
Submission to 2025 Taskforce – Round Two 
 
The first report had four categories,  government as spender, tax collector, owner of 
substantial assets, regulator and law-maker.  
 
I would like to see a fifth category, one that might be called Government as 
Motivator.  
 
Into such a category could go at least two sub-categories. 
 
First, “Recognition of ideas that could lead to new developments” . 
 
This suggestion is loosely related to your question “Was our first report correct to 
downplay the significance of further government-funded research and development in 
helping to close the income gap?” 
 
I am not qualified to address the question of who should fund research and 
development (although I think there should be a mix of private and government 
funding).  I would however, like to address the question of exactly which research and 
development should be funded, and in doing so look more closely at the terminology 
which surrounds the discussion in this area.  
 
In the current business environment we hear a lot about “innovation”.  Whether or not 
the historical meaning of this word has now been lost as a result of the business  
takeover is a matter for etymologists; suffice to say in general it has been substantially 
downgraded from its meaning a couple of decades ago.  Nevertheless I include it, 
albeit in its more traditional meaning, in my list of four words commonly used in 
relation to new ideas.   
  

1. Discovery  e.g. fire, atomic particle.   Seeing or finding a new phenomenon. 
2. Invention   e.g. wheel, printing press, internet. Making a completely new 

object or machine, to do a completely new task.    
3. Creativity e.g. Mona Lisa, Beethoven’s 5th Symphony, Chartres cathedral,  

Tolstoy’s War and Peace.  Almost always in the arts, not science. 
4. Innovation e.g. soluble aspirin (taking a discovery or invention and improving 

it) or, electric fence (putting two existing things together in a new way), or 
circular milking shed (improving efficiency).  

 
 
It would be good if we could be more aware of the differences and as a result could 
institute more, and better- targeted, recognition of the role played by people who have 
genuinely new, and potentially important ideas.   
 
On Friday 4 June, 2010 the Business Herald (p.15) re-printed an article from The 
Economist newspaper, London.  
It began “Windy talk about innovation is mind-numbingly abundant.”  And then it 
described a recent OECD conference on innovation and the suggestions of some of its 
attendees.  It said, inter alia that “John Kao, the founder of the Institute for Large 
Scale Innovation, … advocates the use of prizes and contests to encourage 
breakthroughs on social ills.”  



 
I am unsure which particular “social ills” John Kao had in mind, but I do think his 
advocacy of “prizes and contests to encourage breakthroughs” is an excellent one, and 
one that we could follow here in NZ.  
 
If we did, however, we would need to take note of three strong caveats –  
 
First, the judges of such contests should be people who are open to new ideas! This 
should go without saying, but alas, genuinely new ideas are frightening to some types 
of personality and get rejected out of hand as being ridiculous, or even wicked.  Alas, 
I know from my own experience, and that of others, that this can happen even in the 
most prestigious institutions. 
 
Secondly, all such competitions, whether funded by government or the private sector, 
should insist on the anonymity of the applicants.  Otherwise, more than half the 
potential winners will immediately be disqualified because their sex or race is already 
over-represented on the short list.   
 
Thirdly, the prize should not go to the best presentation – this is the “pretty border and 
coloured pencils phenomenon” from primary school days when the best was the best 
presented  –  often in more than one sense. No, we need the prize to go to the best 
idea.  Contestants should be asked for a simple, unadulterated presentation with just 
the relevant facts.  No padding or prettying!  That way, busy people will be more 
likely to consent to be judges too. 
 
Distribution of prizes across disciplines 
 
Some might object that science people had the advantage when it came to applying 
for the prizes, and yes, this is true, because that is where discovery, invention and 
innovation all sit. But there is a very important place within this sphere for the 
creatives too, and that is in taking the message to the world – i.e. in selling and 
advertising.    
 
In the same article from the Economist, cited above, the author notes “The agency 
also offers several more novel prescriptions. It suggests that governments should not 
merely encourage the supply of innovation (for example by funding research) but also 
try to stimulate demand.”   
 
It is at this level, once the new product has become a reality, that our creative people 
might also make an important contribution to the economy.  
 
Recognizing what’s already been done 
 
In a Listener article (March 27, 2010; p.54) Rebecca McFie wrote “It’s broke, so let’s 
fix it”. She sub- titled her article “Scientific research – how could we have got it so 
wrong for so long?” This is a question many of us have anguished over for a long 
time, so it is good to see it being addressed by Neville Jordon’s task force. Also good 
in terms of status, pride and prize money are the new “prime minister’s” prizes. But 
there need to be more. It’s a shame that the status of a prize seems to need to be 



reflected in the amount of money, because more prizes with higher status would be 
more helpful to boosting new ideas.  
  
The second category under Government as Motivator could be “Boosting national 
pride and cohesiveness”  
 
I am less qualified to make recommendations in this area - for this one you need to 
hear more from the creatives!  But I mean more than flags and anthems.  The current 
willingness to spend money on libraries is good, as is funding for museums and art 
galleries. These not only support local culture but provide good destinations for 
tourists on rainy days, boosting off-season bed-nights.  
 
But one thing in particular stands out.  Could the Taskforce please recommend some 
changes to TV which, in New Zealand, with some notable exceptions, has become 
more a source of national shame than national pride.   
 
How about funding state television again as we once used to?  It might be worth it in 
terms of “national pride and cohesiveness”. 
 
In this regard I notice what I believe is a new initiative by Freeview Channel Seven – 
and to come full circle in this submission – it looks as though they will run a series on 
new ideas and innovation during August.  
 
 
Erratum 
 
You may already suspect I am one of those academic types everyone loves to hate, 
and this last request will confirm your suspicions. Please would you correct the 
erroneous information you had on page 95 of your first report about the international 
standing of NZ universities. The Times Higher Education Supplement (THES) offers 
the most highly regarded international rankings. They do it on the basis of 
internationally recognised criteria on what constitutes excellence in a university.  
 
In 2009, the latest year for which figures are available, the University of Auckland 
ranked 61st in the world’s top 200 universities, up from 65th in 2008.  This is ahead of 
universities such as London School of Economics, York, Geneva, Austin, Glasgow, 
Adelaide, Sheffield and even St Andrews.  Some faculties in particular, e.g. Auckland 
University’s School of Biological Sciences I understand, ranked even higher.  
 
 
I wish the Taskforce well.   
 
 
I regret to say I would prefer anonymity for this submission. 
But provided it is anonymous, I would be happy for it to go on to the website. 
 
I have made my identity known to the chairman and would be happy to answer further 
questions or do a little more investigation if members would find this helpful.  
 


