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1. Executive Summary 
 
There has been a significant focus on construction sector productivity in recent times, 
sparked initially by government interest in housing affordability, and more recently 
motivated by concerns with regard to skills, procurement and regulation.  Recent 
research suggests productivity growth in the sector has been low since at least the late 
1980s.  Further, the recent strong economic expansion led to a rapid influx of 
unskilled and under-qualified labour.  There has been little efficiency-enhancing 
innovation in construction business models.  Unsophisticated procurement practices 
have contributed to this, as well as a lack of management capability.  The industry is 
not entirely to blame.  New Zealand consumers play their part by demanding unique 
buildings and demonstrating a willingness to pay higher costs for buildings.   
 
Measures to address these problems include several initiatives to streamline the 
building consent process, investigation of options for smarter use of technology 
including national online consenting, an easing of some regulations including the 
scope of building work requiring a consent, the promotion of simple, affordable 
housing designs by way of a compliance document and a design competition.  In 
addition, the Government established an industry-led construction sector productivity 
taskforce, which has offered concrete recommendations for improvement in the areas 
of skills, procurement and industry leadership.  Looking forward, the government has 
ambitious plans to further reform building and resource management regulation, and 
is also seeking to pursue non-regulatory means of improving the performance of the 
industry.  Building on the success of the Construction sector productivity taskforce, 
the government expects ongoing engagement with the industry to progress the 
taskforce’s recommendations. 
 
2. Integration of the construction value chain 
 
Research commissioned by the Department of Building and Housing paints a 
disappointing picture of construction sector productivity growth since the late 1980s.7  
There are likely to be a number of reasons for poor productivity including: 
• Construction is a fragmented industry.  It is comprised of a large number of small 

firms and self-employed ‘labour only’ contractors, each specializing in a certain 
part of the value chain.  In general, there is greater horizontal and vertical 
integration within the commercial and non-building construction sub-sectors than 
in residential construction, although the productivity problem is not solely 
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confined to the residential sector.  There are a variety of reasons for the 
fragmented industry structure.  First, New Zealand’s residential construction 
demand cycles with large amplitude.  This presents risks for firms in taking on 
permanent staff.  Second, the project-based nature of building work, which 
requires the combination and recombination of different skill sets at different 
stages of the building process, requires flexible labour supply that may best be 
achieved through short-term contracts.  The lack of standardization in building 
construction further exacerbates this fragmented structure, since standardization is 
a pre-requisite for scale economies.  Fragmentation of the value chain increases 
the potential for coordination failure, inefficiency and rework. 

• Another problem area is skills.  Construction is a labour intensive industry.  The 
boom/bust cycle has contributed to declining average labour quality in the 
industry.  A sharp downturn in the early 1990s, combined with a temporary period 
of reduced investment in industry training, led to the sector losing a large cohort 
of experienced construction managers and supervisory staff.  More recently, 
growth in the industry has outstretched the capacity of the education and training 
system to supply sufficient number of well trained people.  The increased demand 
for labour has been met by people with sub-optimal skills and training.  More than 
half of workers operating in the sector have no or a high-school only qualification.  
There are also concerns about how effectively skills in the existing workforce are 
being upgraded given changes in building technologies and the need for 
continuous improvement.  Despite the downturn, skill shortages in certain critical 
areas remain (e.g. architecture, engineering, quantity surveying, site management, 
electrical workers). 

• Procurement practices are relatively unsophisticated on average, leading to 
buildings being unnecessarily complex to construct because buildability issues are 
not sufficiently considered at the design stage.  Poor procurement practices is also 
linked to low productivity throughout the supply chain, with contractors focused 
on defending contractual claims for additional payments and extensions of time. 

• There are also concerns regarding low rates of innovation.  While there has been 
significant innovation in certain segments of the sector, for example in building 
materials, this has largely been quality-enhancing product innovation rather than 
efficiency enhancing process innovation.  Exceptions include precast and 
prefabricated building components but, by and large, the methods and underlying 
business models used in construction have undergone little change.  Management 
capability is thinly spread and there is a general lack of people with professional 
construction management training.  This has contributed to there being little large 
scale innovation in supply chain management and new business models (although 
group-home building has gained market share).   

• Consumer preferences have also played their part.  New Zealanders demand 
unique buildings, meaning there is a limited market for standardized construction.  
To the extent that volume is a pre-requisite for large-scale pre-fabrication and 
other labour saving innovations, the bespoke nature of construction demand limits 
the rate of productivity growth that is technically feasible. 

• A final area of concern relates to regulation.  Major changes to building 
regulation were made in 2004, in response to the leaky building problem.  While 



the performance based building code was retained, building controls were 
significantly tightened.  In addition, the application of joint and several liability 
meant that Building Consent Authorities face significant liabilities associated with 
leaky buildings.  The combination of these factors has led to significant risk 
aversion by BCAs, which may have stifled innovation in building design and use 
of novel materials or construction methods.  Greater risk aversion has also 
increased the transaction costs and delays associated with building consenting and 
certification processes. 

 
3. Initiatives and measures to improve productivity, including through better 
integration of the value chain 
 
Over the period 2004 to 2007, a major focus of the government was the 
implementation of the wide-ranging reforms embodied in the Building Act 2004.8  
The reforms were a response to a systemic failure of the building regulatory system, 
which saw a large number of leaky buildings built during the 1990s.  The principal 
factors behind the leaky building problem included: 
• Lack of responsibility and accountability for building quality (due to 

fragmentation, sub-contracting, and use of corporate and other devices to avoid 
risk) 

• Poorly articulated standards interpreted by poorly skilled regulators 
• Inadequate regulatory oversight by the then central regulator, the Building 

Industry Authority 
• Inadequate focus on consumer interests 
• Concerns regarding competition in the provision of building consent services. 
 
As a result of the review, the government tightened regulation of the sector.  While 
retaining a performance-based approach at its core, existing performance-based 
controls were reinforced and a number of new input controls were added.  Key 
reforms included: 
 
• Strengthening the central regulator’s role and transferring responsibility for 

building and housing regulatory functions from a range of agencies, including the 
now defunct Building Industry Authority, to the newly established Department of 
Building and Housing 

• Carrying out a review of the Building Code to ensure that the standards that 
buildings must meet are clearer, provide for greater consumer protection (eg, 
increasing emphasis on durability and maintenance standards), and provide a way 
forward for the development of more transparent and relevant building guidance 
material.  The review led to an increase in the amount of documentation 
supporting the Code (compliance documents and guidance documents), and 
providing for bans of particular products or ways of building in certain 
circumstances (mandatory compliance documents) 
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• Requiring the accreditation, registration and audit of building consent authorities  
• Providing for the certification of building products 
• Providing for the licensing of building practitioners 
• Strengthening consumer protections, including providing for mandatory standard 

warranties.  
 
Beginning in early 2008, and in parallel with the continued implementation of the 
above reforms, the government began to increase its focus on issues of housing 
affordability.  Consistent with trends in many OECD countries, New Zealand 
experienced a house price boom between 2002 and 2007, with prices rising much 
faster than incomes.  A government inquiry into housing affordability led to policy 
proposals to streamline building regulation and to increase building sector 
productivity.  It also prompted work on land-planning issues within the framework of 
the Resource Management Act 1991. 
 
Streamlining building regulation 
 
Recent changes have been made to the Building Act 2004 to increase the flexibility 
and efficiency of the building consent process, while ensuring that quality homes and 
buildings continue to be constructed.  Specific recent changes include: 
 
The introduction of national multiple-use approvals 
 
National multiple-use approvals will streamline the consent process for building work 
that uses the same design and that will be replicated nationwide, making it cheaper, 
easier and faster for developers to obtain regulatory approval for replicable 
developments.  The changes are also expected to free up time for building consent 
authorities to focus on other consenting activity.  The authority to issue national 
approvals will sit with the Department of Building and Housing.  These changes will 
go live in 2010. 
 
Streamlining process for minor variations to building consents 
 
Changes to consented building work commonly occur during the construction process. 
Some changes are minor while others are major and are likely to affect compliance 
with the Building Code.  Different building consent authorities currently take a range 
of different approaches to managing amendments to building consents which 
sometimes adds unnecessary cost and delay to the building process.  
 
To address this, the Building Act was recently amended to differentiate between 
major and minor variations to consented building work to support best practice in 
managing amendments to building consents.  The exact difference will be clarified in 
regulation but the change paves the way for minor variations to consented building 
work to be handled more expeditiously and more consistently.  
 



Widening the set of building work that does not require a consent 
 
When the Building Act was passed in 2004, it contained a number of exemptions that 
do not require approval by a building consent authority.  Mostly, the original 
exemptions apply to minor building work (eg, repair and maintenance and small non-
habitable structures). 
 
In October 2008, additional building work exemptions were added, broadening the 
range of building work that does not require a building consent.  The following are 
examples of projects that no longer require building consent:  
 
• Removing or altering a wall that is not structural or bracing  
• Awnings, pergolas or a verandah over a deck  
• Installing or replacing windows, exterior doors or roof windows (as long as 

structural elements are not changed)  
• Altering homes to improve disability access (excluding wet area accessible 

showers)  
• Internal shop or office fit out where changes do not affect specified systems or 

means of escape from fire  
• Altering existing plumbing (includes minor drainage alterations but excludes new 

connections)  
• Erecting tents and marquees (size and use restrictions apply). 
 
Compliance Document for Simple Starter Homes 
 
The Department is currently in the process of developing a Compliance Document for 
Simple Starter Homes.  This compliance document will provide, in one place, all the 
information and requirements necessary to build an affordable house, making it easier 
for designers, builders, and building officials to deliver such projects.  A further 
objective is to promote simplification, standardisation and appropriate choice of 
house sizes.   
 
The Compliance Document aims to influence the market to build more standardised, 
simple, low-cost homes.  A significant proportion of new houses in New Zealand are 
highly customised “one off” projects.  This increases costs, complicates design and 
compliance checking, and leads to inefficiencies in the construction process.   
 
The Compliance Document demonstrates that a simple, modest, functional, low-risk, 
low cost design is possible without lessening the amenity, energy efficiency and the 
appeal of the house.  The Compliance Document is different from existing 
Compliance Documents in that it addresses all the Building Code requirements for a 
specific building type, rather than providing a means of compliance with individual 
Building Code Clause(s).   
 
As part of the development of the Compliance Document, and to promote awareness 
in the construction of simple and affordable starter homes, the Department of 



Building and Housing ran a design competition.  The purpose of the competition was 
to encourage designers, architects, builders and students to use their creativity to 
come up with designs that offer flexibility and functionality for first-home buyers.  
Designs were required to use a draft Compliance Document as a design guide, 
including meeting size and cost requirements.  The winning design is to be built by 
Housing New Zealand Corporation. 
 
Construction Sector Productivity Taskforce 
 
The Final Report of the House Price Unit concluded that there was a need for 
government to engage with industry to address potential productivity issues, 
including in relation to skills, investment quality, innovation and management 
practices.  The report considered there may be gains to be had from economies of 
scale in the sector, for example through greater pre-fabrication and manufacturing of 
parts of buildings.  Subsequent advice to the government recommended the 
establishment of a Construction Sector Productivity Taskforce, comprising leaders 
from industry and government.  The establishment of a Taskforce recognized that the 
productivity challenge was not an issue that either industry or government could 
address alone. 
 
To discuss the need for industry-government engagement, the then Minister for 
Building and Housing invited 60 leaders and decision makers from the sector to a 
Building and Construction Sector Forum in August 2008.  An outcome from the 
forum was the establishment of the Construction Sector Productivity Taskforce, 
which was tasked with proposing a way forward for enhancing sector productivity 
and skill levels and to identify ways to improve approaches to procurement of 
construction projects. 
 
Membership of the Taskforce was drawn from industry and government, with 
leadership coming from the industry.  Individual members were recognized leaders 
selected for their skills and experience rather than on a representative basis.  The 
Department of Building and Housing provided secretariat support.  In addition, 
separate Skills and Procurement working groups were established to support the work 
of the Taskforce, with Membership drawn from people within the sector, again 
because of their specialist skills, knowledge and experience. 
 
At the conclusion of its work, the Taskforce produced a report that was presented to a 
second Building and Construction Sector Forum in July 2009.9  The process, which 
was undertaken in less than one year, provides a model for how government and 
industry can work together constructively toward shared objectives.   
 
The report offered concrete recommendations for improvement in two main areas: 
skills and procurement.  The Taskforce chose to focus on these two areas because: 
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• in relation to skills, 
• The sector is labour intensive, with labour’s share of income averaging 

78% over the last ten years compared with 56% for the wider economy  
• 54% of employees in the sector have no qualification or a high school 

qualification only 
• Approximately 50% of construction industry employees are functionally 

innumerate or illiterate 
• Low capability has become a greater concern in recent years owing to the 

rapid growth of the sector 
• Both government and industry are major funders of trade-training, and the 

government is the major funder of training at degree level and above 
• The introduction of the new licensed building practitioner scheme 

represents an opportunity to upgrade skills within the industry. 
 
• in relation to procurement, 

• Procurement practices, in particular an excessive focus on linear, least-
price tendering arrangements, were seen as reinforcing poor quality and 
low productivity, and leading to perverse outcomes including: 

o user needs being neglected 
o loss of innovation 
o additional cost, due to changes made after the project has 

commenced 
o poor quality and performance 
o disputes leading to litigation 

• Procurement practices within government were variable 
• Government spends a significant amount on building and construction 

projects each year and is seen as having a leadership role in demonstrating 
innovation through procurement. 

 
The Taskforce also linked skills and procurement issues at a macro-level, as shown in 
the following diagram. 
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The Taskforce’s key recommendations were that: 
• The Government develop a rolling 10 year forward plan for its capital investment 

programme, with a high level of detail in the first 3-5 years to help the sector 
better plan its forward skill needs 

• The Government review its procurement policy for non-residential construction, 
building on the approaches used by the New Zealand Transport Agency, and 
changing its emphasis from minimizing the tender price to maximising value over 
the whole life of the project 

• The Government consider, where practical, opportunities for standardising 
building components and systems in health, education and corrections in order to 
gain greater efficiencies in public sector construction projects 

• Government agencies consider introducing skill and training requirements for 
both contractors and sub-contractors into procurement contracts, spanning all 
levels from trainee to management levels  

• The industry, working with government agencies as appropriate, develop unified 
strategies to promote the sector to potential talented employees, for example 
improving the way it communicates possible career paths and opportunities within 
the sector, and to provide information on the training opportunities available to 
meet employees career aspirations 

• The industry engages with the appropriate government bodies to ensure the 
delivery of entry level training meets industry needs in such matters as meeting 
projected demand for skills and expertise, the number and range of qualifications 
on offer, the funding mechanisms for entry level training, and the consistency and 
standard of assessment 

• The industry and government work together to strengthen continuous professional 
development in the sector, including through using existing occupational licensing 
and registration schemes (including the licensed building practitioner scheme) to 
underpin the upgrading of skills 

• The industry, working with government agencies as appropriate, develop a formal 
strategy to improve management and leaderships skills in the sector. 

The Taskforce recognised that while the Government has a role in better supporting 
the sector – for example, through the way it manages its own procurement and 
engagement with the sector, and by communicating why procurement affects value 
for money – the construction sector itself needs to take greater ownership and 
leadership of the skills and procurement issues.  The Taskforce called for the 
construction industry to take responsibility for improving productivity and skill issues 
in the sector. Industry is viewed as having the best understanding of what the 
productivity issues are, the best appreciation of how to improve the performance of 
the sector, and the strongest incentives for doing so.  The Taskforce called for the 
industry to develop a built infrastructure industry leadership body as a mechanism for 
strengthening industry ownership of these issues. 
 



Streamlining Resource Management Regulations 
 
The government recently introduced changes to the Resource Management Act 1991 
to simplify and streamline certain aspects of New Zealand’s resource use planning 
laws, including: 
 
• Making it more difficult for parties to undertake frivolous, vexatious and anti-

competitive objections to resource consent applications, which can add significant 
costs to the resource consent process and deter investment 

• Streamlining processes for projects of national significance, such as major 
infrastructure projects 

• Improving plan development and plan change processes 
• Improving resource consent processes and streamlining decision-making 
• Strengthening compliance by increasing penalties and providing a wider range of 

enforcement options. 
 
4. Future Developments 
 
The government has a number of major processes underway to address industry 
performance: 
 
Building Act Review 
 
A number of concerns with the current regulatory settings have led the Government 
to initiate a fundamental review of the Building Act: 
 
• Perceptions of inefficiencies in building consent processing, leading to delays and 

higher than necessary costs 
• Unpredictability of timeframes for building consent approvals 
• Inconsistent decision making across the 73 territorial local authorities that decide 

building consent applications 
• Concerns that unbalanced allocation of risk and liability within the sector, in 

particular too great a role for building consent authorities, has resulted in a stifling 
of innovation as well as contributing to increased delay and additional costs 

• A licensed building practitioners scheme that, while fundamental to future 
regulatory reform, is currently too complex and costly10 

• A general concern that key processes of the building control system are not 
delivering value for money. 

 

                                                 
10 Proposals to streamline the licensing scheme are discussed further in the following section. 



The Review will focus on reducing the cost of the building control system but not at 
the expense of the quality of building work.  Key outcomes expected include that: 
 
• Quality homes and buildings are produced through a business enabling and 

efficient regulatory framework 
• Consumers can make informed decisions and have confidence in transacting in 

the building and housing market 
• Homes and buildings are produced cost effectively by a productive sector who 

have the right skills and knowledge 
• The regulatory system is administered in an efficient and cost-effective manner. 
 
It is expected that the review will achieve these outcomes through a combination of: 
 
• Removing building regulation that is adding cost and little benefit 
• Further streamlining building consent requirements, including reducing the 

amount of building work requiring a consent and better matching consenting 
requirements with the risk and complexity of proposed building work 

• Improving alignment between the Building Code and New Zealand Standards, 
making it easier to identify how building work can comply with the Code 

• Achieving a more balanced allocation of risk and liability across parties in the 
sector, including considering alternatives to joint and several liability and the 
greater use of insurance/warranty products for more effective risk management 

• Providing consumers with more information about their rights and responsibilities 
and better mechanisms for resolving disputes 

• Increasing incentives for building practitioners to become licensed, including 
providing the possibility for licensed practitioners to self-certify their work 

• Facilitating consolidation of building consent functions, reducing the number of 
consenting authorities and using increased volume of consents to develop more 
efficient and consistent decision-making processes 

• Using technology smartly to improve the efficiency of the building consent 
process, including possibly introducing national online consenting. 

 
Streamlining the Licensed Building Practitioner Scheme 
 
In parallel with the Building Act Review, the government is consulting on proposals 
to streamline the licensing of building practitioners.  Licensing is considered to be an 
important underpinning platform for many of the possible outcomes outlined above.  
Specifically, licensing is seen as a means to: 
 
• Lift skills across the sector to achieve better performance and increase 

productivity 
• Ensure people doing the work have the appropriate skills to do so 
• Enable consumers to choose competent building practitioners, and 



• Enable a more-risk based approach to regulating the sector, recognizing and 
rewarding competency (possibly by allowing licensed practitioners to self-certify 
building work), thus reducing compliance costs. 

 
Streamlining the scheme will involve: 
 
• A fast-track, simplified and cheaper process for trade-qualified practitioners 
• Simplified license classes for the Design and Site Management classes 
• Removing duplication with other occupational licensing schemes, for example 

automatically recognized registered plumbers as competent to carry out roofing 
work 

• Exempting occupational groups from licensing where costs outweigh the benefits 
• Exempting owner builders from licensing requirements, subject to certain 

disclosure requirements being met 
• Requiring that work only needs to be supervised (rather than carried out) by a 

licensed practitioner, meaning not all practitioners who carry out restricted work 
must become licensed 

• Limiting the scope of work for that must be supervised or carried out by a 
licensed practitioner to critical elements of residential construction work11. 

 
Follow up to Construction Sector Productivity Taskforce Report 
 
The Report of the Construction Sector Productivity Taskforce has generally been 
welcomed by the Government, which is expected to formally respond in October.  It 
is expected there will be a fresh round of engagement between the sector and the 
government, oriented around the joint development of an action-oriented sector skills 
strategy and related sector education and investment plan.  
 
Other building related initiatives 
 
In addition to the above initiatives, the Government is looking at a number of non-
regulatory ways to improve performance and productivity in the sector including: 
 
• Supporting councils to work smarter using technology and leveraging the same 

technology to reduce design and building costs 
• Putting greater focus on information and education, so people make informed 

choices rather than having them made for them 
• Facilitating and incentivising building consent authorities to consolidate and 

rationalise their functions 
• Getting better outcomes from the increased investment in trade training.  
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systems (i.e. roof and wall cladding), and the design of fire safety systems in small to medium-sized 
apartments. 



Resource Management Act Review 
 
In parallel with the Building Act Review, the Government is reviewing the Resource 
Management Act.  The first phase of this review, focused on immediate opportunities 
for streamlining the regulatory process and reducing cost and delay, has been 
completed.  The second phase, which is currently underway, is aimed at more 
fundamental reform to achieve least cost delivery of good environmental outcomes 
(including land use planning).  Two areas of focus under Phase Two of the review 
are: alignment of consenting processes under the Resource Management and Building 
acts; and exploring better approaches to urban planning.  The latter is intended to 
include measures to address land supply issues that were thought to contribute to 
higher than necessary housing costs in the previous boom. 
 
5. Conclusion 
 
The recent construction policy agenda in New Zealand, has focused since 2004 on 
reregulation of the sector, including the introduction of new input controls while 
preserving the performance-based building code.  In the last two years, the focus has 
shifted somewhat to achieving a more streamlined approach to regulatory 
implementation, within the framework of the current legislation.  Looking forward, 
the new government has signaled an appetite for more fundamental changes to 
building regulation, based on a view that the pendulum may have swung too far.  The 
forward regulatory work programme is expected to have a strong focus on industry 
performance, innovation and productivity. 
 
At the same time, there are a range of non-regulatory measures being contemplated to 
improve the performance of the building regulatory system.  These include, among 
other things, smarter use of technology to obtain efficiency gains, including 
investigating the potential gains through national online consenting.  They also 
include facilitating the consolidation of building consent functions, which are 
currently spread across 73 building consent authorities, to achieve economies of scale 
and to improve consistency and processing efficiency. 
 
Beyond the regulatory system, the construction industry is facing up to significant 
productivity problems, which have been masked by recent growth in output and, 
hence, profit.  While there is no silver bullet for addressing productivity issues, the 
Construction Sector Productivity Taskforce – which itself is an innovative example of 
joint government-industry action – has made a number of concrete recommendations 
for improving skills within the industry, the industry’s attractiveness to new entrants, 
and procurement models in use within the public and private sector.  While the 
government is yet to decide on its response to this report, we expect further joint 
industry-government engagement on productivity issues in the near future. 
 
 


