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Proposal for the Adoption of the NZR Governance Review 
Recommendations  

 

Background 

Since the professionalism of rugby in 1995, the size and complexity of the operations of the New 
Zealand Rugby Union (NZR), and its value, has grown significantly. It is now a complex global 
sports business of significant scale, operating in a dynamic and growing global industry, 
balancing commercial and not-for-profit objectives. Further, the sport of rugby itself is at a 
crossroads. The global game faces the prospect of substantial and rapid change, which provides 
both challenge and opportunity for rugby in New Zealand. Ensuring strong participation and 
engagement with the game amongst compelling competition and societal pressures, 
maintaining a primary focus on empowering and fostering the community game while continuing 
to succeed in the high performance and professional arena all in a way that stays true to the 
game’s legacy and what it means to our culture, country and people are but some of the key 
issues facing the game.   

As a result, in 2022 the NZR and New Zealand Rugby Players Association (RPA), with the support 
of NZR’s members (the Provincial Unions (PUs) and the New Zealand Māori Rugby Board 
(NZMRB)), commissioned a thorough, fully independent ‘fit-for-purpose' constitutional and 
governance review to be led by a group of leading governance practitioners.    

The games key stakeholders agreed the terms of reference for the review (Terms of Reference) 
and the composition of the independent group of governance experts (Review Panel), to be 
supported by specialist governance consultancy BoardWorks (given its experience of over 25 
years working with sporting organisations throughout Australasia).  

Importantly, as part of Terms of Reference the NZR, its member PUs and the NZMRB agreed 
that any recommendations arising out of the review would be considered in good faith and 
acted upon.    

The Review Panel spent six months conducting a thorough review process involving a well-
publicised open submission process, a targeted survey of key stakeholders, and extensive 
research and consultation (speaking with nearly 200 people).  

Pursuant to the Terms of Reference, a comprehensive independent NZR Governance Review 
(Review) was finalised and released to NZR and its members, the RPA, rugby stakeholders and 
the public on the same day in August 2023.   

The central questions in the Terms of Reference the Review Panel were asked to address were: 

Is the constitution and governance structure of the New Zealand Rugby Union fit for 
purpose? And if not, what changes should be made to allow it to be so?  

And 

Is the current structure conductive to a collaborative, all-of-game approach, where 
different views are respected, and debate encouraged? 
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The answer to both questions was an “emphatic No”.  

In addressing the subsequent question of what changes should be made to ensure the 
constitution and governance structure of the NZR was fit for purpose, the expert Review Panel 
made a clear, concise and comprehensive set of recommendations based on governance best 
practice for sports organisations – these recommendations cover in detail the changes needed, 
and reasons for those changes.  

A full copy of the NZR Governance Review including the Terms of Reference and Review Panel 
recommendations is available here: https://www.nzrugby.co.nz/assets/NZRGovernance-
Review-31-August-2023_web.pdf. 

The key recommendations made by the Review Panel included: 

• The creation of an independent professional process to ensure the appointment of an 
appropriately skilled, high-performing, independent board to govern NZR. 

• The creation of a Stakeholder Council to ensure all key voices across rugby are heard and 
their interests represented in a collaborative forum. 

Since the publication of the Review the NZR and its voting members have accepted the Review 
findings and the need for change. However, to date, they have not accepted the 
recommendations, and instead have put forward numerous alternative mitigated and/or 
compromised proposals. None of these proposals, to date, deliver on the Review Panel 
recommendations, and none of them have garnered the united support of the NZR and its voting 
members, let alone other key stakeholders and the public.  

It has been eight months since the release of the Review. The game is widely regarded as 
impotent/disorganised and incompetent and is essentially in a state of governance chaos. The 
very issues highlighted in the Review and that contributed to its conclusion - that NZR governance 
is not fit for purpose - are literally manifesting themselves in front of New Zealand’s eyes. There is 
now a leadership vacuum, and, as such, this proposal is designed to fill that vacuum and provide 
something the entire game can unite behind and support.  

 

The adoption of the NZR Governance Review recommendations is a must.  

It is crucial the Review Panel recommendations are adopted in their entirety.1  

Simply, it is the right thing to do for rugby in New Zealand.  

All the key stakeholders agreed on the need for the review, on the Terms of Reference, on the 
expert Review Panel and the support of specialist governance consultancy firm BoardWorks.  

All key stakeholders have accepted the core findings of the Review, that the game is NOT being 
led and governed in a way that is fit for purpose. 

The NZR Governance Review has revealed a universal sentiment in New Zealand rugby - the 
need for urgent change, and a lack of trust and confidence in the current leadership of NZR.  

 
1 A full copy of the recommendations (Part 3 of the Review) is attached in Appendix A. 

https://www.nzrugby.co.nz/assets/NZRGovernance-Review-31-August-2023_web.pdf
https://www.nzrugby.co.nz/assets/NZRGovernance-Review-31-August-2023_web.pdf
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The Review Panel noted the recommendations are not novel; they exist in multiple different forms 
of organisations and are considered good-practice governance. They note that many other sports 
codes have adopted similar models. Crucially the Review Panel highlighted that in developing the 
recommendations they focused on the process to find and recommend the very best directors. 
The game, and New Zealanders, deserve no less.   

Put simply, the implementation of the recommendations will ensure that the constitution and 
governance structure of NZR will be fit for purpose for the future.  

This is a pivotal moment in our game – a fork in the road. In generations to come we will all 
be judged on the actions we now take to future proof the governance structure of rugby in 
New Zealand.  

The hard work has been done by the experts. All that is now needed is for the NZR voting members, 
(the 26 PUs and the NZMRB), to find the courage to approve the recommendations in full.  

 

Proposed NZR Governance Review recommendations Implementation Plan  

It is proposed that an Implementation Steering Group will be established as follows:  

• NZR Chair (or nominee); 
• NZR Governance Review Panel Chair (or nominee); 
• NZRPA Chair (or nominee);  
• NZMRB Chair (or nominee); and 
• Two representatives nominated by the PUs and approved by the other Implementation 

Steering Group members.  

The Implementation Steering Group will stand down following the appointment of a new NZR 
Board and establishment of the Stakeholder Council pursuant to the Review recommendations.   

The Implementation Steering Group will, with the support of NZR management and BoardWorks, 
finalise an Implementation Plan that will provide for the urgent adoption of the NZR Governance 
Review recommendations and subsequent changes to the NZR constitution through an 
appropriate sequence of NZR General Meetings subject to the following: 

1. An Interim Appointments Panel will be nominated and established as follows: 
a. the Chair of the current NZR Appointments and Remuneration Committee; 
b. the four Review Panel members; and 
c. one person nominated by the Implementation Steering Group who has proven 

success in governance and leadership within rugby (but does not currently hold such 
a role), including a thorough understanding and appreciation of the challenges and 
opportunities faced by the game and the NZR voting members.  

 
The Interim Appointments Panel will be in place for two years following its establishment 
upon which a new Appointments Panel will be appointed in accordance with the Review 
Panel recommendations. 
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In the event one of the Interim Appointment Panel nominees wishes to decline or 
withdraw their nomination or appointment, the Implementation Steering Group will 
determine an appropriate alternate nomination, or replacement as the case may be.   

Rationale:  

Identifying an Interim Appointments Panel prior to voting on the Review Panel recommendations 
will provide more certainty to the NZR voting members as to what it is they are voting on, and who 
they will be trusting to identify and nominate for appointment to a new NZR Board. It alleviates a 
newly constituted Stakeholder Council having to immediately nominate their appointments, and 
avoids the issues associated with the existing NZR Board having to play a role in the nomination 
of appointments which could be significantly problematic. Not having to conduct the process of 
establishing a new Appointments Panel initially will also help significantly in expediting the whole 
change process.    

The existing Chair of the NZR Appointments and Remuneration Committee has the respect and 
trust of the NZR voting members and has performed well in the role despite the challenges of the 
existing appointments process. Their role on the Interim Appointments Panel will also assist with 
continuity.  

The Review Panel are experienced independent governance practitioners who following the NZR 
Governance Review now have an intimate understanding of the challenges and opportunities 
within the game, and most importantly, what will be required to ensure a fit for purpose 
independent NZR Board and Chair. They have a proven ability to work together and are now well 
known to those within the game. They can be trusted to do whatever is right to ensure the most 
competent and effective Interim Appointments Panel possible. 

Provisioning for a nomination by the Implementation Steering Group for a person who has proven 
success in governance and leadership within rugby, including a thorough understanding and 
appreciation of the challenges and opportunities faced by the game and the NZR voting 
members, is to provide confidence that sufficient ‘rugby knowledge and IP’ is available to the 
Interim Appointments Panel. It also addresses some of the concerns raised by the NZR voting 
members in this regard.  

A period of two years will allow the new NZR Board and Stakeholder Council to establish 
themselves before taking on their respective responsibilities regarding the Appointments Panel 
as provided for in the Review Panel recommendations.  

Crucially this proposed Interim Appointments Panel can be trusted to run a professional, 
fair and thorough process, and that will in turn attract the best possible candidates to apply 
to serve on the newly formed NZR Board.  

2. The Implementation Steering Group will, following consultation with the existing NZR 
Board, finalise the initial NZR Board Competency Framework in advance of the adoption 
of the Review Panel recommendations and process to appoint a new NZR Board. 
Following the appointment of the new NZR Board, this responsibility will revert to the NZR 
Board as per the Review recommendations.   
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The Review Panel set out the key principles of the competency framework. They include 
the following: 

a. Members should be confident that the candidates presented to the annual meeting 
are the very best qualified people that can be found through a good-practice process. 

b. There should be a professional, independent recruitment and appointment process 
that delivers a board able to govern at an expected level of professional practice. 

c. Appointment is on merit. 
d. The board should be independent. 
e. The board should demonstrate diversity of thought and background. 
f. The board should have sound commercial skills, financial acumen, deep knowledge 

of the game and experienced leadership capability.  
g. As a core capability, directors individually and the board collectively need the skills 

to interact with the wide range of stakeholders within the game. 
h. The members make, through the annual meeting, the financial decision on all 

persons seeking board positions. 
i. Board positions are open to any individual. Anyone can apply or be nominated.  

In addition, the following principles should also feature within the competency 
framework: 

a. The board should have expertise in tikanga and Te Ao Māori and strong relationships 
across Māori and Pasifika. 

b. The board should include some directors who have a background in rugby in a 
governance or management role. 

The Review Panel supports the inclusion of these additional principles.  

Rationale:  

Agreeing the NZR Board Competency Framework in advance will provide all stakeholders with 
assurance of the core expectations, personal attributes, expertise, and diversity of thought and 
perspective requirements that will comprise the NZR Board. It should also assist to provide 
confidence that the very best qualified people will apply for and be selected to govern rugby in 
New Zealand.  

NZR members and key stakeholders do not have trust or confidence in the existing NZR Board to 
carry out this important responsibility. This proposal will ensure the NZR Board is involved but the 
final framework is the responsibility of a more independent and appropriate group at this time.  

Ensuring that collectively the new NZR Board has knowledge of tikanga and Te Ao Māori and 
strong relationships across Māori and Pasifika within the competency framework is to ensure that 
key stakeholders are provided confidence that the board will have a strong level of cultural 
connection and diversity of thought and perspective. This is especially important given the 
significant benefit the game derives, and will continue to derive, from strong levels of Māori and 
Pasifika participation and engagement. 

Since the release of the Review some PUs have expressed concern that any new independent 
merit based NZR Board carries a risk of a lack of rugby governance and/or management 
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experience. The Review goes to some length to ensure that this would not, in practice, be the 
case. However, it is acknowledged in the Review that rugby now operates in a complex world, 
from community, schools and not-for-profit grassroots through to high performance pathways 
and programs, commercialisation and what is now a global professional sports industry. Ensuring 
the NZR Board has people with direct experience operating in these environments, and at the 
various levels, is important. Including this principle in any competency framework is aimed at 
assuring concerned PUs that this issue is recognised and will be addressed under the new model.  

3. The Stakeholder Council will be constituted as per the recommendations and initially 
compromise of 13 members including nominees from the PUs (4), the NZMRB (1), NZ 
Rugby Foundation (1), Super Rugby Clubs (1), NZ Secondary Schools Rugby Union (1), 
NZR Pasifika Advisory group of NZR (1), Sport New Zealand (1), Women in Rugby Aotearoa 
(1), RPA (1), and an independent Chair. 
 
The Stakeholder Council Independent Chair will be appointed by the Implementation 
Steering Group, following consultation with the Stakeholder Council. In future this 
appointment will be made by the NZR Board in consultation with the Stakeholder Council.  

Rationale:  

The above provides for an additional PU nominated representative than the three proposed by the 
Review Panel. The rationale for this is that with 26 PUs of differing sizes, geographical dynamics 
and varying commercial, community and schooling landscapes it is felt three doesn't allow for 
the depth of coverage needed to ensure quality engagement. A representative from local council 
is excluded at this stage from the list of those recommended by the Review Panel. Over time it is 
envisaged the Stakeholder Council, in consultation with the NZR Board, can review its 
membership.  

The Report Panel were silent on how the independent Chair of the Stakeholder Council should be 
appointed, but this proposal has been made with the Review Panels approval.  

 
4. The existing NZR Board step down as part of the transitional process to a new 

independent NZR Board. Existing NZR Board members may apply for appointment to the 
new NZR Board under the new appointments process.  

Rationale:  

The existing NZR Board, was appointed through the existing constitutional and governance 
structure. The Review Panel determined the existing NZR constitution and governance structure 
was not fit for purpose, and that the current structure was not conducive to a collaborative, all-
of-game approach, where different views are respected, and debate encouraged.  

It therefore stands that the existing NZR Board is not fit for purpose and potentially finds itself 
acting in a caretaker capacity pending the appointment of a new NZR Board. Against that 
background the honourable and appropriate thing to do is for the existing NZR Board to offer their 
resignations and, should they desire, reapply through the newly constituted process.  
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It is logical that if the game is to adopt the Review Panel recommendations, then the new NZR 
Board should be elected in accordance with those recommendations. Any continuity concerns 
can be addressed by the Interim Appointments Panel and existing NZR Board members 
reapplying. 

The contents of the Review in terms of the current leadership of the game was damming – 
revealing a lack of strategic focus and accountability, an erosion of trust and confidence between 
the NZR Board, management and key stakeholders and an inability to address the many and 
varied issues facing the game. The need for urgent change was revealed as an almost universal 
sentiment across the sport. Since the publication of the Review Panel recommendations these 
issues have only intensified. It is now widely acknowledged and spoken about within rugby in New 
Zealand that the leadership of the game is in crisis and needs to change.  

An objective of the Review was to ensure that the governance structures and processes attracted 
the best people to govern rugby in New Zealand. Those people need to be able to trust the 
appointment process and know they will be on a board that collectively has the leadership, skills 
and capability and, importantly, the mandate needed to do the job. They will likely not want to join 
a board that has been found not fit for purpose and/or one that is lacking the trust and confidence 
of the game's stakeholders, and its own voting members. This is the perception and perhaps 
reality in the current climate – and makes it virtually untenable for the existing NZR Board to 
continue. 

The Interim Appointments Panel needs a clear runway to attract the best people and select the 
right team to govern the game in New Zealand pursuant to the Review Panel recommendations. 
That can only be achieved through having a locked in path to the formation of a fit for purpose 
board including the existing NZR Board standing down.   

5. The alternate governance reform proposals that do NOT comply with the Review 
Panel recommendations should be withdrawn. 

Rationale: 

The existing versions of mitigated and compromised proposals to NZR governance reform put 
forward by the NZR Board and/or elements of the NZR voting members do not meet the key 
recommendations of the Review Panel, nor do they have the support of many of the games key 
stakeholders or, based on recent media reports, the public and wider rugby community, let alone 
‘internal” support.  

It stands to reason that the game needs to unite behind one proposal for change – and given that 
this proposal advocates the adoption of the best-practice recommendations put forward by the 
expert Review Panel, it makes sense that the key stakeholders within the game come together as 
one team and unite behind it.  

The Review Panel has already been consulted in the development of this proposal. Crucially 
they have confirmed that it complies with the Review Panel recommendations and have also 
confirmed that they are prepared to take on the role this proposal asks of them.  
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Appendix A 

NZR Governance Review Part Three: Review Recommendations 
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