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Welcome to the Seniors portfolio 
We look forward to working with you and discussing the most effective  
ways we can support you and your priorities as Minister.

This briefing provides you with an overview of your portfolio, along with key matters for your 
consideration in the first three months in your role. It also explains how the Office for Seniors  
– Te Tari Kaumātua supports you, and outlines other support provided by the Ministry of Social 
Development – Te Manatū Whakahiato Ora (MSD).

We outline current areas of focus and key issues in the portfolio and some of the key strategic  
issues for older people.

Scope of your portfolio

Leadership and advocacy

The Minister for Seniors portfolio was established in 1990 and leads and advocates across 
government on issues that impact older people, including:

•	 protecting older people’s rights and interests 
•	 	leading the implementation of the strategy for our ageing population, Better Later Life  

He Oranga Kaumātua 2019 to 2034, and the development of the first action plan
•	 leading Age friendly Aotearoa New Zealand
•	 administering and promoting the SuperGold Card
•	 increasing digital inclusion and literacy
•	 raising awareness of elder abuse
•	 advocating on all issues affecting older people, including employment, housing, health and social 

services, social connections, transport and accessible environments.

A key part of your role is promoting action on and accountability for older people’s issues in  
the policy, services and practice of these areas. This includes developing relationships with  
key stakeholders that support the needs and issues of older people.

Support for your portfolio and responsibilities

As Minister for Seniors, you are responsible for issues impacting on older people and for the Office 
for Seniors itself. 

The Office for Seniors supports your responsibilities and priorities as Minister for Seniors. 
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Office for Seniors 

The Office for Seniors is a small team with seven full-time staff, led by a Director. The Office is located 
within and administered by the Ministry. 

The Office:

•	 	provides advice on the rights and issues of older people 
•	 develops and implements Better Later Life He Oranga Kaumātua 2019–2034
•	 	leads the Age friendly Aotearoa New Zealand programme
•	 promotes and encourages digital literacy for older people 
•	 raises awareness of elder abuse
•	 	supports you to advocate for and raise awareness of issues facing older people
•	 informs and communicates with older people on news and information important to them.

You are responsible for the $1.297 million appropriation that funds the Office for Seniors.

The Office does not have a service provision role.

Support from MSD

The Office for Seniors works closely with the Ministry’s Disability, Seniors and International Policy 
team and other operational areas of the Ministry.

The team is responsible for policy development and advice on a range of retirement income and 
social policy issues relevant to seniors. It is also responsible for international social security 
agreements, policy on payment of benefits and pensions overseas and overseas government 
pensions paid to New Zealand residents. 

While the team is accountable to the Minister for Social Development, with agreement from the 
Minister for Social Development they can also support your portfolio and provide you with policy 
advice on key issues.

The Ministry’s Service Delivery team supports seniors to be independent and participate in society.

Service Delivery administers New Zealand Superannuation (NZS) and the Veteran’s Pension and other 
benefits under the portfolio of the Minister for Social Development. It also manages concessions 
and discounts available to seniors eligible for the SuperGold Card and provides specialised support 
through Seniors Case Managers.

MSD’s Māori, Communities and Partnerships team is responsible for the management of providers 
contracted for the Elder Abuse Response Service (and the appropriation that supports this service).
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Elder abuse

As many as one in 10 older people in New Zealand will experience some kind of elder abuse; most 
goes unreported. The numbers of people experiencing elder abuse and physical and emotional 
neglect could grow as the older population increases. Increased financial pressure has the potential 
to increase such abuse.

As abuse is usually at the hands of a family member or a person of trust, the impact can be 
significant.

COVID-19 and its impact on older people 
During the COVID-19 pandemic, older people were required to stay home 
longer than most.

The self-isolation requirements have had both social and economic consequences and heightened 
existing issues facing older people.

While older people are less likely to be in material hardship due to COVID-19 than younger people, 
some are experiencing financial difficulties and more of the next generation of older people are 
struggling financially. That could be compounded in the future by reduced wages, and lower income 
from investments like KiwiSaver or savings interest.

It is also expected to have a large impact on older workers’ ability to gain employment as older 
people are more likely to feel the effects of job loss for longer. 

Following the lockdown there has been an increase in the number of older workers aged 50 and over 
receiving income support. In July 2020, 25,329 people aged 50 and over were receiving Jobseeker 
Support and available for full-time work (Jobseeker Work Ready). This is 39.3 percent higher than 
in February 2020 (before lockdown). There were also 5,731 people aged 50 and over receiving the 
COVID-19 Income Relief Payment.

More people are also receiving other benefits, supplementary assistance (especially the 
Accommodation Supplement) and hardship assistance. 

Reduced incomes may also affect some older people’s ability to pay rent or their mortgage. Recent 
data has shown an increase in the number of older people on the Public Housing Register, though 
that is still lower than other age groups.

Loneliness and social isolation are a particular risk for those aged 70 and over, who were asked to 
stay home for longer, and for those who are unable to connect with family and friends digitally. 

A survey found that during Levels 3 and 4, 15 percent of older people said they felt lonely at least 
some of the time in the last week. Social isolation and increased financial stress on families also 
increase the risk of elder abuse for some older people.

COVID-19 also highlighted the impacts of digital exclusion. Older people that did not have access 
to digital technology had difficulty accessing essential services and products during lockdown. The 
pandemic has also increased the move to provide many services online. 
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The Office for Seniors has developed a small set of key indicators to monitor the impact of COVID-19 
on older people. These are published on the SuperSeniors website and will be published quarterly.

With the recent resurgence of COVID-19, older people are expected to continue to be adversely 
impacted by unemployment and underemployment, and the associated financial issues, as well as 
increased loneliness and an associated loss of confidence in participating in regular activities. 

The Office is contributing to the COVID-19 All-of-Government (AOG) Response Group through the 
Caring for Communities (CFC) programme and COVID-19 AOG Communications. 

CFC was established in March 2020. Its purpose was to better understand and focus on New 
Zealand’s most vulnerable communities and to ensure that services were provided to them, even 
during full lockdown. The Office focused on gathering insights and sharing information to support  
the system response and reporting. 

The Office provided advice and input into the AOG Communications on older people as well as 
directly updating older people and stakeholders through its digital platforms. 

Key priorities and issues

Key priorities

Cabinet-directed work is under way to develop the Better Later Life Action Plan 2021–2024. It builds 
on the Better Later Life He Oranga Kaumātua strategy, which was launched in November 2019.

The Action Plan will include actions from across government and will be released in mid-2021.  
The Ministerial Steering Group has agreed three priority areas:

•	 employment
•	 digital inclusion
•	 housing.

Current issues within each of these priorities are included below. 

Supporting older workers 

Employment helps support older people to build and maintain financial security. This can be through 
working for someone else, self-employment, volunteering or a mix of these.

Extra support needs to be considered to help older people aged 50 and over stay in work, or to 
undertake further study or retrain. This can be done by including them in existing programme design 
or providing targeted support. 

While general support is available, often it does not meet the needs of, or is sometimes unavailable 
to, older workers. Many of the new initiatives focus on male-dominated and physically demanding 
industries and occupations. This has limited benefit for some older workers, including women and 
people previously in physically demanding jobs. 

Participation in some of these employment initiatives will also require people to relocate. This is 
difficult for people with a home (owning or renting) and those with family or caring commitments. 



13

BRIEFING TO THE INCOMING MINISTER 2020  |  SENIORS

Different approaches to support will be required for older workers and people with complex 
needs or disabilities. This can include flexible working arrangements or support for upskilling or 
retraining of older workers where necessary to help them adapt to new work situations. Access to 
self-employment opportunities will also be important. Frontline staff and systems need to provide 
support and assistance that responds to the needs of older workers. 

The Office continues to engage with a range of initiatives in the COVID-19 Employment, Education  
and Training programme. This includes encouraging key gaps in support to be identified and filled, 
and for progress to be made on an Older Persons Employment Action Plan. However, more will be 
required at all levels to ensure that older people do not come out relatively worse off from COVID-19.

Keeping seniors digitally included

Increasing digital inclusion is necessary to support social connections.

However, many older people do not have access to a device, internet connection, or the skills, 
confidence and trust to access services and information online.

This poses challenges for older people especially as businesses and government increasingly provide 
information online. In some cases, online is now the primary way for people to get information or 
to access services. It is important that Government and business provide other channels for the 
digitally excluded. 

One option is to support older people to improve their digital skills to stay connected to their family 
and friends, and to access key services – whether these be in health, retail, education or other 
aspects of life.

The Office received three years of funding for digital literacy training. The programme provides basic 
technology skills, including using internet banking, social media, and email. Digital Inclusion Alliance 
Aotearoa (DIAA) and the 20/20 Trust are contracted to provide digital literacy training for nearly 
4,700 seniors across the country. This includes training for 375 Pacific seniors – in their own language 
and taught in their local church. The first graduates completed the course in July 2020. 

The Office is currently working with both public and private entities to expand the reach and quality 
of digital literacy programmes for older people. 

Ensuring diversity of choice and options in housing

Having a secure and safe place to live is fundamental to someone’s wellbeing. Ageing in the 
community safely and independently can improve physical and mental health. 

Older people need functional and affordable housing that has good access to services and public 
transport and that enables them to connect with whānau and the wider community. Diversity of 
choice and options is necessary.

The construction and/or provision of suitable housing, including social housing, will be a key part  
of providing functional and affordable housing for older people. Longer term, addressing gaps  
in standards and finding new approaches that support social housing will form part of the solution. 
Supporting a range of care arrangements and access to home support will also be needed if people 
are to age in place (at home). 
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While homelessness is not as significant an issue for older people compared to other age groups, it is 
a significant issue for those who experience it. Homelessness for some older people may not present 
itself in the same way as for others – for example they may have a roof over their head but move 
between the extended family.  

Work is under way as part of the Homelessness Action Plan (2020-2023) to develop options that 
address homelessness, starting with increased understanding about who is impacted and what 
approaches would best support those people. The Office will continue to influence this work. 

In developing the Better Later Life Action Plan 2021–2024 the Office will continue to advise on diverse 
housing choices and options. This will include working with government housing agencies such as the 
Ministry of Housing and Urban Development and Kāinga Ora, as well as across the Ministry of Social 
Development. 

We will provide you with a more detailed briefing on the strategy, Action Plan and ministerial 
governance arrangements and will discuss this work with you to ensure that it aligns with your 
priorities.

Key issues

While the issues above are Action Plan priorities, other areas still require ongoing focus. 

Enhancing opportunities for participation and social connection

Being connected and having meaningful relationships with family, whānau and the wider community 
are critically important for someone’s wellbeing. Older people can experience loneliness and social 
isolation, which contribute to poor mental and physical health outcomes.

It is important that older people remain socially connected and able to participate in their 
communities. 

There are several issues that impact on this.

Elder abuse

Older people should feel safe, and free from abuse and neglect. However, lack of social connection, 
financial pressures, ageism, and other factors enable elder abuse and neglect to go on, often 
undetected and unreported. 

Budget 2020 provided $25 million to the Ministry over four years to increase funding available to the 
elder abuse support services. This service currently consists of a national 0800 number, regional 
service providers and awareness raising. The Office leads work to raise awareness of elder abuse  
in New Zealand. This includes a substantial annual campaign to focus attention on this issue on 
World Elder Abuse Awareness Day on 15 June. 

However, more focus needs to be given to understanding the current prevalence of elder abuse, 
prevention and enabling people to access support when needed. The Office is working with the  
Joint Venture on Family and Sexual Violence to ensure that elder abuse is integrated into its 
strategies and programmes. 
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Protecting the interests of older people

Older people may need to be supported to make decisions about their lives. It is important to plan 
for a time when doing this may become necessary.

Enduring Powers of Attorney (EPA) is a tool that can assist with this planning. However, cost is one 
reason why people choose not to prepare an EPA. There is also a risk that an EPA may be used by the 
Attorney (the person responsible for supporting the owner of the document to make decisions when 
they are no longer able to do so independently) to instigate financial abuse. 

It is difficult to find a policy approach that successfully balances affordability with protecting the 
individual from possible abuse. 

The Office will continue to provide information about the use of EPAs and encourage a full review  
of the policy used to shape the EPA provisions in law – aiming to find a more effective balance. 

Promoting healthy ageing and improving access to services

The availability and affordability of health services for older people that are culturally appropriate 
and whānau-centred is a key issue.

It is unclear how the recent Health and Disability System Review will support these aspirations for 
older people as well as those with Disabilities. 

It is crucial that organisations that provide health and social services to older people do so in a way 
that supports their aspirations and abilities. This may mean providing easy access to wrap-around 
services or simply understanding and respecting the needs of the person and their whānau.

Workforce planning and development across health and social services will continue to play a  
critical role in being able to meet the needs of older people now and in the future. While several  
new workforce planning initiatives (such as a carers workforce agreement) were delayed due to 
COVID-19, the Office will support the work once it is able to recommence. 

During COVID-19 the need for more joined-up government services was critical to those in need. 
This requires ongoing focus and is something the Office will continue to actively promote across 
government.

Making environments accessible

Accessibility enables people to engage and participate in their communities. It incorporates the 
concept of universal design in buildings and infrastructure as well as being able to connect and 
participate in our communities.

The Office is actively supporting work in communities through the Age friendly Aotearoa  
New Zealand programme. New Zealand became an affiliate to the World Health Organization’s  
Age-friendly Cities and Communities programme in 2018, which helps cities and communities to  
work in partnership with older people to adapt structures (buildings, roads, pedestrian spaces,  
etc) and services to meet their needs.

The implementation and promotion of Age friendly Aotearoa New Zealand continues across the 
country. Since 2017 the Office has provided $100,000 per year for Community Connects grants,  
with 10 district councils and 17 community organisations receiving between $5,000 and $15,000  
each during the last three years. 
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Grants aim to support groups to develop age friendly plans or implement age friendly community 
initiatives in line with the WHO Age friendly Cities and Communities model. 

Following the current round of October grants, a review is planned, and the Office will make 
recommendations to you about future funding options.

The Minister for Disability Issues has been leading policy work to develop a proposal for a new 
legislative framework complemented by an education component to accelerate an Accessible  
New Zealand. While final decisions are still to be made, this work aims to prevent and remove  
barriers to accessibility. This will benefit older people as well as those with disabilities. 

The Office will keep you informed as work on the new accessibility framework progresses  
through 2021.

Measuring progress

A set of initial indicators has been developed to track what has happened against each of the key 
areas for action in the Better Later Life strategy. The baseline report has been published on our 
website. We will also be developing specific indicators to measure progress against the Action Plan. 
The first two-yearly progress report on the Action Plan and outcomes is due in 2023.

In March 2020 the United Nations Independent Expert on the enjoyment of all human rights by  
older persons visited New Zealand. Her report and recommendations were released in August.  
These provide an opportunity to see how New Zealand is progressing relative to other countries.  
The Decade of Healthy Ageing, being led by the World Health Organization, commenced on  
1 October 2020. 

We will provide you with detailed briefings on the key issues affecting older people and are keen 
to discuss with you how you can lead change across government. 

SuperGold

The Minister for Seniors in previous terms has been delegated responsibility for the appropriation for 
promoting, enhancing and delivering information about the SuperGold and Veteran SuperGold Cards, 
and enlisting businesses to provide discounts to SuperGold cardholders. 

The SuperGold Card is supported by a new website and app, which was launched on 1 October 2019 
to help make it easier for cardholders to find offers relevant to them. 

As at 2 August 2020 the total number of SuperGold Card app downloads across all platforms was 
129,110, the cumulative count for website users was 502,850 and the cumulative count for page  
views was 2,435,028.

As at the end of June there were 5,478 businesses represented by over 10,500 business outlets. 

Since 2008 NZ Transport Agency Waka Kotahi has funded the public transport elements of the 
SuperGold Card discounts. 
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Appropriation responsibility
You are the appropriation Minister for the following departmental 
appropriation within the Ministry of Social Development.

Promoting positive outcomes for seniors

Scope of appropriation

This appropriation is limited to providing information and facilitation to protect the rights  
and interests of older people, to promote local community involvement in senior issues,  
and ministerial services.

In the 2020/21 financial year this is $1.297 million.

Enhancement and promotion of SuperGold Cards

Scope of appropriation

This appropriation is limited to promoting, enhancing and delivering information about the 
SuperGold and Veteran SuperGold Cards, and enlisting businesses to provide discounts to  
SuperGold cardholders.

In the 2020/21 financial year this is $1.7 million. 
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Decisions that require your early attention
Below is a list of the key actions and decisions we would like to discuss with you in your first 100 days 
as Minister for Seniors, in addition to your key priorities.

What Date expected 

Budget 2021 

Discuss your Budget 2021 priorities

November 2020

Better Later Life Action Plan 

Discuss ministerial governance arrangements, priorities and timeframe

November 2020 

Key contacts

Name Title Contact number

Diane Turner Director, Office for Seniors

Simon MacPherson Deputy Chief Executive, Policy, MSD

Julia Bergman General Manager, Disability, Seniors and International 
Policy, MSD

Policy Manager, Seniors Policy and International, MSD
Section 9(2)(a) of the 
Official Information 
Act

Section 9(2)(a) of 
the Official 
Information Act
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