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Refocussing and consolidating CRIs – 
policy considerations 
PURPOSE 

To provide information to support your discussion of the future for Crown Research Institutes 

SUMMARY 

The attached slide deck provides a discussion of the rationale and case for refocussing Crown 
Research Institutes, with some indicative options for consolidation. The material is provided in the 
following sections: 

1) Public Research Organisations: what and why

2) NZ’s Public Research Organisations: what we have and their challenges

3) New Zealand’s Science, Innovation and Technology needs

4) Reflections from International Case Studies

5) Direction: Consolidation and Refocus

6) Options for Consolidation

You may wish to go deeper into some aspects which are presented at a high level in this document. 

The focus is the role and orientation of Public Research Organisations, with less attention on other 
aspects of PRO and science system design, such as institutional form, funding and governance 
arrangements. We are able to provide further material on these areas as your thinking progresses. 

The material provided includes some commercial information, so please do not share wider than the 
Science System Advisory Group. 
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policy considerations
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3) New Zealand’s Science, Innovation and Technology needs
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Context – there is an appetite for changes to the CRI model

Cabinet has given you a mandate to suggest changes to CRIs

Our public research system faces enduring structural 
challenges that get in the way of it delivering value to New 
Zealand. The system is fragmented, with poor visibility of the 
effectiveness of current investments, and suffers from 
duplication, inefficiency, and poor use of resources…. 

Cabinet paper 

What are the appropriate functions, scopes and structures of Crown 
Research Institutes and other Crown-owned research organisations to 
ensure they are better placed to deliver impact for New Zealand? (ToR) 

There are three broad and related levers for institutional change.
• Institutional design: the scope, focus, and nature of the organisation, includes organisational form (Crown company, departmental agency….)
• Funding: how much, what for, who decides, accountabilities
• Governance and Steering: performance and reporting expectations, ownership responsibilities and accountabilities

No single lever can solve all the problems or achieve all aspects of the desired future state.

This presentation primarily focusses on aspects of institutional design

• What should be the future of govt research orgs (CRIs)?

• Do they have distinct functions?

• What are their core purposes that justify separate organisational 
arrangements?

• Should they be rationalised sharing functions and avoiding duplication?

• Should CRIs remain as corporate entities?

• Are they too isolated from higher education?

The CRI sector is ready for reform following the Te Ara Paerangi process and given current financial challenges.
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CRIs  research activities reflect their sectoral focus
Heatmap of organisational specialisation based on publication data (2018 to 2023)

- An Relative Comparative Advantage (RCA) of greater than 1 indicates that an organisation has published more papers in a 

particular field relative to New Zealand.

- The background colour of each cell represents the size of the number.

o Dark red for high values which indicates a greater than expected focus in that field.

o White for low values which indicates a lower-than-expected focus in that field
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CRIs have a more focussed approach to 

research having few fields with high RCAs 

compared to NZ universities.





Finding the right balance between focus and breadth

Collaboration is important Fragmentation is bad

A 2021 report from the CRIs shows how much they collaborate, and jointly offer a variety of solutions across key themes  

VSolutions often require science from across disciplines. 
Collaboration connects research to broader purpose/core. 

Reduce some transaction/dissemination barriers.

Overlap in capability, not identical but related.
Sub-scale units, sub-scale funding, small projects, low impact.
No shared infrastructure, shared services.
Low attractiveness (for specialist capability and partnerships).

GNS 180
ESR 265
NIWA 50
Scion 12

• Natural and 
environmental threats

• Public health 
emergencies

• Security and Justice 
sector

• Public health 
• Detection and 

identification 
• Response and 

eradication 
• Monitoring and control

• Identification and 
characterisation 

• Management and 
conservation

• Freshwater 
• Groundwater 
• Wastewater 
• Coast and oceans

• Understanding change 
• Assessing risk 
• Supporting adaptation 
• Reducing emissions 
• Clean Energy

• Energy storage 
• Energy resources 

and production 
• Energy utilisation

• Pastoral Horticulture 
• Seafood, fisheries, 

aquaculture 
• Food and beverage 
• Bio-based products 
• Forestry 
• Advanced manufacturing 
• Packaging

• Land health 
• Land management 
• Land use 

prioritisation

AgResearch 90
Scion 59
MWLC 68
PFR 40
ESR 11
NIWA 18

MWLC 83
NIWA 30

NIWA 120
ESR 33
GNS 40

NIWA 172
AgResearch 52
Scion 75
MWLC 70
GNS 85

GNS 60
Scion 12
NIWA 35

AgResearch 190
Scion 83
PFR 575
NIWA 133

MWLC 81
Scion 33
Agresearch 64
PFR 55
NIWA 32

Total 327 Total 286 Total 113 Total 153 Total 454 Total 47 Total 848 Total 265
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Current CRI coordination and collaboration happens in the context of, and when it suits, organisational priorities and choices 
(ie along the horizontal below), and is not guided by an overarching government strategy or priorities (the vertical).

There are inevitable and sometimes fruitful overlaps and synergies across capability areas, and not necessarily 
one “right’ way to link and connect capabilities, or balance breadth and focus, to drive innovation. NOT GOVERNMENT POLICY. 
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Not all research is disclosed: eg commercial in confidence

Environment and agriculture is 7 % of NZ’s PROs R& 

NB: while industrial production and technology dominates general government project allocation on R&D (GBARD), the activity 
undertaken by PROs is more focused on environment, health, energy, geological, defence
Source: OECD Main Science & technology indicators 
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Underpinning our current policy settings is the idea of institutional neutrality

• Government can purchase science and innovation from any provider in an undifferentiated way. This has some advantages but also many 

disadvantages.

Functional differentiation between organisations can provide greater transparency over level of subsidy provided and more effective incentives

• Differentiating more clearly between some functions e.g. Government service provision entities, and industry-facing co-funded entities, can provide 

greater transparency of resource allocations and clarity of mission, less opportunity for cross-subsidisation, and more effective incentives.

• Greater transparency of the different rates of subsidy provided to industry.

In NZ …

• Vertically integrated public research organisations that have similar operating models but with different 
sectoral focuses.

• Each institution carries out a similarly wide range of different functions (eg. public good research, science 
services, applied research, commercialisation activities, capability and human capital development etc.) 
focused around functional areas and purpose of the organisation.

• Differentiated funding mechanisms/purchase instruments (to an extent) for different functions but occur 
within the boundaries of one institution.

Internationally…

• It is much more common to house different functions in different types of organisations with different 
funding models, ownership structures and governance mechanisms.

• Intermediary and co-funded entities are more prominent/prolific in the institutional landscape

• Small Advanced Economies tend to lean on universities, particularly for public good research. They tend 
to use RTOs (VTT in Finland, ASTAR) for industry focussed research.

• Larger economies often have industry focussed RTOs, and a larger number of PROs

Differentiated institutions

What this could this look like in NZ – the future state

Different organisation types and funding models for:

• PROs that interface with industry, including 

knowledge and technology transfer organisations 

(we would expect co-funding for these industry 

facing institutions); and

• PROs that primarily deliver services for government 

(these will have a different funding regime to 

industry facing PROs).

These would need to be designed to enable greater 

transparency of investment and rates of subsidy for 

industry.
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Why consolidate? Does consolidation meet framework conditions?

• Financial resilience sufficient funding and income 
to allow CRIs to meet agreed expectations, invest in facilities, 
and attract talent and partners, in the context of cuts to 
government funding

• Direction setting, policy coherence & 
clarity of purpose agreed public good and 
commercialisation/impact expectations

• Scale and  focus, leading to alignment 
and concentration – CRIs have sufficient focus & 
flexibility to manage resources to deliver quality science for 
NZ. 

• Accountability and transparency – CRIs and 
user agencies are able to manage the trade-offs and delivery 
within available funding; governance and funding decisions 
are made where they are most effective 

• Efficiency: shared services (back office, governance 
costs etc) greater value for money, limit transaction costs

• Excellence, Impact & connectivity

• Capability to meet expectations/science 
needs at functional level

Solve as many issues (from the bottom up) and meet as many expectations (from the top down) as possible, 
subject to a ‘reality’ constraint.

Pros ConsYes/No

Yes. Middling. And some possible 
cons. Depends on option for 
commercial coordination. 
Dependent on SIT and govt 
funding 

Yes. This is the strongest argument 
for consolidation

Maybe. Coherence Depends on 
design – and on company 
structure, other levers.

Maybe. Depends on 
option/design/transition period.

Maybe savings with a shared back 
office model

Maybe – pros and cons

No, dependent on funding not 
organisational change

Scale should enable the ability to 
attract top talent, prioritise & secure NB 
infrastructure. Concentration of 
resources more likely to result in

More commercial avenues, better 
targeted, single front door. Potential for 
shared premises. Maybe better 
prospects/access to external funds

Focus likely to involve trade-offs, 
prioritisation, concentration - but the 
loss of some areas. More hierarchy? 
Harder for new innovative things? 

Fewer institutions for Ministries to 
interact with. Maybe easier to 
understand

Some shared services and facilities, 
maybe less admin to researchers?

Greater impact from bigger projects, 
greater concentration; single front door

Less widespread reach, fewer areas of 
research 

Could result in prioritisation, sell off of 
assets/IP deemed not core – to fund 
other gaps.

Could mean sectoral silos, or more line 
Ministries per CRI & more expectations, 
more confusion. Or deprioritised issues 
for some.

Maybe easier to understand. Simplify.  Prioritisation, without other levers, may 
not meet Government expectations

Lose some capabilities as a result of 
change and new organisational trade-
offs

Framework conditions
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