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Introduction   

1. Rural Women New Zealand (‘RWNZ’) is a charitable member based organisation that reaches 

into all rural communities and advocates on issues that impact on those communities. RWNZ 

has advocated since 1925 for accessible and equitable social services for rural families.  We 

welcome the opportunity to comment on the Productivity Commission’s (‘the Commission’s’) 

draft report on ‘More effective social services 

Overview of submission   

2. RWNZ strongly supports the purpose of this inquiry to make social services more effective at 

improving lives and raising wellbeing.  However, the Commissions’ report fails to address the 

real issues driving poor outcomes in rural communities which are access to social services and 

provider sustainability.   

3. We think that proper consideration of the unique challenges facing social service delivery in 

rural areas must be a key feature of the Commission’s policy making process. This is not 
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about special treatment for rural people, but is about acknowledging the high level of social 

need in rural areas, and the unique barriers that both providers and users of social services 

face in a rural context.   

4. The report’s recommendations for greater devolution and new models of commissioning 

may have merit in a rural context.  Our members are open to new purchasing models, 

provided these are directed towards improvements in service availability, accessibility and 

sustainability, rather than cutting costs.  A government preference towards commissioning 

local and community based providers may be one way to achieve this.   

5. While we appreciate the benefits of driving innovation. The main priority in rural areas 

remains, first and foremost, in building provider capacity and getting basic services in place. 

Local and community based providers may not have the capacity, resourcing or ICT 

technology to meet new data and reporting requirements.   

The issue in Rural New Zealand: high levels of social need and difficulty accessing social services   

5. The particular needs and challenges facing rural clients must be at the forefront of any 

reform of social service purchasing.  The level of social need in rural New Zealand is high, 

with rural families and individuals representing some of the most socio-economically 

deprived and exposed members of society.  Recent industry shifts and changes in the rural 

economy have added to existing economic and social pressures in rural areas and increased 

demand for social services.  

6. Despite higher levels of social need, lack of access to social services in rural communities 

remains a serious issues.  A number of factors contribute to this lack of access and make the 

provision of social services particularly challenging in a rural context.  Rural communities are 

diverse, populations are small and spread over large geographic areas, with poor transport 

and ICT infrastructure.  Social service providers face difficulties in finding appropriate staff, 

the cost of funding services across long distances is expensive, and sparsely populated target 

groups results in a lack of economies of scale.  

7. Families and individuals in rural communities often have to travel long distances to access 

social services at considerable expense and time.  They have limited choice of provider and 

disrupted service levels due to higher incidences of turnover and closure.  The overall 
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sentiment of our members is that the level of service provision in rural communities is 

getting worse rather than better, with rural communities losing more and more services.  In 

the last month, families and individual in the Taranaki region have had to endure the closure 

of three major social service providers (New Waves, Like Minds and Relationship Services  

Aotearoa).  Services which our members report the most difficulty accessing include mental  

health, disability, early childhood, work and income ,support for the elderly and housing 

assessment.    

Support purchasing models with a focus on local devolution  

8. The Commission’s recommendation for greater devolution of social service provision must be 

implemented in a way that acknowledges the specific challenges for rural communities. Our 

members are open to new purchasing models, provided these are guided towards 

improvements in service availability, accessibility and sustainability, rather than cutting costs.  

9. A government preference towards funding community and locally based providers of services 

in rural communities may be one way to achieve this.  Our members express frustration at 

having to deal with agencies in urban areas with little or no understanding of their particular 

needs and circumstances.  Many feel that locally based providers would be better equipped 

to develop services attuned to their needs.    

10. There are many local initiatives within rural communities that are demonstrating their ability 

to lead the way when given appropriate support.  At the same time, there is a high degree of 

volunteer involvement from organisations like Grey Power and local churches who are 

picking up the needs of their communities with little or no funding at all.    

11. Our members also support allowing local and community based providers more flexible 

contract and funding arrangements.  Again, members feel that local providers are more 

equipped to develop services that meet their needs, and should have greater autonomy to 

do so.  Providers should be accountable to defined outcomes, such as accessibility and 

availability of service.  However, ‘payment by results’ or ‘social insurance contract’ methods 

of accountability are likely to be a step too far in a rural context.   

12. Contract arrangements that facilitate greater integration of services could also go some way 

to addressing rural challenges.  Our members would like to be able to access services on a 
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‘one stop shop’ basis.  The Stratford Community house and Heartlands office in Golden bay 

are both examples of where central hub service provision is working well in rural 

communities.   

13. Maintaining and ensuring the sustainability of social service initiatives in rural areas is 

important.  When making commissioning choices, providers should be selected for their 

ability to meet the particular needs of the communities they serve rather than on the basis of 

cost alone.  The unique challenges and high costs of service delivery in rural areas must be 

factored into funding arrangements in order to ensure sustainability of service.   

Leveraging, data and analytics and innovation  

14. While we support efforts to drive innovation in social service provision, we feel that the main 

priority in rural areas remains first and foremost, in building provider capacity and getting 

basic services in place.    

15. Our members support greater data sharing between service providers. Having to continually 

report information to different providers can be very difficult in a rural context, particularly in 

areas where there are issues with access to phone and internet services. However such 

benefits should be appropriately balanced against the cost of increased reporting costs which 

could be onerous on smaller providers.    

16. We would be pleased to speak/discuss this submission with you.   
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