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19th November 2019 

Hon Chris Hipkins 

Minister of Education 

Tēnā koe Minita, 

Thank you for meeting with a group of our ITP Branch  Presidents  on Wednesday 6 November.  

They value your vision for tertiary education and are keen to make accessible, inclusive, and 

quality vocational education a reality for all communities. 

The meeting was part of our current efforts to gain an urgent injection of funding from 

Government into the ITP sector. Our estimate is that  $120M is needed in order to stabilise the 

polytechnic sector over the coming eighteen months  and ensure the future  viability and 

success of NZIST.  

This funding is in advance of the approximately $400M set aside by Cabinet to support 

the transition to the new system. As the Branch Presidents expressed to you the 

current round of cuts to courses and staff in the sector will create a further crisis in 

confidence amongst tauira/learners, iwi, industries and communities served by 

polytechnics. That, in turn, will cause further loss of income and further cuts.  

This accelerating downward spiral will severely hamper the ability of NZIST to build an 

effective national network of provision. Too many staff will have been lost to industry, 

unwilling to repeat their painful experience in polytechnics; too many tauira/learners, 

whanau, iwi, communities and industries will be finding other solutions to their needs; 

too many competitors (not least the universities) will be taking advantage of 

diminished capacity in the ITP sector.  

Much of the capacity required to support the Government’s vision of provision across 

our regions and communities will have been lost. Just last week, NMIT in an effort to 

reduce their deficit and return the percentage demanded by TEC have cut all Business 

and Administration face to face courses in both Nelson and Marlborough. While there 
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are some e-courses available, we know that there are many tauira/learners, including 

some of the more disadvantaged, who simply do not manage e-learning.   

 

At an anecdotal level, an engineering professional contacted us recently to say that a 

very sophisticated presentation to the students at Onslow College (Wellington) by Weltec on 

engineering careers drew not one student. This is something he attributes to the negative 

views of Polytechnics generated both by staff and course cuts themselves, and by competitors 

exploiting that situation. 

 

We recognise that moving on this urgent need for funding is a collective responsibility 

of Cabinet. We have sought a meeting with the Minister of Finance and will be lobbying 

others. However, we do want to ensure that you understand our message. In your 

statements on the Mike Hosking show, on the morning of 7 November, you said: 

If you look at some of our Polytechs, I take Unitec for example, they made some really tough 
decisions over the last year as a result of a massive deficit, and they’ve managed to bring people 
along for that journey, and actually staff have been complimentary about the tough calls they have 
been making at Unitec because the process has been good, and even if people have lost their jobs at 
the end of it, they’ve said “we think this process has been fair, we understand the logic, we 
understand the reasoning, and we’re behind this process.” So the staff concern, I think, is that they 
want to be treated with dignity and respect through this process and I think that’s a fair request.” 

 

Unfortunately this is not the message we are intending to convey to you.  

We do support the initiatives taken at Unitec around ‘radical transparency and 

relentless communication’ and we hold some hope that NZIST will pick up this 

leadership style. But this is very far from being the point of our current campaigning 

efforts: 

 Unitec are presently making cuts that are destructive in just the way we have 

described above. We recognise the efforts of Unitec management in consulting 

with staff over alternative solutions and attempting to find savings in areas other 

than staffing. However, as an example, Unitec is currently proposing to cut its 

teaching staff in welding from two to one FTE. Welding is a vital skill across many 

trades – the risks this proposal creates to adequate, reliable delivery in this area 
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are obvious. This proposal exemplifies the stage we are now at with the majority 

of polytechnics. Staffing and delivery is falling below a critical level.  Funding is 

desperately needed if confidence and capacity are not to drain completely from 

the sector.  

 We must be careful not to conflate two issues.  One is the sheer underfunding 

that we have seen in the sector for a decade and the impact this had had on 

staff.  The second is the style of management that has prevailed, characterised 

by a very low trust approach to staff. While we are pleased to see some leaders 

in the sector making significant changes in their approach (including the current 

use of co-design at the highest level), this does not make up for the destructive 

effects of chronic underfunding and the pressure this puts on staff. An injection 

of funds is urgently required.  

We believe there are mechanisms and monitoring processes that can be put in place to 

ensure such additional interim funding is not wasted. We would welcome the 

opportunity to discuss with officials ways in which additional funding can be effectively 

delivered over the next 18 months. In summary, we are concerned with the substantive 

issue of funding and the immensely destructive impact of the current funding model 

on Polytechnics. We believe urgent action is required.  

 

We look forward to your response on this matter. 

 

Nāku iti noa, nā 

 

Michael Gilchrist 

NATIONAL PRESIDENT 




