it meets all of the  
following criteria.

The three criteria are:

1. It discusses risks, costs and/or opportunities that climate change may create;

2. It discusses how New Zealand might adapt to or mitigate the impacts of climate change over the  
long term, and

3. It is forward-looking, strategic (rather than operational) and of significant scale.

Below are three examples:

Example 1: A Cabinet paper or minute that discusses options for adaptation against coastal inundation 
would be considered climate-related. 

Example 2: A Cabinet paper or minute that primarily considers investment in the productivity of fisheries 
and mentions potential future impacts of climate change on this investment would be considered climate-
related.

Example 3: A Cabinet paper reporting on the Minister of Climate Change’s visit to an international climate 
conference would be excluded as it is not forward-looking or strategic.

Cabinet papers and minutes that were considered climate-related were collated into an Excel spreadsheet. 
Any papers and minutes that were not climate-related were left out. The following information relating to 
each Cabinet paper and minute was recorded in the same spreadsheet:

1. Paper and minute reference numbers

2. Date paper lodged with Cabinet Office 

3. Title of Cabinet paper and link

4. Date paper considered by Committee

5. Name of Committee

6. Title of Committee minute and link

7. Date paper considered by Cabinet

8. Title of Cabinet minute and link

9. The government department hosting the Cabinet paper and minute

10. Date paper published on department’s website and/or released via a request under the Official 
Information Act (OIA) 1982

11. The high-level topic of the Cabinet paper 

Any information that could not be found by the Institute was noted and was requested from the relevant 
department as part of Stage 3.

Once the Cabinet papers and minutes had been collated and their information recorded, a secondary search 
was performed to see if any referred to New Zealand’s Nationally Determined Contribution (NDC). This 
was done by searching each Cabinet paper for the following terms: ‘INDC’; ‘NDC’; ‘Nationally’; and 
‘Paris’. Results were recorded in the same spreadsheet as a ‘yes’ or ‘no’.

Stage 3: Confirm the collated information with the relevant government departments

The Excel spreadsheet was checked by the four government departments via OIA request. This process 
resulted in a number of OIA requests to each department.
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The first OIA was sent on 21 February 2025 and requested the departments to:

1. confirm the information in the Excel and complete any remaining gaps where information could not  
be found by the Institute, and 

2. provide any other relevant Cabinet papers or minutes that were not already listed in the Excel. 

The second OIA (and subsequent OIAs) requested the departments to answer any further questions that 
arose from the first OIA. 

For any additional climate-related Cabinet papers that came to our attention via the OIA process we 
followed the method set out above. 

Of note, MFE responded to our second OIA with an additional 59 climate-related Cabinet papers, some 
of which had already been found in our initial search, but many of which were newly released. This large 
number was due to MFE releasing a significant number of Cabinet papers retrospectively in late 2024. 

The final list of climate-related Cabinet papers that resulted from the above process can be found in 
Appendix 2 (see p. 13). The table can also be viewed on the Institute’s website.3 

2.2  Limitations and assumptions
1. There is no commonly agreed way in Government to cite Cabinet papers. Given that this research aims 

to collate a list of climate-related Cabinet papers, the lack of clarity over how to cite a Cabinet paper has 
proven to be a significant limitation. This was not always the case. Before 2015, Cabinet papers were 
assigned references by the Cabinet Office. See Appendix 1 for more detail. 

It is interesting to note that MFE’s OIA response (dated 3 June 2024) included the following statement:

We have also sought information on citation of Cabinet papers and minutes in academic settings. 
We have been advised that there is no specific correct way to cite a Cabinet paper. The Cabinet 
Office has advised that depending on what information is being referred to, the respective minute  
or paper should be cited, or both if appropriate.4

Given that officials appear to make their own decisions about citations without a common release 
protocol (i.e. on what is released, when, where and how it is cited), the Institute recommends a more 
comprehensive policy should be prepared and published by the Public Service Commission.

2. Related to limitation 1, Cabinet papers include a number of dates, making it difficult to determine which 
date to cite. The Cabinet Office advised that the date of a Cabinet paper should be cited as the date that 
Cabinet made a decision on a paper.5 However, a wide range of dates were found:

 • The date the final draft of a Cabinet paper was sent from the Ministry to the Minister.

 • The date the Minister’s office lodged the paper with the Cabinet Office (usually a week before 
committee).

 • The date that the Cabinet committee considered the paper and its recommendations and made 
decisions (the date on the Cabinet committee minute).

 • The date that Cabinet confirmed the report from the Cabinet committee (the date on the Cabinet 
minute). (Note: The Cabinet Office advised that this is the best citation date for Cabinet papers.6)

 • The date of proactive release of the paper.

 • The date that the paper was downloaded from CabNet, the Cabinet Office’s online platform for 
Cabinet administration; this is the date you will find in the footnote of proactively released papers  
in light grey, small font, and is irrelevant for citation purposes.
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Following this advice and for the purposes of this working paper, the Institute decided to include the 
following four dates in our dataset:

1. Date paper lodged with Cabinet Office

2. Date paper considered by Cabinet Committee

3. Date paper confirmed by Cabinet

4. Date paper/s released on department’s website. This can either be as a proactive release (which 
means it has been approved by a Minister/s and made public in the interests of transparency)7 or as 
an OIA release (which means it has been made public as a result of a request being approved under 
the Official Information Act 1982 [OIA]). To learn more about the proactive release requirements 
for Cabinet papers, refer to Section 8: Official Information and Public Records in the 2023 Cabinet 
Manual,8 the Cabinet Office Circular CO (23) 4: Proactive Release of Cabinet Material: Updated 
Requirements (29 June 2023),9 and the section under ‘Cabinet Material’ in the 2023 CabGuide  
(18 October 2023).10 To learn more about OIA release requirements, refer to the Ombudsman and 
Public Service Commission websites.11 The 2023 Cabinet Manual does not discuss OIAs in detail.

Table 1: Key results for the proactive release of Cabinet papers (January to June 2024)
Source: Ministry for the Environment, Proactive release of Cabinet papers: January to June 202412

Measure Jan – Jun 2024 Jul – Dec 2023 

A Papers approved for release within the reporting period 402 401

B Papers released 233 (58%) 257 (64%)

C Papers released within policy (30 working days or delay, as a % of B) 191 (82%) 209 (81%)

D Papers released within 30 working days (as a % of B) 160 (69%) 177 (69%)

The Institute uses the four date types above in Table A2.1 (see page 15).

Of note, MFE advised some proactive release dates appeared to be earlier than the dates the respective papers 
were considered by Cabinet. Many of these release dates were also the first day of the month, suggesting 
they were estimates rather than exact dates. As a result, the Institute was advised to treat these dates as 
approximate rather than definitive.13

5. A number of Cabinet Committee and Cabinet minutes have not been published online by departments. 

Of note, MBIE advised that one of the reasons for this is that other minutes were identified as more 
relevant to the decisions on the associated papers.14 MFE has also advised that missing minutes were 
likely never proactively released.15 

MPI advised that another reason why Cabinet minutes have not been published is because the Ministry 
only releases the Cabinet minute if it notes a change from the Cabinet Committee decision.16 

6. A significant amount of information relating to Cabinet papers and their respective minutes was unable 
to be found by departments. 

MFE advised in response to missing pdfs:

Where red text remains in these cells, [MFE has] been unable to find the requested information in 
these archives. This includes most lodgement dates, some Cabinet committee and Cabinet meeting 
dates, and some Cabinet committee and Cabinet minute codes. The missing information may be 
found in the Government’s physical archives, but it would not be held in central repositories such 
as spreadsheets or tables at these locations. An attempt to locate this information would require a 
significant amount of time and number of documents to be searched through.17

7. This research is highly reliant on the accuracy of OIA responses provided by departments. In cases 
where contradictory information has either been provided or highlighted by departments, the Institute 
has attempted to clarify and note this; however, unstated contradictory information may still be present 
in the dataset.

Table A2.1 in Appendix 2 lists all 142 climate-related Cabinet papers and minutes found as part of this 
research process. The table can also be viewed and downloaded on the Institute’s website.18
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3.0 Recommendations
On 11 February 2025, the Minister for the Public Service, Hon Judith Collins KC, recognised the need to 
transform the way government serves New Zealanders by providing people and businesses better access to 
government information ‘anytime and from anywhere’. Collins stated: 

The use of data and Artificial Intelligence is the big opportunity of our time. We stand at the cusp of  
a digital revolution that has the power to transform the way our government serves New Zealanders.

If done right, the digitisation of our public service will be game changing, and I am committed to 
ensuring this happens.

Online portals, mobile applications and AI-enabled interfaces will ensure people and businesses  
can access important government services and information, anytime and from anywhere.19

What was clear was the existing Cabinet and Cabinet Committee paper process lacks transparency and 
accountability. Importantly, transforming the existing process will deliver real value in terms of efficiency 
and cost effectiveness (e.g. fewer OIAs and more informed and timely decisions by the private sector). The 
outcome should lead to an increased trust in Government. Currently, a great deal of judgement is left to 
departments to decide how and when to publish these documents and that has led to some inconsistent  
and poor reporting. For this reason we make the following recommendations:

Cabinet Office recommendations

1. Reinstate the system of providing a unique number to Cabinet and Cabinet Committee papers 
(including minutes), along the lines of the earlier 2015 system.  
See limitation 1 in Section 2.2, on page 7.

2. Include in the Cabinet policy paper template a requirement to include a full citation to illustrate 
how the paper should be cited.
The current Cabinet policy paper template does not contain information on how to cite a Cabinet 
paper.20 This recommendation, if implemented, would solve a lot of unnecessary confusion, even for 
officials referring to the history/background of decisions (see paragraph 6 in Cabinet policy paper 
template). This has increasingly become standard good practice in government reports. It would ensure 
that government policy documents are easy to locate and identify, and enable Ministers, chief executives 
of government departments, other officials, academics and the wider public to have confidence about 
which paper is being referred to. 

3. Publish every Cabinet paper and Cabinet Committee paper within 30 days (the default), or, where 
there is a good reason to keep a paper private and not publish it, a one-page summary published in 
its place that contains the key descriptive information (e.g. date, committee, Minister, broad topic, 
and reason not proactively released). 
The Cabinet Office Circular CO (23) 4: Proactive Release of Cabinet Material: Updated Requirements (29 
June 2023) states: ‘All Cabinet and Cabinet committee papers (Cabinet papers) and minutes must be 
proactively released and published online within 30 business days of final decisions being taken by 
Cabinet, unless there is good reason not to publish all or part of the material, or to delay the release 
beyond 30 business days.’21 Although both the Circular and the Cabinet Manual 2023 explain that reasons 
should be given if a Cabinet paper or minute is not intended to be proactively released,22 there is no 
suggestion of how to make those reasons public. Our recommendation is that a summary page, including 
the reason the full paper has not been released, is published in the 30-day period.

4. A Cabinet and Cabinet Committee papers register should be created and managed by the Public 
Service Commission.
All public Cabinet and Cabinet Committee papers and a summary page of all private papers should be 
uploaded and be searchable by department, Minister, date published and broad topic. The register should 
be similar to the table in Appendix 2, but expanded to include columns for (i) the Minister/s who signed 
the paper and (ii) the Ministerial portfolios. There are currently 77 Ministerial portfolios.23 Although 
there have been numerous attempts to create more transparency in government, the lack of an accurate 
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and comprehensive database to access Cabinet and Cabinet Committee papers remains a major gap. In 
2022, Hon. Chris Hipkins recommended that the Public Service Commission operate a central hub for 
proactively released material. Cabinet agreed that a reporting regime for proactively released material 
should be put in place.24 However, this has not happened.

Importantly the new register should reconcile and possibly be an output of the existing CabNet, which 
contains all the papers of Cabinet and is managed by DPMC.25 A simple system would be for a Cabinet 
paper to include a tick box to indicate it can be proactively released within 30 working days or for the 
content to be treated as confidential and instead a brief overview summary be proactively released. This 
approach should significantly reduce OIA requests (which are time consuming and costly for taxpayers) 
and enable citizens to have timely access to information. The outcome would be an increase of trust in 
Government.

Recommendations to the Ombudsman and Public Service Commissioner

5. Provide a more consistent policy that clearly sets out the roles and responsibilities of agencies over 
the publication of proactive releases and OIA responses. 
This should include a flowchart and clear and consistent definitions across government for terms (such as 
proactive releases, OIA responses, and proactive release policy).

6. Require departments to prepare a proactive release policy and an OIA release policy and make it 
public on their websites at the end of each financial year. 
Our recommendation is that these should be contained in one policy document and updated to accord 
with the Cabinet paper and any other specific guidance as appropriate. An alternative is for the PSC to 
determine the policy and require departments to follow the decision-making process when publishing 
Cabinet and Cabinet Committee papers. We note that the Ombudsman’s Proactive Release (2020) states  
‘Proactive release is not just publishing responses to OIA requests. However, publishing OIA responses 
should be part of any proactive release policy’.26 We agree with this approach.

7. Provide a regular report that contains a comprehensive and accurate set of statistics on the number 
of Cabinet and Cabinet Committee papers prepared and the number released, partially released 
or not released (in which case we propose a summary sheet is made public, see recommendation 3) 
every six months. 
This information should be provided by departments and in total – and should be reconciled against the 
proposed Cabinet and Cabinet Committee papers register set out in recommendation 4. An example 
of what this could look like was prepared by the PSC in their report titled Proactive release of Cabinet 
papers: January to June 2024. The spreadsheet attached to the report sets out the data by department. 
However, it starts with number of papers approved for proactive release, whereas we consider it should 
start with the total number of Cabinet and Cabinet Committee papers. The proposed report could be 
titled something like ‘Six monthly report on Cabinet and Cabinet Committee papers statistics’, and 
published on the PSC website.

Minister of Climate Change recommendations

8. Make sure the proposed Cabinet and Cabinet Committee papers register (in 4 above) is searchable  
by ‘climate policy’ and type of policy (e.g. emissions reduction, adaptation). 
Given the climate emergency, Minister of Climate Change Hon. Simon Watts should actively support 
the establishment of a transparent and searchable register of government documents that sorts papers 
by topics (e.g. ‘climate policy’), as well as being searchable by keyword. Climate policy will continue to 
change, and hopefully progress. The reporting system needs to be responsive to change and be designed 
to build public trust in policy decisions. If implemented this recommendation would not only be useful 
for government departments, local councils and members of the public but should prove very useful for 
the Climate Change Commission. As the independent Crown agency responsible for providing evidence-
based advice to guide climate change action for Aotearoa New Zealand, it is critically important that the 
Commission is able to access decisions made by Cabinet in a timely and effective manner.27
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Recommendations to the Climate Change Chief Executives Board

9. Consider how to build a climate policy framework from Cabinet and Cabinet Committee papers, 
from the top to the bottom, and across the public policy system. This could be incorporated into  
a regular report on New Zealand’s response to the climate emergency across government. 
It could be a report tabled in the House regularly, something along the lines of an annual report on the 
climate emergency.

Interestingly, given the existence of the climate emergency, the actual number of papers discussing 
climate change is small, 142 papers on climate change over a 23-year period. In the year July 2023 to 
June 2024 there were 20 (see Figure A3.1: Climate-related Cabinet papers released, by calendar year [142]
in Appendix 3). We have not been able to obtain any actual figures on the total number of Cabinet and 
Cabinet Committee papers, but they are likely to be around 1000 per year (based on the PSC report 
Proactive release of Cabinet papers: January to June 2024).28 Given that this paper went back to 2001, one 
would have expected there would be more. If the Institute’s calculations are correct (i.e. that there are 
about 1000 papers per year), that would indicate that 2% of Cabinet and Cabinet Committee papers 
published in 2024 discuss climate change policy in any detail.

Secondly, there is no real system to show when Cabinet papers and Cabinet Committee papers are 
superseded, or which provide strategic and durable policy, while others are detailed, specific and often 
short term. There would seem to be some real value in analysing and communicating the differences 
between the 142 papers in the list, and ensuring that it is clear what climate policy is current and what 
policy has been archived. We can appreciate the challenges, but the opportunity to regularly set out 
the current policy, incorporating emissions reduction and adaptation policy regularly into one report 
and how success (or not) has resulted against key actions, would seem a useful report card on progress. 
A report of this kind would not only be useful the wider public, one would imagine it would be very 
useful for the Climate Change Commission and local government as they navigate and identify potential 
improvements to climate policy going forward. 

Of note: The Board is an interdepartmental executive board for climate change and has been established 
to provide oversight of the Government’s response to climate change.29

Next steps for the Institute
Until a register is provided, the Institute will regularly update the table on the website, rather than updating 
this paper in the future. We will continue to use the same method. Thank you for your interest. 
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Appendix 1: Background information on referencing 
Cabinet papers
To learn more about the existing process for referencing Cabinet papers, refer to Section 5: Cabinet 
Decision-making in the 2023 Cabinet Manual.30 Below is a broad overview.

A: Reference numbers on Cabinet material

The 2023 CabGuide advises that the Cabinet and Cabinet committee summary ‘tops’ (documents that 
summarise the key aspects of a Cabinet paper for Ministers) have a business identifier or ‘shoulder’ number 
in the top right corner, e.g. ‘CAB-24-SUB-0100’ or ‘APH-23-SUB-0202’. This is the reference number for 
Cabinet papers. The corresponding minute will have a similar business identifier, e.g. ‘CAB-24-MIN-0100’ or 
‘APH-23-MIN-0202’.31

B: Cabinet documents

The New Zealand Law Style Guide notes that the format for citing Cabinet documents is as follows:

Table A1.1: Example of how to cite Cabinet documents

Element Document identifier Title Date of document Reference number Pinpoint citation

Example Cabinet Office 
Circular

 ‘Conduct 
During Periods 
of Caretaker 
Government’

(21 April 1999) CO 99/5 at [4]

For example, Cabinet Office Circular ‘Conduct During Periods of Caretaker Government’ (21 April 1999)  
CO 99/5 at [4].

The document identifier describes the document source and type.

The date is given in round brackets.

The reference number will be specific to the type of document:

 • Pre-1989 Cabinet minutes have references that begin with ‘CM’;

 • Cabinet minutes from 1989 to today have references that begin with ‘CAB’;

 • Cabinet Office documents have references that begin with ‘CO’;

 • Cabinet Strategy Committee documents have references that begin with ‘STR’; and

 • Cabinet papers have references that begin with ‘CAB’.32

C: Abbreviations used in Cabinet documents

The DPMC Records Administrator provided an excellent summary in response to our email, which also 
clarified that Tables A1.2 and Table A1.3 below were correct. In addition the Records Administrator 
reminded the Institute that the names of committees change frequently, and therefore an abbreviation may 
come to refer to a different committee. See explanation below:

Over the years different committees have been formed under different administrations. For example, 
ENV stood for Environment Committee during the early 1990s, while it was the Environment, Energy 
and Climate Committee during 2018–2023.33

Table A1.2: Abbreviations used by Cabinet

Abbreviation Meaning
CAB-Yr-MIN Cabinet Minute of Decision

CAB-Yr-SUB Cabinet Proposal
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Table A1.3: Abbreviations used by Cabinet committees 

Abbreviation Meaning

POL-Yr-MIN/SUB Cabinet Policy Committee Minute of Decision/Proposal

CBC-Yr-MIN/SUB Cabinet Business Committee Minute of Decision/Proposal

ENV-Yr-MIN/SUB Cabinet Environment, Energy and Climate Committee Minute of Decision/Proposal

DEV-Yr-MIN/SUB Cabinet Economic Development Committee Minute of Decision/Proposal

LEG-Yr-MIN/SUB Cabinet Legislation Committee Minute of Decision/Proposal

EGI-Yr-MIN/SUB Cabinet Economic Growth and Infrastructure Committee Minute of Decision/Proposal
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Appendix 2: List of Climate-related Cabinet papers 
dated 2001–2024
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Appendix 3: Climate-related Cabinet papers since 2001, 
by year
Figure A3.1: Climate-related Cabinet papers released, by calendar year [142]
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Abbreviations
CAB Cabinet

CBC Cabinet Business Committee

DEV Cabinet Economic Development Committee

EGI Cabinet Economic Growth and Infrastructure Committee

ENV Cabinet Environment, Energy and Climate Committee

EWR Extreme Weather Recovery Committee

INDC Intended Nationally Determined Contributions

LEG Cabinet Legislation Committee

NDC Nationally Determined Contributions

POL Cabinet Policy Committee

SWC Cabinet Social Wellbeing Committee
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