26 June 2026

Public Service Commission
PO Box 329
Wellington 6140

To whom it may concern,

OIA 2026/12 — Request for information on the definition of a government department,
and on FTEs in departments and the wider public sector

The Institute is in the process of completing the 2025 GDS Index, which collects and assesses
government department strategies (GDSs). For the first time, we are intending to include
information about each government department’s revenue and full-time equivalent staff.

In relation to this exercise, we are aware of a Washington Post opinion piece (attached; see also
Excerpt 1), which included FTE numbers for New Zealand’s public sector, and is discussed
further below. We have also reviewed the data available on your website (see, for example,
Excerpt 2).

This has led to a number of questions.

Question 1: Is it appropriate for the Institute to classify the New Zealand Police, New
Zealand Defence Force and the Parliamentary Counsel Office as ‘departments’ for the
purposes of the GDS Index?

Our initial assessment is yes. We have observed evidence of ‘departmental creep’ in practice. In
the absence of a clear definition of the core executive, the relevant statutory definitions imply
that these organisations should be included. We note:

The Public Service Act 2020 definition of department is:

In section 25 and subsections (1)(c) and (2)(b), departments means departments,
departmental agencies, the New Zealand Police, and the New Zealand Defence Force.

Public service defined

In this Act, the public service—

(a) means public service agencies, which are—

(i) departments:

(i) departmental agencies:

(iti) interdepartmental executive boards:

(iv) interdepartmental ventures; and

(b) includes Crown agents for the purposes of this subpart and subpart 4 of this Part.
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The Legislation Act 2019 definition of department is:

department, in relation to any legislation, means the department, departmental agency, or
interdepartmental venture (as named in Part 1, 2, or 4 of Schedule 2 of the Public Service
Act 2020) that, with the authority of the Prime Minister, is responsible for the
administration of the legislation

Question 2: Please clarify why New Zealand Police, New Zealand Defence Force and the
Parliamentary Counsel Office are omitted from your ‘Departmental FTE changes’
spreadsheet. Please provide a separate equivalent spreadsheet for these two
organisations since 2015.

Question 3: Are we missing any other organisations similar to the New Zealand Police,
New Zealand Defence Force and the Parliamentary Counsel Office, or are these the only
two that are treated unusually? Please identify any additional organisations. Should these
types of organisations form part of the GDS Index? Please explain.

Discussion: We note that your website refers to NZDF and NZ Police as two of three non-
Public Service departments in the Executive branch, alongside a third organisation, the

Parliamentary Counsel Office. We fail to understand how these three organisations are not part
of the public service. Our thinking is that more work needs to be done to simplify and categorise
government organisations into a more logical and systematic framework for the general public.
We note your explanation on your website:

New Zealand Defence Force, Parliamentary Counsel Office and New Zealand Police
have a different legal and constitutional relationship with ministers than a Public Service
department and are not covered by the Public Service Act 2020. Like Public Service
departments, they are part of the Executive branch and must remain accountable to
Parliament.

In terms of the GDS Index, our current thinking is that if these three organisations are part of
the executive branch of government and are a department, they should be included in our 2025
GDS Index.

I would like advice from the PSC on whether these should be included, and/or whether we
should change the name of the GDS Index to another name that is more accurate, or retain the
name, but redefine it to include all strategies in operation under the Executive branch of
government. The latter option is our preference, given the context in law and on your website.

Question 4: Why does your ‘Departmental FTE changes’ spreadsheet treat departmental
agencies as departments, when they are in law hosted by a department?

Discussion: We consider this is illogical and creates unnecessary confusion. In our view, the FTE
numbers of a department agency should form part of the FTE of the hosting department. This
confusion has also played out in the media, with some journalists considering we have 40
departments, not 34 departments, as at 31 December 2025 (now 35). See the Washington Post
opinion piece attached.



Question 5: Please provide the definition provided to departments for generating the
figure of ‘full-time equivalent (FTE)’ used in the preparation of your ‘Departmental FTE
changes’ spreadsheet.

Discussion: We are concerned that the data is not comparing apples with apples, as departments
may be calculating this figure differently (see Question 10).

Question 6: Does the PSC provide data and/or a definition of ‘frontline’ and ‘backbone’
and/or ‘field-based staff and ‘office-based staff? Is there a preferred or standard
terminology used across government to describe different types of FTE roles? If yes,
please provide the formula. Is there any guidance from PSC on how departments should
report the different types of employee? Please explain.

Discussion: We note that the Department of Conservation’s 2021 annual report categorises staff
as ‘frontline” and ‘backbone’, whereas its 2024 annual report uses the terms ‘field-based staff” and
‘office-based staff’ (see Excerpts 3 and 4 below). Other departments such as Department of
Corrections are much more specific, stating the numbers of staff that work in specific roles (e.g.
Corrections officers, case managers, probation officers — see p. 54 of their 2025 annual

report here). Another example is Ministry of Transport, who provide the number of employees
in more broad roles (e.g. policy development, management, and administration — see p. 93 of
their 2024 annual report here).

Question 7: Please provide the number of FTEs that correspond to ‘frontline’ and
‘backbone’ roles (or equivalent terminology) for each department (including the New
Zealand Police, New Zealand Defence Force and the Parliamentary Counsel Office),
annually, from the year ending 30 June 2000.

Question 8: Please provide the total number of FTEs for each department (including the
New Zealand Police, New Zealand Defence Force and the Parliamentary Counsel
Office), annually, from the year ending 30 June 2000. Can you also provide the location of
each department’s FTEs?

Discussion: We note that the spreadsheet available via your website only provides data from
2024 onwards. Please provide an updated version of this spreadsheet that includes annual FTE
figures for each year from 30 June 2015 to 30 June 2025 for each entity in the public service.

Question 9: Can you advise when the 30 June 2026 year FTE data will become available?

Question 10: We want to use the most accurate and reliable data for comparing one
department’s FTE numbers over time and comparing those of different departments.
Given that we have found discrepancies between your data and the data in the annual
reports of departments (see discussion below), which would you suggest we use?

Discussion: We have identified some discrepancies between the figures reported in your
‘Departmental FTE changes’ spreadsheet and those published in individual departments’ annual
reports. For example, the Department of Internal Affairs is listed in your spreadsheet as having
2,630 FTEs as at 30 June 2025, whereas its 2025 annual report (p.178, see here) reports 2,680

FTEs for the same date. Can you explain where these differences may have come from?



Question 11: Has there been or is there any ongoing work to ensure that the FTE data
can be compared by departments over time and between departments at a particular
point in time? Do we need to add a disclaimer that the data is not verified and
inconsistencies were found between PSC data and the data in annual reports of
departments?

Discussion: We think there is an urgent need to standardise this information in terms of
definition, location and types of work (frontline/backbone, as above) in order for the public to
understand how each department delivers its services. We would like to compare departments’
changes in FTEs with other departments.

Question 12: Has the PSC prepared any insights to explain changes in FTE numbers? If
yes, please direct us to the relevant report/website.

Question 13: Can you explain, very generally, the reason for the changes in FTE
numbers from 2000 to today? For example, we imagine the increase in 2020/21 is in
response to COVID-19. Can you provide any guidance on the other changes over time?

Discussion: Some departments explain the reasoning in their annual reports.

Question 14: The graph in the Washington Post opinion piece of 22 May 2026 (attached)
contains a graph (shown below), which references the PSC as the source.

a) Please provide a spreadsheet that contains the data over the same time period.
(One of the reasons we would like the data from 2000 is to replicate the graph.)

b) Did you prepare the graph shown in the Washingtorn Post opinion piece (see
Excerpt 1 below)?

c) Do you consider the author presented the PSC data correctly (i.e. comparing
Excerpt 1 from the opinion piece with Excerpt 2 from your website)?
(Please note the different time frames.) If you consider the PSC data has been
misconstrued, has the PSC written to the Washington Post to advise them of the
mistakes in the opinion piece?

Question 15: Has the PSC completed any analysis comparing department or public
service FTE data with changes in New Zealand’s population? If yes, please explain and

provide any relevant documents.

Discussion: See Excerpt 5 below where we have attached Stats NZ’s figure for New Zealand’s
population growth since March 1991.

Please let us know if you have any questions.

Minl ihinki|

Wendy McGuinness
Chief Executive



Excerpt 1: Washmgton Post opinion plece

bmeaucxatlc bloat-prompts- apocal;:ptlc—wammg s (also attached to this email).
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Excerpt 2: PSC website, sourced from your ‘Departmental FTE changes’ spreadsheet
See https://www.publicservice.govt.nz/data/workforce-data/public-sector-

composition/workforce-size
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Excerpt 3: DOC’s 2021 annual report
See https://www.doc.govt.nz/globalassets/documents /about-doc/annual-reports /annual-
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Figure 5: Key staff demographics for Te Papa Atawhai, by region
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Excerpt 4: DOC’s 2024 annual report

See https://www.doc.govt.nz/globalassets/documents /about-doc/annual-reports /annual-

report-2024 /annual-report-2024.pdf

DEPARTMENT OF CONSERVATION ANNUAL REPORT 2023/24

Who we are
Our staff

DOC has 2,632 staff working in 100 communities across the country

(see figure 2). We understand that, to manage such a large and varied

range of work, we need a diverse workforce. Our staff bring different

skills, knowledge and capabilities. We are building multicultural capability,

with balanced gender, age and ethnic representation. a
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Figure 2. Department of Conservation staff across Aotearoa.

Who we are and what we do
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Excerpt 5: Estimated resident population of New Zealand, 31 March 1991-31 March 2026
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