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Commerce Minister Andrew Bayly's letter of mandate to the Retirement Commission concentrates 

heavily on the role of personal retirement savings: six of his 10 points explicitly, and four of those on 

KiwiSaver. 

The problem with this approach is that KiwiSaver as a retirement plan works only for those who have 

enough surplus income to be able to save. The winners will be those who have steady, well-paying 

jobs for 40 years, with no redundancy, no time out for being ill, or for having kids and raising them. 

In the real world there will be many others to whom life deals a harsher hand for a multitude of 

reasons. For them, much of life is a hand-to-mouth existence, every dollar spent on food, shelter, 

electricity, clothing, health care, and the kids. They may be dismissed by some as the losers, the ones 

wearing the big L on their foreheads. But they are an increasing number within our society, and an 

increasing proportion of the retired. 

Between 2000 and 2020 New Zealand experienced the steepest rise in income poverty among 

old people in the OECD. In 2021, 18% of over-65s were living in poor-quality or overcrowded 

housing. A 2022 Retirement Commission report suggests that in 25 years, 40% of older New 

Zealanders will be renting — up from 19% now. 

Secure housing fit for habitation is central to financial, mental and physical wellbeing. Yet for many 

elderly this is unattainable. NZ Superannuation, $538 a week (after tax) for a single person living 

alone in 2025, is probably less than the median weekly rent for a small house or apartment. 

Instead of focusing on retirement savings, whether KiwiSaver or something else, New Zealand needs 

to embrace again the universalism of NZ Superannuation. 

The trouble with NZ Superannuation is that it is not enough for those who really need it, yet too 

much for those who don't. There are reports that nearly 50,000 people on NZ Superannuation 

struggle to pay their rent; there are other reports that close to a different 50,000 people, also 

receiving their Super entitlement, have additional private income of $100,000 or more each year. 

NZ Superannuation as a tax-free grant 

Susan St John has proposed a solution to this. She advocates turning NZ Superannuation into a tax-

free grant, universally available at 65. But to keep it affordable (and to ensure it goes in full to those 

who need it, as it is, in reality, a social welfare benefit) everyone who signs up for it would go on a 

special income-tax scale that would claw back the equivalent of some or all of the grant from those 

recipients who have significant other income. 

I agree with Susan St John's proposal. It has the benefit of simplicity. However, I think that although 

it goes a long way to answering the difference between having extra income or being entirely 

dependent on NZ Superannuation, it does not focus enough on the huge difference between home 

ownership and renting. 



To maintain universality yet provide an adequate yet minimal income for the poorest of over-65s, 

renters with no savings and no other income, NZ Superannuation needs to be increased to the 

relativities Robert Muldoon established in 1978. The tax-free NZ Superannuation Grant that St John 

proposes for a couple on NZ Superannuation needs to be 80% of the net after-tax average wage: 

about $300 a week more than it is now, say $1100 ($550 each), with other rates rising in 

proportion. This would not be a bonanza: the single-living-alone rate would rise from $538 to 

about $730 a week, but with rent of $550 a week (if rents did not rise!) there would still be 

only $180 a week left for life's necessities. 

Yet clearly the cost to the country of such an increase in the NZ Superannuation expenditure would 

be enormous. So if the St John plan were followed, the rate of tax needed on Superannuitants' other 

income would be much higher than she envisages, with the top of the scale perhaps even the 66% it 

was when Muldoon was at the helm. Super-recipients' savings in KiwiSaver and PIE funds would 

need to be taxed at these high rates, ineligible for the indulgent tax rates those funds offer. Super-

recipients' relationships with family trusts, closely held companies, and overseas investments would 

have to be rigorously examined. And, bearing in mind that the point of the increase in NZ Super is to 

try to cover the cost of renting a home, those superannuitants living mortgage-free in their own 

homes would need to be taxed on the imputed income of rent not paid. 

KiwiSaver 

Another step towards paying for an increased rate of NZ Superannuation would be to abolish the 

state subsidy of $521 a year paid to those who contribute double that to their KiwiSaver accounts. 

This subsidy (totalling about $1 billion a year) unjustly widens the gulf between those who can save 

and those who cannot; and as it is paid from everyone's taxes, it seems to reify the Biblical prophecy 

'Unto everyone that hath shall be given ... but from him that hath not shall be taken away even that 

which he hath'. (A fairer subsidy would be to restore the $1000 kick-start to every KiwiSaver, as long 

as that sum and its earnings were locked in till 65.) 

The Community Services Card 

More distinction needs to be made between all NZ Superannuitants, and the poorer cohort among 

them who qualify for the Community Services Card. It is absurd, for instance, that the Winter Energy 

Payment is available to even the richest of NZ Superannuitants. It should go only to CSC 

cardholders. And it continues to be an outrage to many who must pay for public transport that 

Auckland's wealthy elderly can get a free ferry ride to Waiheke to wine and dine at expensive 

restaurants. 

However, for the retired, the most important potential use of the Community Services Card must 

surely be health care.  

Its application now is a little bizarre. With the CSC, one can get an appointment with a GP for, say, 

$20, and from that doctor a prescription for free medicines. But there is no subsidy for getting a 

prescription renewed, so without seeing the doctor, the GP's practice may charge $25 to renew the 

prescription for medicines that will then be free at the pharmacy for the CSC-holder. 

A person retires at 65 or older from a job whose salary package may have included free medical 

insurance. Immediately, the newly retired finds that the same insurance cover with the same 






