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Summary 

• The Salvation Army Te Ope Whakaora welcomes this opportunity to comment on the reforms of 

vocational education and training (VET).  

• These brief comments view this reform from the perspective of those on the margins of 

education, training and employment, who should be a priority target group to benefit from this 

reform. We ask the question, will the proposed structures improve access and affordability of 

vocational training for those on the margins? 

• Among the people most affected by the changes are those on the margins of employment and 

training system. Younger people (aged 15- 24 years) – particularly those who are not in 

employment education or training (NEET), Māori, Pacific peoples, as well as people living with a 

disability are among those whose training and employment outcomes are disproportionately 

more impacted by the planned changes.  

• Among key concerns about the proposed reforms are the emphasis on re-allocating existing 

equity-based funding towards general training and apparent assumptions about financial 

sustainability that government funding which underpins the entire education and training 

system will not increase significantly beyond current levels.  

 

Background 

The mission of The Salvation Army is to care for people, transform lives and reform society through 

God’s love. The Salvation Army is a Christian church and social services organisation that has worked 

in New Zealand for one hundred and forty years. It provides a wide range of practical social, 

community and faith-based services around the country. 

 

The Salvation Army employs almost 2,000 people in New Zealand, and the combined services 

support around 150,000 people annually. In the year to June 2023, these services included providing 

around 86,400 food parcels to families and individuals across 70 welfare centres, providing some 

2,400 people with short-or long-term housing, over 2,900 families and individuals supported with 

social work or counselling, around 6,600 people supported to deal with alcohol, drug or gambling 

addictions, around 3,100 families and individuals helped with budgeting, and court and prison 

chaplains helped 5,000 people. 

 

These comments have been prepared by the Social Policy and Parliamentary Unit (SPPU) of The 

Salvation Army. The SPPU works towards the eradication of poverty by encouraging policies and 

practices that strengthen the social framework of New Zealand. These comments have been 
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approved by Commissioner Mark Campbell, Territorial Commander of The Salvation Army’s New 

Zealand Fiji, Tonga, and Samoa Territory. 

 

Critical Pathways to Employment  

The consultation document (p.7) makes the important point that vocational education provides 

“critical pathways into employment, bridging the transition from schooling to employment as well as 

through second chance education and training for mature students”. It is concerning to note the 

reduction in the number of FTE enrolments in recent years, even if part of the explanation is that the 

low level of unemployment in recent years may have contributed to this. That simply raises the 

question as to why employers have not been supporting more of their employees into vocational 

training? 

 

VET Success Measurement  

A central measure of the effectiveness of any of the proposed options in the consultation document 

will need to be how well they contribute to reducing the number of young people who are not in 

employment education or training (NEET). Our annual State of the Nation Report1 has been tracking 

the lack of progress over the past decade to meaningfully reduce NEET rates. The national NEET rate 

in September 2023 at 11.4 percent was largely the same as it was ten years ago. In June 2024 (most 

recent figures) around 80,000 young people aged 15-24 year were NEET, showing that under 

successive governments vocational education and training policy has not done enough to change 

this.  

 

Regional variations in NEET rates underline the need for the reforms to provide effective vocational 

training responses in areas where young people are clearly missing out. NEET rates in Northland, 

Taranaki and Bay of Plenty in Sept 2023 were around twice those for the Wellington region.  But 

when looking at actual numbers, around a third of young people not in employment, education or 

training are in Auckland. This makes it crucial that the changed structures include improved access to 

VET in the areas most affected by unemployment and lack of engagement in education and training.  

 

Equity impacts and Te Tiriti  

It is important to that the Education and Training Act governing VET requires it to support equitable 

access to all forms of VET as well as to honour Te Tiriti and support Māori-crown relationships. NEET 

rates and general unemployment rates experienced by Māori are more than twice those of 

European or Asian ethnicities. This is one example of why vocational training needs to be guided by 

an approach that specifically focuses on reducing disparity in employment outcomes.  

 

The Regulatory Impact Statement for the proposed changes (p.33), says that 22 percent of those 

participating in VET are Māori although Māori make up 15 percent of the working age population 

(aged over 15 years). This indicates how employment outcomes for Māori are comparatively more 

dependent on effective VET than for non-Māori. 

 

 
1 State of the Nation 2024 The Things We Inherit Ngā Tukunga Iho, Social Policy and Parliamentary Unit, The 
Salvation Army Te Ope Whakaora, February 2024, p.21 
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Improving equity of outcomes for other population groups should also be central to the goals of the 

proposed new structures. Pacific workers continue to experience much higher unemployment rates, 

more than twice that for the total workforce2 which underlines the importance of VET that is 

responsive to the social, economic and cultural situation of Pacific workers. People living with 

disability are another part of the working age population that experience much higher 

unemployment and underutilisation. It is crucial that the proposals allow for sufficient access to VET 

for those who will require increases levels of support in order to participate in education and 

training.  

 

Financial Sustainability and Funding “Trade-offs” 

There is a primary focus of the consultation on the idea of ‘financial sustainability’ but not clear 

parameters around how this is defined in a sector that draws heavily for its funding from 

government sources. By definition, the VET sector is ‘unsustainable’ without the $900 million annual 

government funding provided. The ‘sustainability’ apparently sought in these proposals is that the 

VET sector delivers the objectives for training and education without requiring significant additional 

government funding to achieve this - to achieve more with the same resourcing. 

 

The proposal to “re-balance” funding back towards provider-based delivery (p.25) symbolises this 

approach which proposes a trade-off in funding that requires “re-purposing” funding currently 

targeted to support learners with low prior achievement, disabled, Māori and Pacific learners so 

provider-based funding can be increased. This proposed approach is deeply concerning in the light of 

the large inequities in outcomes discussed above.  

 

The proposals appear to envisage increasing with uptake and improving the outcomes of VET 

without specific funding directed to improving equity in outcomes and with little or no additional 

government resourcing. This implies that either the system proposed approaches can deliver large 

efficiency and effectiveness gains or that other sources of revenue increase such as funding from 

employers or fees paid by those in training and education.  

 

Increasing fees paid by those in training and education raises further equity issues for those on the 

margins who are less able to pay for their own training through student fees. On the other hand, an 

increase willingness by employers to support VET through contributing more towards the costs may 

bring greater buy-in to the success of the system and support for those training to achieve the VET 

outcomes.  

 

More emphasis needs to be placed on a careful social investment approach to reform of VET. The 

broader benefits from equitable and effective VET through reduced unemployment, increased skills 

and overall wellbeing through social participation beyond the direct fiscal costs of VET sector alone 

need to be included in the analysis in a more meaningful way.  

 
2 Ibid. p.21 


