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[In Confidence] 

Office of the Minister of Science Innovation and Technology  

Cabinet Economic Policy Committee 

 

Shifting to a strategy-driven Science Innovation and Technology 
funding system  

Proposal 

1 This paper sets out the design and high-level operations of the Science, Innovation 
and Technology (SI&T) funding system to ensure scarce public investment is 
allocated to the areas that will drive economic growth and deliver the greatest benefit 
to New Zealand. 

Relation to government priorities 

2 The science reforms support the Government’s Going for Growth initiative by 
enabling our world-class scientists working in Public Research Organisations (PROs), 
Tertiary Education Organizations (TEOs), other research organisations and businesses 
to translate ideas into market-ready innovations, strengthening New Zealand’s global 
competitiveness.   

3 To realise the vision, we need to set clear priorities that best deliver economic growth 
and then ensure the system is set up to give effect to them. 

4 Funding system changes are needed so that the new science system can deliver the 
identified priorities and to support the institutional changes that will enable our 
system to be more future facing and economically driven. 

Executive Summary 

5 Cabinet agreed to reforms that aim to create a strategy-driven Science, Innovation and 
Technology (SI&T) system with clear priorities that align with the Government’s 
goals for growth (CAB-24-MIN-0504 and CAB-25-MIN-0187).  

6 The reforms will:  

6.1 focus our science on key areas, priorities and technologies best placed to 
deliver economic outcomes,  

6.2 make institutional changes that reduce fragmentation and consolidate our sub-
scale institutions into modern Public Research Organisations (PROs), and  

6.3 develop a simplified funding system that gives effect to the priorities, supports 
economic growth and incentivises researchers to commercialise great ideas.  

7 Since the Prime Minister’s announcement in January 2025, significant progress has 
been made including amalgamating the seven Crown Research Institutes (CRIs) into 
three PROs; establishing the New Zealand Institute of Advanced Technology 
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20.2 Establishing Research Funding NZ, to simplify the decision-making landscape 
and improve administrative efficiency. 

A strategy led organising framework 

21 I propose a shift to a strategy-led system organised around broad, enduring, domain-
based pillars to replace the current instrument-led model. 

22 The purpose of the pillar framework is to align funding with national priorities and 
outcomes and provide a stable structure for long-term investment while allowing 
flexibility to respond to emerging needs. It enables clearer strategic direction and 
coherence across the SI&T system and provides for transparency.  

23 I am proposing four initial pillars for the system, which reflect the priorities of this 
Government and the essential science services the system delivers that underpin a 
well-functioning economy and modern society (see annex 2):  

23.1.1 Economic Growth and Resilience 

23.1.2 New Economy and Advanced Technology 

23.1.3 Environment  

23.1.4 Health and Society. 

24 The design of these pillars is based on three simple principles: 

24.1 Broad but focused: Each pillar should cover a wide range of research but still 
support clear strategic direction. 

24.2 Flexible: Each pillar will be able to use a different mix of funding tools such 
as contests, mission-led funds, strategic platforms, capability funds, and 
industry co-invested funds to deliver its outcomes, tailored to its needs and 
maturity. 

24.3 Strategy-driven: Each pillar will have its own strategy, developed with 
RFNZ, to reflect the national priorities which PMSITAC will advise upon. 

A consolidated funding decision-maker  

25 I propose the establishment of a single funding decision-maker - Research Funding 
New Zealand (RFNZ) to make the system simpler, more transparent and better 
aligned with national priorities. 

26 RFNZ will consolidate the Marsden Council, the Science Board, HRC and MBIE 
decision-making. RFNZ will assess and make final awards on funding proposals, 
sign-off on fund design and process, but also advise on operational strategy and 
support the development of Pillar Investment Plans (PIPs). The diagrams below 
demonstrate the complexity of the current model and what the future model will look 
like for funding decision making.  

Figure 1. Current model – multiple decision makers with various assessment panels, 
programmes and processes that differ across multiple funds  



I N  C O N F I D E N C E  

5 
I N  C O N F I D E N C E   

 

 

Figure 2. Future model – consolidated single decision-maker making awards across four 
pillars 

 

27 I propose that RFNZ will be an independent board, supported by MBIE for policy 
advice and administrative functions. It will be appointed by the Minister of SI&T 
through Cabinet’s Appointment and Honours Committee and be mandated to give 
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effect to the Science Investment Plan and Pillar Investment Plans. Purpose and 
functions for RFNZ are attached as Annex 3. 

28 To ensure there is transparency for funding decisions made by RFNZ, I propose that 
RFNZ be subject to monitoring and accountability requirements. It is likely that this 
will include RFNZ being subject to the Ombudsmen Act 1975, the Public Records 
Act 2005, and the Public Audit Act 2001. I recommend that the Cabinet Economic 
Policy Committee authorise me to make decisions on the specific monitoring and 
accountability requirements that will apply to RFNZ. I have asked officials from the 
Ministry of Business, Innovation and Employment to work with officials from the 
Public Service Commission to recommend specific monitoring and accountability 
requirements that RFNZ could be subject to. 

29 I considered making RFNZ a stand-alone Crown entity but decided against it due to 
cost, complexity, and weaker policy alignment. This model keeps RFNZ independent 
while staying connected to government strategy and operations. 

Roles and responsibilities between different actors in the allocation process 

30 PMSITAC will identify priorities and advise on the optimal allocation of funding 
across the pillars. These priorities, any reallocations, new strategic investments, and 
future direction of travel will be published in a Science Investment Plan by the 
Minister of SI&T.  

31 Each pillar will have its own more granular Pillar Investment Plan, developed with 
input from RFNZ and in consultation with the sector. RFNZ will make final awards to 
individuals and institutions, as guided by these plans. 

32 The roles and responsibilities and the relationship with the investment plans are 
detailed in Annex 4. Both PMSITAC and MBIE will consult with key Agencies, 
industry and the science sector in the development of the respective investment plans 

33 I propose that the majority of the research funds within the SI&T vote will fall under 
RFNZ’s remit, excluding business R&D support and RDTI, but that the Minister of 
SI&T retains authority over high-level strategy, investment plans, and decisions on 
institutional and infrastructure funding. 

34 The Investment plans will indicate the shifts in funding, over the longer term, to 
achieve the new priorities and objectives while protecting existing world class 
capability, and ensuring Government is able to deliver its stewardship role. For the 
science system to delivers the objectives we want, we will need all research 
organisations to play their part; for example, universities and businesses play a critical 
role in innovation and commercialisation, and we will require PROs to continue to 
play a core stewardship, and data provision role.   

Alignment to Tertiary Research Funding  

35 Alongside these changes to the SI&T funding system, the Tertiary Research 
Excellence Fund which replaces the Performance Based Research Fund (PBRF) will 
play an important and complementary role that enables universities to meet their 
statutory obligations for research-led teaching across disciplines. This funding 
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61 As part of the proposals for the broader science reforms, Cabinet has agreed to create 
a Science, Innovation and Technology Bill (the Bill) that gives effect to a package of 
proposals enabling, among other things, funding decision-making bodies to be 
rationalised and required to respond to Government priorities (ECO-25-MIN-0088 
refers). I propose that the Bill also provides for RFNZ to be subject to monitoring and 
accountability requirements, as explained in paragraph 28. 

62 This paper requests an in-principle decision for the inclusion of the health research 
funding (currently administered by the HRC) within the pillars and under the 
decision-making remit of RFNZ. This will require legislative change (repeal or 
amendment of HRC Act 1990) and the Minister of Health and I will return to Cabinet 
with legislative proposals following detailed policy development.  

Impact Analysis 

Regulatory Impact Statement 

63 A Regulatory Impact Statement will be required for any amendments to, or the repeal 
of the HRC Act and will be prepared when Ministers return to Cabinet to present the 
detailed considerations for integrating the HRC into the RFNZ.    

64 The regulatory impacts of establishing an independent funding decision-maker have 
previously been assessed to support the SI&T Bill. There are no other regulatory 
changes resulting from decisions in this paper.  

Climate Implications of Policy Assessment 

65 No decisions are made within this paper that would affect climate or climate science. 
Climate science is envisaged to be part of the Environment Pillar under the new 
model. 

Population Implications 

66 This funding system proposal makes no changes to SI&T funding targeted at specific 
population groups. Priority areas identified by the PMSITAC and signalled in the 
Science Investment Plan will indicate any expected impacts.  

Consultation 

67 This paper has been consulted with MoE, MPI, MFE, MoH, DoC, NEMA, TSY, PSC, 
DPMC & PAG. We have also undertaken targeted consultation with the following 
stakeholders to develop the proposals set out in this paper: Universities, Crown 
Research Institutes, Independent Research Organisations, the Royal Society, Marsden 
Council and other industry groups. 

Communications 

68 I intend to announce the funding system reforms and IP policy changes in set out in 
the companion paper together shortly after Cabinet has agreed to these proposals. The 
funding system changes will also be closely linked to PMSITAC’s advice on national 
priorities which will be completed in November 2026 and inform the Science 
Investment Plan to be developed and published in 2026.  



I N  C O N F I D E N C E  

11 
I N  C O N F I D E N C E   

Proactive Release 

69 I intend to direct officials to release this paper in accordance with the guidance in 
Cabinet Office Circular CO (18) 4.  

Recommendations 

The Minister for Science, Innovation and Technology (the Minister of SI&T) recommends 
that the Committee: 

1. note that the current SI&T funding system is fragmented, lacks strategic coherence, and 
is not well aligned with national priorities for economic growth and resilience. 

2. agree to reform the SI&T funding system to support a strategy-led model that enables a 
simpler, more coherent, funding decision process and improved system alignment and 
transparency. 

3. note the new funding system will have a domain-based pillar framework structured 
around enduring areas of national importance such as economic growth, environment, 
health, and advanced technologies. 

4. note that each pillar will be supported by a mix of funding instruments including 
competitive grants, mission-led platforms, capability-building schemes, and 
infrastructure support. 

5. agree to establish Research Funding New Zealand (RFNZ) as the single funding 
decision-maker for most SI&T funds, replacing the Marsden Council, Science Board, 
and MBIE’s funding roles. 

6. agree in principle that the RFNZ remit will include health research, subject to a suitable 
transition strategy for HRC.  

7. invite Minister of SI&T and the Minister of Health to report back to Cabinet on detailed 
policy and legislative work on future arrangements for health research funding and the 
Health Research Council.  

8. note that Cabinet has agreed to create a Science, Innovation and Technology Bill (the 
Bill) that gives effect to a package of proposals enabling, among other things, funding 
decision-making bodies to be rationalised and required to respond to Government 
priorities (ECO-25-MIN-0088 refers). 

9. agree that RFNZ will be structured as an independent board serviced by MBIE, and that 
the Bill will make RFNZ subject to monitoring and accountability requirements.  

10. authorise the Minister of SI&T to make decisions on the monitoring and accountability 
that RFNZ will be subject to. 

11. invite the Minister of SI&T to issue drafting instructions to the Parliamentary Counsel 
Office to give effect to recommendation 10.  
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Annexes 

1. International comparisons for strategy setting and decision-making in SI&T 

2. Pillars framework 

3. Purpose and function of RFNZ   

4. Roles and responsibilities for SI&T funding system  

5. Current and future state comparisons 

6. Transition timeline 
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