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A warning from New Zealand
Measuring public services by counting jobs creates a bureaucracy that

grows for its own sake.

May 22, 2026

Plans to cut some government jobs in the forthcoming budget have caused an uproar in New Zealand.
This reaction offers great insight into how hard it is to stop government from mindlessly growing.

Finance Minister Nicola Willis of the center-right National Party said in a speech on Tuesday that the
government would be targeting a reduction in the number of departments and bureaucrats it employs.
The response was predictably apocalyptic.

A public-sector union spokesman called it “an act of willful destruction.” The opposition Labour Party
leader said this would mean cuts to “frontline services.” The public radio broadcaster interviewed a
“public servant” who described himself as “terrified.”
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Who is at risk? The category of public service employees in New Zealand does not include the military,
law enforcement, local government or most health care and education workers. Willis isn’t looking to
cut teachers, nurses or policemen.

The best shorthand for this category of employees is bureaucrats — inspectors, managers, policy
analysts, clerical and administrative workers. They mostly live and work in and around the capital of
Wellington.

In fact, New Zealand has 39 government departments, far more than the 15 in the United States or 24
in the United Kingdom. Willis has not yet said which departments would be consolidated or eliminated,
but she mentioned that there are 39 separate human resources departments that could be consolidated.

There are other places to look. Does New Zealand really need a minister for youth, a minister for
children and a minister for child poverty reduction? Is there truly no overlap between the minister of
climate change, the minister of conservation and the minister for the environment? Is it impossible to
consolidate the attorney-general, the minister of justice, the minister of police, the minister of
corrections, the minister of courts and the minister for prevention of family and sexual violence into
one or two law enforcement portfolios?

Maybe creating these positions made sense at one time, but the situation has gotten out of hand. The
current government of New Zealand has 68 members of Parliament, so rather than put over half the
government in the cabinet, they give most cabinet ministers multiple jobs. One man is minister of six
agencies.
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Bureaucracy blooms under New Zealand Labour Party governments
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The number of public service employees increased from 47,250 to 65,700 between 2017 and 2023.
During that time, the number of government positions grew almost three times faster than private-
sector jobs. Willis said the government is targeting a headcount of 55,000 public-sector workers by
2029, roughly the same level as a share of the population that it had in 2017.

The plan is to draw down staff gradually over three years through productivity enhancing technology,
consolidating offices, simplifying operations and attrition. Whether that actually happens is up to the
voters. The next general election is Nov. 7, and Kiwis know electing a Labour government will mean
more bureaucrats.

There are plenty of critics of the planned changes, but none of them have made a persuasive case in
defense of the current bureaucracy. Prime Minister Christopher Luxon said that “public service is not a
make-work function.” He’s right, and all citizens would be better off if public services were measured
not by how many people they employ but by the quality of their service.
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