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What If... 
Government Only Heard the Loudest Voices?

At first, nothing would look broken. 
 
The supermarket shelves would still be 
full.
 
New houses would still be built. 
Recycling bins would still be collected.
 
Consultation documents would still be 
published.
 
Submissions would still be received.
 
Decisions would still be announced. 
 
On paper, the system would appear to 
work. 
 
But slowly, almost quietly, something 
would begin to shift. 
 
Policy would start to tilt towards the 
voices with the most money, the most 
access, the most polished submissions, 
and the strongest commercial interest. 
 

The public would not notice straight away. 
 
They would notice later. 
 
At the checkout, when choice looked real 
but competition felt thin. 
In the cost of building, when speed and 
affordability came with hidden risks. 
In the failure of a product that had been 
approved, but not properly understood. 
In the recycling system that promised 
progress, but shifted confusion and cost 
onto everyone else. 
In the local supplier that disappeared 
because the system no longer had room 
for them. 
In the community voice that arrived too 
late to change the outcome. 
 
No one would announce that the quiet 
voices had been excluded. 
 
There would be no headline. 
No warning. 
No obvious moment when the balance 
changed. 

They would simply be absent from the 
final advice. 
 
And once enough voices are absent, the 
policy still moves forward — but it no 
longer carries the full weight of the people 
expected to live with it. 
 
That is the danger when government only 
hears the loudest voices.

Large organisations should have a voice. 
 
But when their voice becomes the 
dominant voice, public policy can begin 
to serve the system’s biggest players 
rather than the people the system exists to 
protect. 
 
A corporate speaks from its own 
commercial reality. 
 

An association, at its best, 
brings the wider system into 
view. 
 

That difference matters.

“Once enough 
voices are absent, 
the policy still moves 
forward — but it no 
longer carries the full 
weight of  the people 
expected to live with 
it.
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“
A full shelf  
is not the 
same as a fair 
system...
The supermarket shelf that looked full, but wasn’t 
fair 
 
The shelves are full. 
 
The lights are bright. 
The specials are displayed. 
The aisles are busy. 
The price tags suggest choice. 
 
From the outside, the system looks healthy. 
 
But look closer. 
 
The same large players dominate the shelf space. 
Small suppliers struggle to get access. 
Local producers carry the risk. 
Consumers see brands, but not always real competition. 
Regional communities pay more than they should. 
Households are told the market is working because the shelves 
are full. 
 

This is the danger of confusing 
availability with fairness. 
 
New Zealand’s grocery sector 
has already been under 
scrutiny, with the Commerce 
Commission undertaking 
a market study into the 
sector and government 
action focused on increasing 
competition. Recent reporting 
has also noted government 
plans to make it easier for 
new supermarkets to enter 
the market, in a sector 
dominated by Foodstuffs and 
Woolworths. 
 
Now imagine a version of New 
Zealand where government 
only hears from the largest 
commercial voices. 
 
The conversation becomes 
about scale. 
Supply chain efficiency. 
Margin pressure. 
Distribution costs. 
Commercial certainty. 
What is easiest for those 
already big enough to shape 
the system. 
 
All of those things matter. 
 
But they are not the whole 
picture. 
 
Who speaks for the small 
supplier trying to get a 
product onto the shelf? 
Who speaks for the local 
grower squeezed by terms 

they cannot negotiate? 
Who speaks for the household 
comparing prices at the 
checkout? 
Who speaks for regional 
communities with fewer 
choices? 
Who speaks for the long-term 
health of a competitive food 
system? 
 
If only the loudest voices are 
heard, the public still gets 
food. 
 
But it may not get fairness. 
 
The shelves remain full, but 
the system behind them 
becomes narrower. 
 
Associations matter here 
because they can bring 
together the people who do 
not have the same access, 
resources, or commercial 
power. 

They can identify patterns. 
They can explain the pressure 
points. 

They can show government 
that the health of a sector is 
not measured only by whether 
the largest players can 
operate efficiently. 
 
A full shelf is not the same as 
a fair system. 
 

The system 
did not fail 

overnight. It 
narrowed, one 

shelf  at a time...
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Compliance is 
not the same as 
confidence...

The house that passed 
on paper, but failed in 
real life 
 
A family buys a home. 
 
The consent was issued. 
The paperwork was 
completed. 
The product was approved. 
The building was signed off. 
The family moves in. 
 
For a while, everything looks 
fine. 
 
Then the first stain appears. 
Then a window leaks. 
Then the wall softens. 
Then the repair quote arrives. 
Then the family discovers 
that compliance on paper 
does not always feel like 
confidence in real life. 
 
New Zealand’s building 
system is built around an 
important public promise: 
buildings should be safe, 
healthy and durable. MBIE 
states that all building work 
in New Zealand must comply 
with the Building Code, even 
if it does not require building 
consent, to ensure buildings 
are safe, healthy and durable 
for everyone who may use 
them. 
 
That promise matters. 
 

Because when the 
building system fails, the 
consequences do not 
sit neatly inside a policy 
document. 
 
They land in people’s homes. 
They affect family savings. 
They affect insurance. 
They affect health. 
They affect trust. 
 
Now imagine a version 
of policy-making where 
government hears mainly 
from those pushing for speed, 
lower cost, faster approval, 
and fewer barriers. 
 
Again, those voices matter. 
 
New Zealand needs more 
houses. 
We need innovation. 
We need building products 
that can enter the market. 
We need efficiency. 
We need affordability. 
 
But if those voices dominate 
the conversation, something 
important can be lost. 
 
Who speaks for the 
homeowner who will live with 
the failure?
 
Who speaks for the builder 
expected to stand behind the 
product?
 
Who speaks for the inspector 
trying to assess quality?

Who speaks for the insurer 
carrying long-term risk?
 
Who speaks for the sector 
professionals who have seen 
what happens when short-
term savings become long-
term damage? 
 
If government only hears the 
loudest voices, policy can 
begin to favour what is quick 
over what is durable. 
 
What is cheaper today over 
what is safe tomorrow. 
 
What is easy to approve over 
what is proven to perform. 
 
Associations matter because 
they bring the wider system 
into view. They do not just ask 
whether something can be 
approved. They ask whether 
it will work in practice, who 
carries the risk, and what 
happens if it fails. 
 
A house that passes on paper 
is not enough. 
 
The public needs a system it 
can trust. 

Associations help build that 
trust before things go wrong. 
 
They bring builders, 
engineers, designers, product 
suppliers, inspectors, 
insurers, and consumers into 
the same conversation. 

They see the warning signs 
early because their members 
are the people working with 
the system every day. 
 
They know when a product 
looks good in theory but fails 
in practice. 
They know when a rule is 
creating confusion on site. 
They know when shortcuts are 
being normalised. 
They know when the public 
is being asked to carry risk it 
cannot see. 
 
That is the value of an 
organised sector voice. 
 
Associations do not remove 
the need for regulation. They 
help make regulation smarter, 
more practical, and more 
grounded in real experience. 
 
When government hears 
from associations, it is 
not just hearing from one 
company protecting its 
margin. It is hearing from 
a sector that understands 
the consequences of poor 
design, weak standards, and 
decisions that look efficient 
today but become expensive 
tomorrow. 
 
A safer building system is not 
created by the loudest voice 
in the room. 
 
It is created when the whole 
system is heard.
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The recycling system 
that made everyone 
feel good, but changed 
little 
 
Everyone wants less waste. 
 
Cleaner streets. 
Less plastic in waterways. 
More material reused. 
Less going to landfill. 
 
The goal is easy to support. 
 
The design is where things 
become difficult. 
 
A container return scheme 
can sound simple. 
 
A bottle is sold. 
A deposit is paid. 
The container is returned. 
The money comes back. 
The material is reused or 
recycled. 
 
A clean circle. 
 
But real systems are rarely 
clean circles. 
 
Behind one bottle sits a 
chain of producers, retailers, 
recyclers, councils, logistics 
providers, community groups, 
consumers, and the people 
expected to make the system 
work. 
New Zealand consulted on 
a container return scheme 
in 2022, alongside wider 

proposals on household 
kerbside recycling and 
business food waste 
separation. The Government 
later deferred the scheme in 
2023. 
 
Now imagine a version of New 
Zealand where the loudest 
voices shape the design. 
 
If government hears mainly 
from the largest commercial 
players, the system bends 
towards scale. 
 
Cost. 
Efficiency. 
Operational burden. 
Commercial risk. 
What is easiest for those 
already built to manage 
complexity. 
 
If government hears mainly 
from the loudest campaign 
voices, the system bends 
towards urgency. 
 
Ambition. 
Targets. 
Public pressure. 
Ideal outcomes. 
What should happen, rather 
than what can actually be 
made to work. 
 
Both voices matter. 
 
But neither voice is the whole 
system. 
 

The scheme launches. 
 
The announcement is 
confident. 
The branding is clean. 
The target is bold. 
The public is told this is 
progress. 
 
People do their part. 
 
They rinse. 
They sort. 
They return. 
They believe the system is 
working. 
 
But behind the scenes, 
the design was shaped too 
narrowly. 
 
Small retailers struggle with 
storage. 
Councils manage confusion. 
Recyclers inherit 
contamination and logistics 
problems. 
Consumers are blamed for 
rules they did not design. 
Community groups see 
opportunity, but arrive too late 
to shape the system. 
Costs land in places no one 
properly tested. 
 
The scheme does not collapse 
in a day. 
 
Systems rarely do. 
 

It just becomes harder to 
make work. 
 
The public loses confidence. 
Industry blames government. 
Government blames 
implementation. 
Smaller players carry the 
friction. 
The original goal gets buried 
under the failure of the 
design. 
 
That is what happens when 
policy hears parts of the 
system, but not the system as 
a whole. 
 
Associations help prevent 
that. 
 
They gather insight from 
across the sector. 
They identify what will work. 
They identify what will fail. 
They show what will cost 
more than expected. 
They explain who may be left 
carrying the burden. 
 
The best policy is not shaped 
by one voice winning. 
 
It is shaped by understanding 
the whole system.

The public 
can do its part 

and still be failed 
by the system.

https://www.nzsae.org.nz/
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If  you work in an association, your role is 
more critical than you may realise.
If  your sector relies on trust, coordination, standards, or a collective voice, 
then your sector relies on associations.

This is the second article in a four-part series asking a simple but important 
question: what would New Zealand lose if associations were no longer here? 
 
Next, we turn to shared learning and sector memory with What If Every Organisation 
Had to Start Again? We will look at what happens when organisations are left to 
solve the same problems alone — and why associations help sectors avoid starting 
from scratch. 
 

The series: 
What If Associations Didn’t Exist? 
What If Government Only Heard the Loudest Voices? 
What If Every Organisation Had to Start Again? 
What If Standards Were Left to Chance? 
 
About NZSAE 
NZSAE is a membership organisation for the people who lead, manage, and 
strengthen New Zealand’s associations, membership bodies, professional 
organisations, and sector groups. 
 
Strengthening associations in New Zealand. 
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