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2024/25 Work Programme prioritisation – initial 

advice 

Purpose and context 

1. The purpose of this briefing is to provide a starting point for discussions about 

work programme prioritisation among the four Environment and RMA Reform 

ministers, following Budget 24 decisions. 

2. We have provided draft forward work plans for each of your portfolios which 

highlight a range of potential prioritisation options with a view to aligning with 

your priorities, and our reduced baseline. We look forward to further discussions 

with you as we finalise these plans. 

3. Following Budget 24, the Ministry has begun consulting on staffing-related 

changes needed to achieve the required savings. This closes on July 2. We have 

also started changing our general approach to policy development and 

implementation to align with the Coalition Government’s approach. This includes 

scaling back some engagement activities, any risks from which we will need to 

carefully manage. 

4. There are a range of activities we undertake that are non-scalable, such as the 

provision of ministerial servicing, but as part of our overall transformation 

programme, and our proposals for structural change, we continue to look for 

ways to deliver greater value for money. 

5. We have also moved to a quarterly planning cycle to align with the government’s 

approach and DPMC guidance so we can adapt and manage our work on an 

ongoing basis.  

Impact of Budget 24 

6. The cumulative impact of the 2023 Mini Budget and Budget 24 decisions 

delivered net savings for the Crown from Vote Environment of $617.8m over four 

years – equal to 21 percent of our eligible baseline.  

7. The Ministry is currently consulting on changes to implement the baseline 

savings reduction. The change proposals, if agreed, would reduce FTE from 996 

(as at end May 2024) to 819 in 2024/25 and 690 in 2025/26. The change process 

is expected to be completed by 1 November 2024.  
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and regulatory responsibilities, and higher costs. This funding also supports your 

collective reform agenda.  

19. Budget 24 decisions mean that not everything can be funded, particularly not all 

at once. Choices will need to be made both within and across your portfolios to fit 

within the Ministry’s smaller fiscal envelope. The Ministry is also anticipating a 

productivity dip in coming months as our staff undergo a major change process, 

and as we implement the new operating model, reset core systems, processes 

and work programmes. 

20. We have a reasonably good understanding of your reform priorities based on: 

• Coalition agreements and party manifestos  

• your portfolio priority letters to the Prime Minister 

• Cabinet Quarterly Plan deliverables 

• direction received as part of work already underway. 

21. In addition, the Ministry has ongoing work associated with meeting existing 

statutory responsibilities, international obligations and Treaty settlement 

agreements. We also have back-office costs needed to support the organisation, 

and work that supports multiple Ministerial portfolios.  

22. As part of our advice on meeting the baseline savings target (BRF-4168 refers) 

we had provided an overview of where changes were likely needed to our 

existing work programme. We have now refined this advice alongside your 

priorities to create draft forward work plans for each portfolio (Appendices 1 – 4).  

23. We intend the draft forward work plans to be a starting point for discussion and 

refinement. The bars broadly show the timing of work, but not the comparative 

resourcing. They also generally only include work led by you, rather than 

contributions we are making to work led by other Ministers – which can be 

significant.  

24. We have already started changing our development processes to better align 

with your needs, such as how we are approaching public participation and 

engagement. This is helping to reduce our resourcing forecasts. However, some 

activities are less scalable, and some core deliverables have actually increased5.  

 

5 In 2022/23 Ministerial Services supported the Ministry and Ministers to respond to: 714 pieces of 

correspondence, compared to 813 pieces this financial year; 433 OIAs, compared to 487 this financial 

year;  794 WPQs, compared to 1,265 this financial year. 2023/24 figures are as of 21 June 2024 and 

do not include the 60 OIAs and 104 pieces of correspondence currently on hand, many of which are 

expected to be completed this financial year.  
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25. We have identified some potential areas to consider stopping, scaling or 

deferring but there is still more work planned than we can deliver. Further 

reductions will be required to match our smaller appropriation.  

26. The Ministry has adopted a quarterly business planning process for managing 

our forward work plan, broadly aligned to DPMC’s quarterly monitoring of the 

Government’s Action Plan. We will provide you with regular updates as part of 

each quarterly reporting cycle. 

Longer-term considerations 

27. Taking a longer-term view, there are further opportunities to invest resources in 

ways that better address market failures, leverage economies of scope and 

scale, and provide greater certainty and opportunity for investment.  

28.  Additional opportunities that we would like to discuss with you include: 

• Improvements to the environmental and climate data system to improve 

standardisation, accessibility and interoperability 

• Opportunities for greater use of environmental pricing tools and economic 

instruments  

• Supporting policy implementation, including opportunities for digitisation and 

capability and capacity building 

• Tidying up legislative frameworks to improve operational and administrative 

efficiency. 

Cost Pressures and Fiscal Sustainability Programme   

29. The Ministry faces a range of cost pressures relating to salaries and wages, 

inflation, unexpected events, legal challenges, new and existing Ministerial 

priorities, and potential further transition costs if a second phase of organisational 

change is required in the future. These costs will need to be absorbed within a 

smaller baseline given the savings returned through the 2023 Mini Budget and 

Budget 24. 

 

30. There is also an expectation that the Ministry, like all public sector agencies, will 

keep contributing to processes to identify efficiencies and produce value for 

money. We understand that the Treasury is soon releasing its Financial 

Sustainability Programme and Performance Plans to inform Budget 25.  

31. The Independent Rapid Review (review) of Vote Environment recommended we 

report to ministers as part of the Budget 25 process on potential further savings, 

on the basis that the full implementation of the Ministry’s revised operating model 

might realise further efficiencies. The review also recommended that we 

scrutinise the cost-effectiveness of the Ministry’s climate change responsibilities 
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given that climate change funding has increased significantly since 2017/18 

[BRF-4932 refers].  

 

32. Realising further baseline savings from Vote Environment will be challenging, 

especially given the cost pressures identified above, and will require additional 

rationalisation of the Ministry’s work programme. 

Strategy for Addressing Vote Environment Cost Pressures 

and Fiscal Sustainability  

33. While Budget 24 has set the Ministry’s baseline for the next four years, ministers 

still have options for retaining and rephasing underspends and contingencies to 

help address cost pressures and / or fund priorities. The table below shows the 

latest position for Vote Environment contingencies ($54.9m total over five years).  

 

34. In support of delivering your priorities, meeting cost pressures, and managing the 

difficult trade-offs required by the Ministry’s smaller fiscal envelope, we seek 

your agreement in principle to retain, rephase and draw down these 

contingencies – to be formally confirmed by you in the coming months, subject 

to Minister of Finance (MoF) approval / oversight.  

 

35. Your agreement in principle now will enable us to complete the technical work 

necessary to formally agree these decisions, along with any funding transfers 

between appropriations to reflect the work programme.  

 

Salary and Wages Tagged Contingency 

36. The Ministry has $38.6m over five years in contingency (available from 2023/24) 

to fund salary and wage cost pressures.  

37. Wage inflation pressures have increased significantly over the last few years, 

resulting in part from the Public Sector Pay Adjustment (PSPA) ratified in 

February 2023. Without the use of this contingency to address this cost pressure, 

baseline funding will need to be further reprioritised to meet the increased costs, 

and some output delivery will be reduced.  

38. The Treasury have advised that this contingency remains in place as it is within 

the scope of extra financial recommendations agreed by Cabinet. The expiry date 

for drawing down this contingency has been extended to 31 December 2024. 
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39. We seek your agreement in principle to progress the work needed to rephase 

and drawdown the salary and wages tagged contingency at OBU 2024. We 

understand that the Treasury will support such a request.  

Natural Resources Cluster (NRC) Tagged Contingency 

40. Under current NRC settings, Vote Environment appropriations ministers have 

delegated financial flexibility to retain up to $17.3m of Ministry underspend in an 

NRC Tagged Contingency. MoF is required to have oversight (rather than 

approval) of such decisions, for the purposes of assuring that the cluster rules 

have been correctly applied.  

41. Under the current rules, the NRC Tagged Contingency can be used to fund 

priority activities or cost pressures that cannot be met from within baselines, 

providing these do not entail significant policy changes or create a funding cliff.  

42. So far, the Ministry has retained $4.6m of 2022/23 underspend. $1m was 

transferred to the EPA in OBU 2023, leaving $3.6m. We seek your agreement in 

principle to progress the work needed to draw down and rephase this $3.6m at 

OBU 2024. We understand that the Treasury will support such a request.  

43. We had also intended to seek your agreement in principle to retain and draw 

down the remaining $12.7m of 2023/24 underspend at OBU 2024, which would 

use up our full $17.3m allocation. This would be possible under the current NRC 

rules which are due to finish on 30 June 2025.  

44. However, the Treasury have prepared advice to MoF which recommends that 

she seeks Cabinet’s agreement in the next few months to end the NRC early. If 

agreed, there would be no ability to add this year’s underspend to the tagged 

contingency, and the remaining $12.7m allocation would return to the centre. 

45. We consider that Vote Environment Ministers would be disadvantaged by such a 

decision. Drawing down the full NRC tagged contingency would help ensure the 

Ministry has sufficient funding to deliver your work programme priorities and 

address cost pressures. It also preserves your ability to holistically consider the 

future use of this funding as part of broader fiscal sustainability work and Budget 

25 decisions about the Ministry’s baseline funding.  

46. We seek your direction on whether to start preparing the technical advice needed 

to draw down the additional $12.7m of 2023/24 underspend. While this is 

technically permitted under the current NRC rules (with MoF oversight), we 

understand that the Treasury would not support such a request.  

Next steps 

47. We are scheduled to meet with you to discuss the draft work plans at Appendices 

1-4 on Monday 24 June 2024. We will use your feedback to refine these work 

plans to finalise the Ministry’s forward work programme that fits within our smaller 
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fiscal envelope. This is the first meeting on work programme prioritisation and 

further meetings are likely to be required to finalise the work programme.  

 

48. Your agreement in principle to retaining and rephasing contingencies will enable 

us to complete the technical work necessary, including costing changes to the 

work programme, to formally agree these decisions. We will provide you with 

further briefings to enable these decisions to be taken in line with your direction.  

Recommendations 

We recommend that you:  

a. note that $617.8m in net savings over four years has been returned to the centre 

from Vote Environment since November 2023, equating to 21 percent of our 

eligible baseline  

b. note the Ministry is currently consulting on changes to implement the baseline 

savings reduction that if agreed, would reduce FTE from 996 (as at end May 

2024) to 819 in 2024/25 and 690 in 2025/26 

c. meet with officials on Monday 24 June 2024 to discuss the draft work plans for 

each Minister at Appendices 1-4 that fit within our smaller fiscal envelope 

Yes | No 

d. note the Ministry faces significant cost and delivery pressures that will need to be 

funded within a significantly smaller baseline, and drawing down available 

contingencies would help ensure your priorities can be delivered  

e. agree in principle to rephase and draw down the salary and wages tagged 

contingency ($38.6m over 5 years) – to be confirmed at OBU 2024, subject to 

MoF approval  

Yes | No 

f. agree in principle to rephase and draw down the $3.6m of 2022/23 underspend 

already retained in the NRC Tagged Contingency – to be confirmed at OBU 2024, 

subject to MoF oversight  

Yes | No 

g. note the Treasury have prepared advice to the Minister of Finance 

recommending she seeks Cabinet’s agreement to end the NRC cluster early that 

if agreed, would remove the ability to add this year’s underspend to the NRC 

tagged contingency, and the remaining $12.7m currently allowed under NRC 

rules would return to the centre 

h. direct whether you want officials to start preparing the technical advice needed to 

draw down the additional $12.7m of 2023/24 underspend 
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i. note that while this is still currently permitted under the current NRC rules (with 

MoF oversight), we understand the Treasury would not support such a request 

j. note that officials will provide you with further briefings seeking your approval to 

drawdown the tagged contingencies in line with your work programme priorities 

and fiscal sustainability objectives 

k. note that the Ministry has adopted a quarterly planning process for managing our 

forward work plan and will provide you with regular updates as part of each 

quarterly reporting cycle. 

Signatures  

 

 

James Palmer 

Chief Executive  

Date 21 June 2024 

 

  

Hon Penny Simmonds 

Minister for the Environment 

Date 

 

 

 

 

To Hon Simon WATTS 

Minister of Climate Change  

Date 

 

 

 

 

 
Hon Chris BISHOP 

Minister Responsible for RMA Reform  
Date 
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Appendix 1 – Draft work plan for Minister Bishop 
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Appendix 2 – Draft work plan for Minister Watts 
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Appendix 3 – Draft work plan for Minister Simmonds 
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Appendix 4 – Draft work plan for Associate Minister Hoggard 
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